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Abstract

In this article we start off from the comparative religion studies and their search for
concepts to include Buddhism in the study of religion. We analyze and criticize
concepts of Otto, Zaehner, Smart and Wiebe and show how they give a biased view
of Buddhism and are not able to include all aspects of the Buddhist tradition in their
study, thereby reducing Buddhism to the categories influenced by Western cultural a
priorfs. With Orye we uncover the cultural preconceptions and the underlying
problematic cognitive paradigm in their interpretations of Smith's concepts. We
discuss the qualities and weak points of cognitive and Gibsonian ecological
psychology and place them next to the Buddhist theory on mediated and direct
perception. We use ecological psychology and Ingold’'s application of ecological
concepts and theory in a new conceptual framework. This conceptual framework is
able to include the non-conceptual learning processes and the fine-tuning of the
mental perceptual system in Buddhist shamatha meditation. This results in a new
learning environment in the mind and in an instrument for the acquisition of a non-
symbolical, non-conceptual, conscious, perceptual kind knowledge about the mind in
vipassana meditation. A characterizing aspect of this kind of knowledge is that it has
a transformative effect on the ‘knower’ as a whole, including his body, mind, heart
and perceptual systems. We explain the different aspects of mindfulness and
awareness in fine-tuning and training mental perception and the Buddhist learning
environment in this process of ‘guided rediscovery’. We show how Buddhist
knowledge and Buddhist practices have inspired mainstream psychology and
neuropsychology. The introduction of Buddhist knowledge and methodologies in
science has raised controversies and meta-philosophical discussions about whether
Buddhism, often still perceived of as a ‘religion’, can have a legitimate voice in the
scientific investigation of the mind. With Latour we will show how Buddhism and
science are fundamentally different and unique, but both valuable systems for the
investigation of reality. In Latour's radical symmetrical approach however, not a
single statement or hypothesis can be excluded from the scientific debate for the
sole reason of being derived from Buddhism, or not being compatible with the
cognitive paradigm of Western knowledge. With Latour we plea for a dialogue, more
research, multiple methodologies, debates and controversies, in which a posteriori
any statement can be collectively refuted as ‘artifact’ or accepted as ‘fact’ on the
basis of rigorous scientific research. In this way Buddhist knowledge and practices
can have a place in the scientific investigation of the mind, rather than merely being
reduced to the object of science, be it the comparative religion studies, psychology
or neuroscience. There are many testable hypotheses in Buddhist psychology which
could give new inspiration to the scientific debate. Buddhist psychology as a partner
to Western psychology could throw new light on the explanations for the positive
effects found in outcome studies on mindfulness-based approaches and could help in
our scientific understanding of the working-mechanisms of the mind.
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Annelies De Zaeytijd



Entrance

It was not my wish to speak of Buddhism from the position of the comparative
science of religion. | am especially interested in the area of psychology and not
‘religion’. However in our society, to say something legitimate about Buddhism, we
should still start from the ‘right’ category in order to be heard. But at the same time,
talking from the position of religion studies will wake the interest of some people
who are interested in religion, while | would have preferred to address an audience
with the same interest as me in the human mind. It will also leave Buddhism safely
aside, so it doesn’'t have a voice in society. Since categorized as a religion, your voice
is only legitimate in some well-limited areas. You can talk about morals, ethics,
interesting (read: weirdo) worldviews, some aspects of life and even death. But for
the rest you wont be taken serious to talk about other areas of life, like psychology.
That is the reason why | want to write this article. So | will start to speak from the
position of religion studies, in order to brake out of this and later discuss why
Buddhism should also have a voice in the sciences about the mind (psychology and
neuroscience).

As an adolescent | got acquainted with Buddhism, while living a year in Thailand.
There | received some teachings and read some books about Buddhism. Later while
studying psychology | recognised a lot of the Buddhist concepts in certain
psychological theories. Actually my interest in the courses was somehow guided in
the back of my head with what | knew about Buddhism, since the Buddhist teachings
were my first teachings about the human mind, suffering and happiness. During my
study of psychology I directed my attention back to some Buddhist teachings. With a
lot of suspicion I headed towards a Tibetan Temple. With a lot of suspicion, because
in Thailand 1 had received teachings in a temple, which emphasised not to pay
attention to external things like the beauty of the temple, rituals, etc. but to pay
attention to internal things and especially practice meditation and study the
teachings. The Tibetan temple was overwhelming in all its colours: beautiful
Buddha-images on the walls, statues, ... The teachings were guided by a kind of
Tibetan singing, which everyone seemed to be singing and | wondered whether they
knew what they were singing. So | thought by myself that if this would seem to be
like a sect, I would leave. | had arrived in that place | didn't know at all, all by
myself, with the taxi not knowing what to expect. Hanging around on the main plaza
one of the lamas passed by. He hit me on the head with his prayer book and asked
me how | was doing. | told him that the prayers in Tibetan were pretty difficult. He
simply said it was not and | should try my best. A really weirdo thing to say, off
course those prayers were difficult. But his sympathy was so disarming and friendly,
so simple, so normal, nothing esoteric or sectarian about it. | dropped my suspicion
and went along to the classes. The teachings interested me a lot and | decided to
keep on following the classes there. My second acquaintance with Buddhism was this
time guided with what | had learned at university about psychology and especially
psychoanalysis. In a lot of the things taught in the Buddhist classes, | could
recognise different aspects from psychoanalytic theory.

My interest in Buddhism came especially from my interest in the workings of the
mind of the human being. And next to my psychology education at university |
educated myself by reading about Buddhist psychology, which was a nice
complementary. So now you understand that when | want to write something about
Buddhism, mostly | write from this interest in the workings of the human mind. And |
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want to write for people who have that same interest, in order to share what | have
learned. But to write something about Buddhism in mainstream academic psychology
is something rarely done. | did do it during my postgraduate education of
psychoanalysis and it was accepted. But if you check the scientific publications in
psychology, you have to have gained a good reputation as a real scientist, before
you can afford to write something about Buddhism. Even if in mainstream academic
psychology there is at the moment great interest by many authors and therapists
into the technique of Mindfullness Based Cognitive therapy (MBCT) or Mindfullness
Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), both techniques based on Buddhist meditative
techniques. Also other psychotherapies which are widely used in the field of clinical
practice are based on Buddhist principles. I know from my own interest that
Buddhism has some interesting things to say about the mind, but | found out that
the presence of Buddhism in the scientific academic literature is limited to
mentioning here and there where the techniques were derived from, but you can
hardly find something about Buddhist psychology itself.

Where we do find a lot about Buddhism is in the comparative religion studies.
Buddhism there, is studied as an object of research. | see a lot of discussions about
the ancient texts, and about ‘the doctrines’ in Buddhism. But that information doesn’t
satisfy me neither, since my interest in Buddhism comes from an interest in Buddhist
psychology. | noticed another trend within the neurosciences, where Buddhist
psychology is being used not only as a source of inspiration for scientific research,
but where Buddhists are being partners in the scientific research, having a legitimate
voice and are giving advice about what to study and how to set up the research. As
a psychologist having this appreciation for Buddhist psychology | thought this could
be a positive step in the direction of the knowledge Buddhism could share with us.
My problem was that | could discuss all I wanted about the mind and psychology,
but I felt some hesitation to bring in Buddhist aspects in discussions with colleagues.
Since Buddhism is a ‘religion” and if you are religious, you are classified under the
category of the irrational people, who still believe in things which are not true, like
for example reincarnation. And being Buddhist, you are not only irrational like
religious people, on top of that you are also weirdo. So in order to be taken serious
in a discussion that is not such a good move. That is why | decided to study
comparative cultural sciences, in order to be able to talk about Buddhism from a
more legitimate category.

That is why | will have to start our journey in the comparative study of religion (part
1). We will take a look at Buddhism from this category and point out some problems
in the concepts we use to study ‘religion’. The coming of Buddhism to the West has
introduced a lot of problems in the religion studies. Buddhism seemed not to be so
easily put into the category of religion. Some of the authors at the dawn of
comparative religion studies tried to put Buddhism within a Christian frame, others
took the solution in reformulating the definition of religion in order to be able to
include Buddhism in the religion studies. In order to make an analysis of the
problems we will be guided by some of the main authors within this field of study,
namely Ninian Smart, Wilfred Cantwell Smith and Donald Wiebe. With Orye we filter
out an underlying paradigm in religion studies with a bunch of hidden hypotheses
about human beings, learning processes and knowledge in their theories and the
controversies this brings along. Following that, we will take a look at our own
Western culture, where the comparative religion studies originated (part 11). We will
look wnder the concepts of religion studies, what beliefs, ideas, theories are
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influencing this research through these concepts, which are actually saying more
about our own culture and which are, as such, limiting as concepts for the study of
another culture. We will be guided in this by Ingold, an anthropologist who points
out some of the typical Western cultural aspects, which we take for granted, in the
theories of the social sciences. These theories are often implicitly present in concepts
in other fields, like the religion studies. We will use this information to reformulate
some of the concepts of religion studies in order to use these to take a second look
at Buddhism (part Ill). This will show us a totally different picture of Buddhism.
Buddhism here appears as a study of the mind.

Now it is legitimate to ask the following question: “Could Buddhist knowledge and
practices be of any interest in the academic study of the mind?”. The question in part
V of this article takes us into another area. Our question is about whether Buddhism
could have a legitimate voice as a partner (not just as an object of study) to be
taken au sérieux in the scientific study of the psyché and the mind. There seems to
be a very firm answer from some of the scientists: “No! Buddhism is a religion and
we have to respect the barriers between religion and science, it has taken our
ancestors so much effort to put a separation between these two and we want to
keep it, we don't want to mix science with religion.”. One example of how delicate
this subject is, was the yearly congress of neuroscience where the Dalai Lama was
invited to give a talk about meditation and the influences this has on the mind. The
organisers of the congress had foreseen some problems and played it safe. They
introduced a new category into the yearly conferences: namely ‘society and
neurosciences’ in order to be able to fit the Dalai Lama into it. In this category it
could later also be possible to talk about for example ‘architecture and neuroscience’,

So the category allowed non-scientific subjects into the conference. This
precaution however could not avoid a huge controversy in which scientists finally
decided to start a petition against the lecture of the Dalai Lama in the conference.
Another trend within the sciences tries to solve this problem by claiming that
Buddhism /s science, since it is an empirical, experiential study of the mind, using
rigorous, scientific methods. We cannot agree with none of these extremes. We will
check some of the hidden presuppositions about these kinds of statements and
where we can place them. Therefore we need the ethnographic study of science.
We will let ourselves be guided in this by Bruno Latour. He is a rather controversial
figure, since he was the first who didn't use science as a partner in a discussion
about what science should be. Instead he took science as the object of his
ethnographic study. He went to follow scientists in the fields and studied their
discussions and controversies in scientific magazines, in order to find out what
science really is, how scientists behave like, what arguments are used and how facts
are produced/discovered. Instead of listening to what scientists say in the
philosophical science studies, he started an empirical study of science. This will bring
a lot of clarity in the discussion whether Buddhism could have a legitimate voice
within the sciences or not. We will first draw out the way Buddhism has already
influenced psychology and the neurosciences (part 1V), in order to later throw some
light on the accompanying discussions whether this evolution is legitimate or not
(part V). We hope to offer a frame in which we can understand the impact Buddhism
already had on academic mainstream science. We also hope to open the way for a
Buddhist voice within science, which can say something without raising suspicion a
priori. We also hope to open a way for speaking from the Buddhist point of view or
Buddhist psychology within the social sciences, especially psychology. So the next



time | write something about Buddhism | wouldn't have to speak from the category
of comparative cultural sciences or the religion studies.
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INTRODUCTION: THE DISCOVERY/CONSTRUCTION OF ‘BUDDHISM’ BY
THE WEST.

In this introductory chapter we will take a glimpse at the discovery of Buddhism by
the West. In this chapter we will argue, that in the same movement of discovering
Buddhism, the Western mind also created Buddhism. The term Buddhism, as well as
its categorization as a religion is a primarily Western invention. Eastern translators
for example were perplexed when first encountered with the word ‘religion’, finding
no way to translate it. Neither did there exist a word for ‘Buddhism’ in eastern
languages. This means that their self-image was highly distinct from the image
Western people had about these people and their practices. The phenomena
Western man observed in these other countries, however became classified, ordered
and received meaning through this categorization as ‘religion’. This was only a
confirmation of a Western category which was already a priori in their heads, even
before they had set foot in those ‘Buddhist’ countries.

The problem with this is that today, we still have difficulties in seeing Buddhism as
something else than ‘religion’. In this work, we want to question what aspects and
processes have become invisible to us, because of this classification. In this
introductory chapter we especially outline the Victorian, Christian and modern
aspects in the Victorian discourse about Buddhism. We will show how this discourse
tells us more about the Western mind, rather than that it would tell us anything
about a phenomenon generally referred to as ‘Buddhism’. We will also show how
certain aspects, which couldn’t find any Western counterparts in the conceptual
frameworks of the Western mind, such as meditation and Nirvana got
misinterpreted.

Finally the confrontation with Buddhism and its refusal to believe in gods, shocked
the Western mind in a long-existing truth (since the 16™ century) about the innate
religiousness of mankind. From that moment a lot of debate went to whether
Buddhism was a religion or a philosophy. For 20 years, Buddhism was no longer
classified as a religion, until the definition of religion was adapted and Buddhism
could be termed a religion again. In part | we will discuss the problems and
strategies involved in this redefinition of religion.

Another movement radically classified Buddhism as a science. We will show how the
discourse of scientific Buddhism says no more about Buddhism than the Victorian
protestant Buddhism. The modern themes we found there, such as the self-discovery
of truth, the importance of empirical evidence and rational reasoning, again, tell us
more about the Western mind than about Buddhism.

We showed how the Victorian interpretation of Buddhism was highly biased and
influenced by the socio-cultural movement in the Victorian society. However these
ideas, in a secular guise, still play an important role in the perception of Buddhism
nowadays, in our culture, as well as in current scientific research. For example, the
fact that Buddhism, is still classified as a religion only, has for a consequence, that
Buddhist knowledge is being excluded from the scientific debate for the sole fact,
that it is a religion. The fact that Buddhism would be a religion or not, or more than
a religion alone, is no longer questioned. However the category of science does no
more justice to Buddhism or does not reveal more about Buddhism, but rather shows
us something about the Western mind.
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We will highlight the problematic use of categories such as ‘religion’ and ‘science’ and
the implications those concepts and their hidden accompanying meanings have on
presenting a deformed view on Buddhism. Both categories, ‘religion’ and ‘science’
highlight certain aspects of Buddhism and hide other important aspects of Buddhism.
This makes us turn our attention to the categories we use, their underlying
hypotheses and the problems this brings us in the study of Buddhism in the
comparative studies of religion (part 1). We will do the same for the category of
‘science’ in part V. Filtering out the underlying hypotheses enables us to make visible
some important aspects within Buddhism which, until then, had been covered up the
those categories. This is an important aim of this article: to be able to take a second
look at Buddhism, in all its aspects, and not only through what the filters of our
categories (‘religion’ and ‘science”) allow us to see.

While in the Victorian period the West was informed about Buddhism through the
highly biased outlook of some Western people, currently a lot of Buddhists have
migrated to the West and like this have initiated a new process, in which Western
people could meet with living Buddhism. This has resulted in a new meeting between
Buddhism and science (which we will outline in more detail in part 1V). However the
old categories of ‘religion’ and ‘science’ along with their hidden meanings and
underlying hypotheses still affect the debates accompanying these new approaches
in science (part V).

1 Buddhism doesn’t exist

Is ‘Buddhism’ something which existed since 2500 years? Naturally we would say
yes. But in the literature we found extensive evidence which nuances this
enormously. Yes something like Buddhism must have existed since then. But why is
there no word for Buddhism for example in the Tibetan language (Kvaerne, 1972)?
When Japanese translators first encountered the English word ‘religion’ in the
international trade treatises of the late 1850s, they were perplexed and had difficulty
finding the proper corresponding term in Japanese. There was no indigenous word
that referred to something as broad as ‘religion’ (Josephson, 2006). According to
many authors, the term ‘Buddhism’ is a Western invention that belies a tremendous
diversity of thought and practices (Jackson, 1996). There is a creative power in
words and in theorizing we bring worlds into existence (Herbrechtsmeier, 1993). Did
we perhaps do that with ‘Buddhism™? de Wit (2005) has claimed for example that
something like ‘Buddhism’ doesn’t exist. Why are we then, in our times so very
much acquainted with this term ‘Buddhism? If we go to Asia, and see a ‘Wat’
(Thailand) or a ‘Gompa’ (Tibet), we enter in something which looks like a monastery,
a temple, a church or a cathedral. There are people working in there, wearing robes,
which makes us think of monks and priests, we see certain objects which look like
icons and which seem to be worshiped by people who look like ‘believers’ (Batchelor,
1997). Isn't this the proof that Buddhism exists and is a religion? Or might it just be
an unquestioned confirmation of one of our own Western cultural categories which
was already in our head a priori?
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Our first impression makes our own Western biases and presuppositions most visible.
They include the present and the older presuppositions in our culture about the other
culture (de Wit, 1998). So let’s take a look at the period in which our culture first got
confronted with this phenomenon that has later received the term ‘Buddhism’ as a
name. When Christian missionaries headed for Asia, they were expecting to find
religions there. Balagangadhara(1994) argues how it happened that religious people
in those days found other religions during their missionary work. They saw it
because they expected it to be there, since: “Where there is a God, there must exist
a religion too.”. It was in this way that they were approaching their investigation
from a prejudiced and biased position. What they saw got immediately assimilated to
their conceptual (and religious) framework, without questioning it. It only reaffirmed
their expectations: “See there is a religion, of course, because there is a God.”.
Around 1820 a collection of ‘religious phenomena’ was classified as the ‘religion of
Buddha’ or ‘Buddhism’ (Almond, 1988). As soon as we have a name for something,
we can also start to talk about it. By the beginning of the 1850s a discourse about
Buddhism had developed in the Victorian society (Almond, 1988). The attention of
English-speaking people was drawn to Buddhism through ‘The light of Asia’, a book
from an Anglican clergyman, who compared the Buddha with Jesus (Almond, 1988).
In those days Buddha was perceived of as a God by the western mind (Almond,
1988). It indicated vividly those heroic qualities of the Buddha and the romantic
ambience of Buddhism that attracted so many Victorians. The most important works
on Buddhism in those days were written for an educated, but non-specialist wide-
reading public. It was one of the numerous ‘—isms’ in Victorian society upon which
one needed to have an opinion (Almond, 1988).

2 Does the Victorian discourse tell us something about
‘Buddhism’ or about the Western mind?

In his article ‘The British discovery of Buddhism’ Philip Almond (1988) argues that an
imaginative Buddhism was created in the first half of the nineteenth century.
According to him the discourse about Buddhism was created and sustained by the
reification of the term Buddh/sm. In his article he shows in a very detailed way how
the creation of Buddhism was strongly determined by the Victorian culture in which it
emerged as an object of discourse. Almond (1988) shows how the interpretation of
Buddhism was strongly influenced by the concerns of the Victorian age. Their
fundamental mode of organizing the East provided a conceptual filter through which
acceptable aspects of Buddhism could be endorsed and unacceptable ones rejected.
Assimilating Buddhism in so far as it correlated with normative Victorian ideas and
values and rejecting Buddhism in so far as it was incommensurable with these
(Almond, 1988).

The construction and interpretation of Buddhism reveals much about nine-teenth-
century concerns and crucial socio-cultural aspects of the Victorian period. In this
sense we could say that this ‘Victorian Buddhism’ is not giving us a clear image about
Buddhism itself, but about Buddhism seen through the eyes of the Victorians and as
such ‘Victorian Buddhism’ is rather giving us an image of the people of that age.
Almond’s (1988) concern therefore is not about Buddhism itself, but about the views
about Buddhism: a small nuance, but a huge difference. This discourse reflected the
hot topics during that age, like discussions about the creation and the cosmology of
the Bible, biology, theism and atheism, annihilation and immortality and the essence
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of human nature. Almond (1988) gives us an interesting lesson in history because by
discussing this discourse, he reveals the world in which the construction of Buddhism
took place. The discourse about Buddhism provides a mirror in which was reflected
an image not only of the Orient, but of the Victorian world.

Almond was inspired by Edward Said who brought a more broader discourse about
the Orient to light, of which ‘Victorian Buddhism’ is a part. Said also claims that
Orientalism doesn’'t teach us a lot about the Orient, but about the Orient seen
through the eyes of the Westerner. As such Orientalism is an interesting discourse
about how western people interpreted another culture through their own cultural
concepts. So whether the ‘Orient’ makes sense, depends more on the West than on
the Orient. In this way also the Victorians developed a discourse within which
Buddhism was circumscribed. Scholars are now increasingly interested in the
mechanisms that created such transhistorical essences as ‘religion’, ‘the East’, ‘the
Orient’ and ‘Buddhism’. Donald Lopez (1995) for example examined in his ‘Curators
of the Buddha: The Study of Buddhism under Colonialism” the social, political and
economic conditions that made the very notion of ‘Buddhism’ and ‘Buddhist’ studies
possible and desirable at a specific moment in European colonial history.

2.1 How Buddhism was reified as a ‘religion’

While discovering Buddhism, Buddhism did provide the answers, but the questioned
asked were pointedly Victorian ones (Almond, 1988). The Europeans would approach
the question of understanding the traditions in India through their own frameworks
and questions (Balagangadhara, 1994).

To the Christians the source of such ‘beliefs’ could only be found in holy texts
(Balagangadhara, 1994). Convinced as they were that these beliefs were all
scripturally sanctioned, the hunt was on to locate the Holy Book (Balagangadhara,
1994). The very identity of Buddhism was captured and delineated by the
translations of these texts: the doctrinal core, the history, and the transformation of
the religion were decided by means of deciphering the texts (Balagangadhara,
1994). However, translating a text also implies that one should understand the text
(de Wit, 1998). It was unavoidable that the translations from the 19" century were
highly influenced by the spirit of those days, when Buddhism was mostly seen as a
religion (de Wit, 1998). It didn't occur to these missionaries or to the readers of their
exploits that they could be creating ‘religions’ to be subsequently called ‘Buddhism’,
‘Hinduism’ etc. around the texts that they so feverishly began to search, translate
and study.

During the first twenty-five years of the Victorian period, Buddhism came to be
determined as an object of which the primary location was the West, at the oriental
libraries and institutes of the West, at the desks of the western savants who
interpreted it (Almond, 1988). It was through the collection and translation of
manuscripts that Buddhism became a purely textual and philosophical construct
accessible to readers in Paris and London (Lopez, 1995). The assumption that the
original was the essential, justified the fact that the Pali Buddhism came to be seen
as containing the essence of Buddhism (Almond, 1988). Like this they tried to
identify the ‘pure’ Buddhism which wasn't yet altered and corrupted by the
inventions of worldly men (Almond, 1988).
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To the Westminster review of 1878 the Buddha, like many other virtuous pagans,
was to be considered an anonymous Chrisitian (Almond, 1988). It was but a short
step from conceiving of Buddhism as revelatory to conceiving of it as part of God’s
plan of salvation. Samuel Beal saw both Buddhism and Confucianism as preparing
the people of India and China for the reception of a higher truth (the Christian one)
(Almond, 1988). In other interpretations the Buddha became the Martin Luther of
India rebelling against the ‘roman catholic’ Brahmanic priestly caste
(Balagangadhara, 1994). The Lamaism of Tibet, on the other hand was frequently
compared by English writers to roman Catholicism and regarded as a priestly
ritualistic corruption of original Buddhism (Balagangadhara, 1994). For example John
Stewart in a letter to sir John Pringle described Tibetan religion as a corrupted
version of enlightenment deism (Almond, 1988).

The Victorians found many Buddhist ‘doctrines’, but they couldn't find analogies
within their own worldview about the Buddhist practice of contemplation (Almond,
1988). According to the Victorians, it was the intellectual inferiority of the Oriental
mind which was the cause of the Buddhist ‘doctrine’ of nirvana, conceived of as a
passionless, emotionless rest where the tired soul dreamlessly slumbers (Almond,
1988). In the encyclopedia Brittannica in 1810 Nirvana got defined as: “we must
accustom ourselves to do nothing, will nothing, feel nothing, desire nothing.”
(Almond, 1988). Words like ‘indolence’ and ‘idiocy’ signal the failure of the Victorian
writer to come to terms with a passive element in religion that contrasted so much
with their Victorian Gospel of work. We will come back to how these experiential
aspects of Buddhism were interpreted in the early comparative religious studies (part
I) and the mistakes which were made in this. Later we will show how else we could
understand those experiential aspects, while filtering out certain Western hypotheses
hidden in the concepts and categories within the comparative religion studies (part
I1). This will make certain aspects and processes inherent to Buddhism visible, which
were until then invisible because of its classification as a ‘religion’. While taking this
second look at Buddhism, a wholly different image emerges in front of us (part II).
This will lead us away from the notion of ‘religion’, and will bring us into other areas
of research (part IV and V).

The notion of the innate religiousness of mankind, an important European notion
since the middle of the sixteenth century, was being shocked when it began to dawn
to Victorians that Buddhists didn't worship a God or gods at all (Almond, 1988). This
non-theism of Buddhism was at first very confusing if not offensive to Westerners,
when they first encountered Buddhists. The first reaction was to deny that the
Buddhist movement was a ‘religious’ one (Florida, 1990). The question whether
Buddhism was a ‘religion’ or a ‘philosophy’ was much debated on towards the end of
the century. By definition, no system, which professed atheism could qualify as a
religion (Almond, 1988). For the last thirty-five years of the nineteenth century, the
image of a godless Buddhism predominated, in spite of the recognition of a theistic
Mahayana Buddhism. Buddhism would have to wait some twenty more years before
Natham Sdderblom and Rudolf Otto would design a definition in terms of holiness
and the Holy, which would be able to include Buddhism into it (Almond, 1988). We
will come back to the problems implied in this new definition in part 1.
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2.2 Buddhism as a ‘religion of science’

On the one hand Buddhism got reinterpreted as a ‘religion’, an important category
used in that period, strongly influenced by the Liberal Protestant movement. Next to
Protestant themes also modern themes got mixed into different English forms of
Buddhism. By some authors in the Victorian period, Buddhism got radically
reinterpreted as a ‘science’. This discourse of scientific Buddhism was developed by
both Westerners and Asians in response to different but interrelated crises in their
various cultural contexts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(McMahan, 2004). Where the Victorian crisis of faith questioned traditional forms of
Christianity and used Buddhism in this discourse, for the Asians, it was the crisis of
colonialism, Western hegemony and demoralization over Buddhism’s loss of prestige
in the wake of Christianity that allowed some modernist themes to be incorporated
into Buddhism in the East.

Paul Carus and Henry Steel Olcott were highly influential in attempting to establish
the scientificity of Buddhism in response to the Victorian crisis of faith. This discourse
represented Buddhism as an inverse reflection of what sceptics and liberal Christians
believed to be problematic about orthodox interpretations of Christianity in the light
of scientific developments (McMahan, 2004). Those authors stressed that Buddhism
was not about faith but about finding out and knowing directly by oneself. We can
recognize an important modern theme in this. They stressed the self-discovery of
truth which was in accord with Buddhism. They stressed immediate experience
rather than objective belief-systems or knowledge in contrast with Christianity
(Mellor, 1991). An article in the Encyclopaedia of Buddhism contrasts Buddhism to
unscientific or speculative religions, because it is non-speculative and scientific. In
their view, Gotama did not formulate a system, he discovered a law, which may be
compared to Copernicus or Galileo in the physical science. Buddhism extends the
natural laws, the laws of causality to the mental or psychic domain (Singh, 1996).

This exemplifies one of the most important ways in which Buddhism gained cultural
currency in the West, when it was introduced in the nineteenth century, namely as a
religion uniquely comparable with modern science. In this way Buddhism was
incorporated into a pre-existing network of concerns, assumptions, ideas, agendas
and practices that characterized certain features of late nineteenth century life
(McMahan, 2004). The questions these authors asked of Buddhism were framed in
terms of Christianity in a period of Modernization and next to that adopted the
protestant emphasis on text, personal experience and social activism (McMahan,
2004). In this way also the Western narrative of modernity got reconfigured and
incorporated into the Buddhist narratives (McMahan, 2004).

In the “World's Parliament of Religions” in Chicago (1893) some of the themes
connecting Buddhism to modern science were proffered, interweaving Buddhist
concepts with Western scientific ones (McMahan, 2004). Early authors were trying to
blend Buddhism with science. They were allying key concepts in scientific discourse
with those found in Buddhism. These authors located true Buddhism in the texts of
the ancient past and delimited it to carefully selected teachings, excluding any
consideration of living Buddhists. Olcott for example promoted /is vision of the
dharma to the West and to the Sinhalese and other Buddhists worldwide. His
Buddhist Catechism (1881) was a compilation of ‘fundamental’ Buddhist beliefs. It
attempted to extract what he considered the most important doctrines from the
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Buddhist tradition, the true teachings, according to him, could by definition be
interpreted as consonant with the modern scientific worldview. Those teachings
which were not consistent with modern science were rejected or de-emphasised. The
‘Catechism’s’ chapter on Buddhism and science was the earliest attempt to work out
a definite correlation between Buddhism and science (McMahan, 2004). According to
Olcott Buddhism was based on empirical evidence and autonomous reason, an
implicit but obvious contrast with traditional Christianity, for which he often showed
contempt. His book became extremely popular. The insistence on verification
through personal experience and distrust of faith in the Christian sense would
become perhaps the most central theme of modernist Buddhism (McMahan, 2004).

Another influential work was Paul Carus’ “Gospel of Buddhism”, which got translated
into many languages and was even used to introduce Asian Buddhists themselves to
Buddhism (McMahan, 2004). He presented a rationalist scientific Buddhism that
reflected the broad themes of liberal Protestantism and enlightenment philosophy.
He made little attempt to conceal that he was highlighting certain aspects of
Buddhism, whatever could be interpreted as in accord with the current scientific
worldview and suppressing others. Carus, in his work, also refers to the spiritual
crisis of the educated and no doubt his own spiritual crisis (McMahan, 2004).

Also Sharf (1995) pointed out the influence of Western modern and Asian reform
movements in the interpretation of Buddhism during those days. Suzuki, who studied
in his youth with Paul Carus, highly influenced popular conceptions of Zen both in
Japan and in the West, which put a great emphasis on meditative experience and
‘satori’. In this way Sharf (1995) pointed out a ‘Protestant Zen’ which rationalized
Zen practice through minimizing the importance of the pietistic, ritualistic and
sacramental dimensions of practice in favour of an instrumental or goal-directed
approach.

According to Sharf (1995) the Occident also played an important role in Buddhist
reform movements of Southeast Asia within Theravada Vipassana revivals in Burma
and Sri Lanka. These reform movements emphasized the values of individualism, a
rational and instrumental approach to Buddhist teachings, repudiating the
supernatural aspects, the rejection of ‘empty’ ritual, a rejection of the authority of
the clergy, an emphasis on meditation and a renewed interest in Pali scriptural
materials. Every Buddhist should seek his own salvation in this life, which in turn
means that he should practice meditation. In this movement we can also find an
increasing emphasis on the worldly benefits of meditation: vipassana was said to
increase physical and psychological health, to alleviate stress and to help one deal
more effectively with family and business relationships (Sharf, 1995).

2.3 Conclusion

In this way new Buddhist discourses were created. Buddhism in England is therefore
a deeply problematic category, because it is the focus of a number of different,
sometimes competing religious and cultural forces during the Victorian period. These
intertwining modernizing processes over the last 150 years have been creating
unprecedented forms of Buddhism that are hybrids of Buddhism and modern,
western thought and practice (McMahan, 2004). The process of formulating new
forms of Buddhism however is not unique for Buddhism coming to the West.
Buddhism typically got mixed with the cultures it found on its way, in this sense a
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Thai, Tibetan, Japanese, Chinese, ... form of Buddhism came into existence. After the
mixing it is difficult to find out which aspects were ‘purely’ Buddhist and which of
them were cultural influences. It is not because Buddhism has adapted itself to a
certain culture that it would have become an impure form, and thus a corrupted
form of Buddhism. However interpreting some forms as pure and some forms as
corrupted, while reducing true Buddhism to its old texts, and thereby creating an
abstract form of Buddhism is a typically Western phenomenon. Such reductions
created an abstract Buddhism already constituted by modernist presuppositions.
Buddhism is too complex and diverse to be reduced to such generalities.

Mellor (1991) has pointed out the problems this brings for theoretical and
methodological questions concerning the approach to Buddhism in religious studies.
This deformed image of Buddhism still plays an important role in the perception of
Buddhism in our culture and our scientific research about Buddhism. A growing body
of recent scholarship has highlighted the problematic character of earlier European
scholarship on Buddhism (Kinnard, 1999). By studying another culture in another
historical context, we have to realise that we are categorizing the world from our
own culture. Our categories cannot function as norms, but must rather be seen as
examples (McCutcheon, 2001). Even if we use the categories of the other culture we
are studying, it is not sure that the scientist will use these categories in the same
sense as they are meant in that culture. Because he might not understand the
historical background or the underlying theories of those categories, and because
they become part of the context of the scientist’s ideas, they might become imputed
with a totally different meaning.

So if we use the categories ‘religion’ or ‘science’ we are already reducing or imputing
extra meaning through our interpretation of Buddhism. Therefore | thought it was
important to give a short overview of the history of the ‘discovery’ and
reinterpretation of Buddhism, so that during our journey we can stay aware of our
own cultural influences while studying Buddhism. This is a lesson we want to learn
from the mistakes of the Victorians. We want to take this basic idea along with us,
on this journey. We have to be aware of our own outlook when we take a look at
Buddhism. For example some psychiatrists have tried to force the Buddhist
enlightenment experiences to fit into such old diagnostic categories as
depersonalization or dissociation (Austin, 1998). Sometimes we should just accept
that our categories are only approximations in which Buddhism doesn’t fit at all or
only partly fits or that we just haven't got any right category from within our frame
of thinking and we might start questioning our own way of thinking. So if we want to
find out more about Buddhism we should also take a serious look at the influences of
our own culture in the categories we use: their implicit meanings, their hidden
presuppositions and the Western theories and controversies underlying these
categories. This is what we attempt to do in this article for the categories ‘religion’
(part 1) and ‘science’ (part V).

3 Victorian/Buddhist influences on scientific research today

3.1 Buddhism as object of the comparative studies of religion

Almond not only gives us an interesting lesson of history about the Victorian period,
he claims furthermore that the Victorians determined the framework in which
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Buddhism was imaginatively constructed and laid out the (highly biased and
therefore problematic) fundamentals for the framework within which nowadays, we
still perceive Buddhism in our culture as well as in the scientific research of religions
within which Buddhism is nowadays studied.

Balagangadhara (1994) shows us in his elaborated work ‘The Heathen in his
Blindness’ on the perception of the Indian traditions by the West, how this initial,
biased and highly problematic religious interpretation of Buddhism became
secularised. He has accused authors on Buddhism of extending protestant themes
and of generalizing the Christian themes dressed-up in a secular garb. In this way
the religious aspects were shaved off, Buddhism was no longer described from a
Christian point of view, but the basic ideas, the basic structure laid out in the
Victorian days got taken over by the scientific discourse, under a secular disguise. It
is not a good idea to use the hypotheses derived from this discourse as a scientific
basic for the study of Buddhism (Gelders & Derde, 2003). What makes the situation
even more intriguing, according to Balagangadhara (1994) is that these initial ideas
survived in several domains in psychology, in anthropology and elsewhere. According
to him the approaches to the study of religion still take place within the framework
laid out during that period. That is why he claims that the secular world is itself
under the grips of a religious framework in spite of a secularisation. The very notion
‘religion’ is itself part of a religious framework and the scientific investigations into
religion are thus conducted within this religious framework, which is not even noticed
by these scientists (Balagangadhara, 1994). This religious framework is, according to
Balagangadhara (1994) a de-christianized Christianity secularized to suit the modern
tastes, but no less religious because of that. The belief about the universality of
religion would rest on grounds other than a theoretical or empirical investigation into
the question (Balagangadhara, 1994). The belief in the universality of religion is a
biblical theme and not the result of scientific research according to Balagangadhara
(1994). Even if religion slowly lost its hegemonic control over the intellectual life, that
it once exercised, this religious belief became common currency and joined the
unexamined trivia, religious beliefs turned into hypotheses, into unquestioned facts
(Balagangadhara, 1994). In this way they have taken over a religious idea, but also
believe that it is scientific or empirically true, due to its familiarity (Balagangadhara,
1994). According to Balagangadhara (1994) in the present study of Buddhism within
the comparative religion studies, the details of the observed are only filling out the
categories which were outlined by these early writers. The later descriptions did not
alter the framework but merely modified the details. The categories became self-
evident. It was not questioned whether Buddhism was really a ‘religion’ or not. Even
if Buddhism didn't fit into the concept and definition of religion, many authors
decided this asked for a modification of the definition of ‘religion’. We will come back
to this later in more detail.

The dominant opinions in our present culture about this other culture are thus not
based on scientific grounds, they are still based on the framework the Victorians laid
out. One of these major ideas in our culture is that Buddhism is one of the five world
religions. Almond (1988) and many others (Liston, 2000) laid bare the way these
ideas came into existence. Almond showed us how the construction and
interpretation of Buddhism reaches back a century and a half ago.
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3.2 Influences of Buddhism in mainstream science

In the 20" century another form of contact emerged between the Buddhist and
western culture, which was more characterized by a real dialogue. Western people
started to practice Buddhist meditation under the guidance of Asian meditation
teachers and monks (de Wit, 1998). Nowadays Buddhism is practiced all over Europe
with teachers trained in the classical traditions of Buddhism (Batchelor, 1994). This
had its effect on the way Buddhism presented itself to the Western mind (de Wit,
1998). After the occupation of Tibet by China in 1959, for example, a lot of Tibetan
monks fled Tibet and were spread all over Europe and the U.S.A. In these Tibetan
traditions, monks are educated in the classical traditional way and started teaching
their courses to Western people. In this way Western people became acquainted
with a non-textual, living form of Buddhism. This made possible a less biased view
on Buddhism. Some of these Buddhist students are scientists, whose work is strongly
influenced by their acquaintance with this Tibetan form of Buddhism. In this way
western psychology, philosophy, neuroscience, etc. started to look for terminology in
Buddhism which could be useful to gain insight in the human being itself. This
inspired three new discourses within mainstream science in the West. A very popular
and well-known trend is the MBCT-movement within academic psychology. Buddhism
also made its way into the experimental research of neuroscience, not only as an
object of study, but as a partner in the scientific debate and in setting up
experimental research. In the Netherlands there was a branch within psychology
which started to study the developmental stages and the psychology of
contemplative traditions as a whole, but mostly inspired by Han de Wit who got
strongly influenced by Tibetan Buddhism and is also authorized by Chégyam Trungpa
as a meditation teacher. The Dalai Lama, who has extensively participated in debates
with well-respected Western scientists specialized in a wide array of studies, is very
determined to introduce a ‘science for monks’ program in the traditional Buddhist
education for monks, hoping to inspire some monks to start doing scientific research
and bring in some of the Buddhist ideas into the scientific research of the mind.

Of course this influence of Buddhism within mainstream science has raised a lot of
discussions among scientists. These discussions are still coloured with some of the
arguments we found in both the religious and scientific trends of the Victorian
period. We will come back to this in part V of this article.
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Part I: TAKING A LOOK AT BUDDHISM WITH THE COMPARATIVE

STUDIES OF RELIGION

| 1 Problems at the dawn of the comparative study of religions.

We will start part | with some history of the comparative studies of religions, since
Buddhism did play a rather important role in the development of this scientific study
which was still trying to get rid of the last traces of theology, which focused on
Christianity alone. Where the universities, the study of other ‘religions’ was tolerated,
there were still a lot of problems to overcome. We will give a short glimpse of these
problems in order to make a diagnosis of them and see if we can learn something
from it for the present comparative studies of religions.

The early theorists, studying Buddhism, equalled the ‘experience of Nirvana’' to the
Numinous experience in Christianity. This allowed them to draw Buddhism in a
Christian thought-frame. A hidden a priori hypothesis with a lot of these so-called
theologians, is that all religions are expressions of one essential truth or universal
religion. The problem with these theoretical movements is that they allow these
authors to interpret Buddhist phenomena from their own (Christian) conceptual
framework. This makes that their study of Buddhism isn't giving us a clear view of
what Buddhism really is, but tells us more about the religion of these authors and
their struggle trying to solve the problems and questions raised with their religion in
modern times. Some are trying to prove the truth of their own religion by their
theories, rather than showing a genuine interest in Buddhism. These lines of
reasoning generate only a highly biased and little reliable outlook on Buddhism.

The essentialist idea, that the essence of religion is the religious experience and that
this would be the same for all religions, is also a strategy, used by religious authors,
to protect their religion to the reductionism of atheist scientists of religion. Since they
are atheist and haven't had any religious experience, they cannot study the religious
experience, nor ‘religion’. The objective trend in religion studies a priori considers the
religious experience as irrational and explains it by way of psychological clarifications
such as: a regression to the symbiosis with the mother during early infancy.

The ‘discovery’ of Buddhism questioned some fundamental categories, methods and
definitions in religion studies. The redefinition of ‘religion’, however had for a
consequence that all kinds of social phenomena and even scientific theories can be
covered by this new definition. Ninian Smart will accompany us in our analysis of
these problems. His aim was to find a way to study religion in all its aspects,
including the mystical experience, without reducing it, and without having to be an
insider. We also want to find such a way of studying Buddhism in an unbiased way.
We will see that one important step in this, is to not use Christian religious
terminology in describing Buddhist phenomena, such as the ‘doctrines of Buddhism’,
or even the word ‘religion’. All these concepts are heavily loaded with all kinds of
hidden meanings and underlying presuppaositions.

According to Smart’'s diagnosis, both the theologians and the atheists are not
objective, but reductionist and ethnocentric. The problem with both approaches is
that they define the field of study from their own position, their own answer to the
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truth-question: “yes, God exists.” (theologians), or “No, believing in God is an
irrational projection” (atheist scientists). According to Smart, in the study of religions,
we should avoid to let such implicit a priori’s sneak into the research. We agree with
Smart’'s diagnosis, however we do have a problem with his solution to our question
on how to study Buddhism in an unbiased, scientific, non-reductive way.

According to Smart we should bracket our own worldview or religion. However a
prior/s and presuppositions, related to our own worldview aren’t always so visible to
us. Sometimes they are implicitly present in our concepts. We will point this out in
the next chapter of part | with Smith’s analysis of the concepts ‘religion’ and ‘belief’.
In part 11 we will proceed in analysing our Western categories and their underlying
hypotheses about the human being, learning processes, perception, knowledge and
other underlying theories in the social sciences. We will place these next to
comparable Buddhist theories about perception and knowledge.

We will further discuss Smart’s solution in order to be able to lay bare, underlying
presuppositions and the unquestioned a prioris in his theory with Smith. According
to Smart, we should thus bracket the truth-question and start from the truth of the
religious subject. What is important, is his phenomenological world. The human is
seen as a homo symbolicus, and we should study what he believes. In this soft
epistemology, it is not important what we believe.

We will put Smart’'s model of the homo symbolicus to the test, and check if this
model can give a non-reductive outlook on Buddhism in all its diversity. We will show
how there is an important aspect in Buddhism which seems to lie beyond the Aomo
symbolicus. Some experiences in Buddhism are free of ideas in our head,
convictions, beliefs, expectations, thoughts, words, concepts, meanings, etc. Words
in Buddhism are sometimes like fingers pointing in the direction of a knowing from
our direct experience. This kind of knowledge can by definition not be expressed in
words. If we see religion as a set of symbols alone, we cannot capture these
important aspects of Buddhism.

Again we are confronted with essentialist ideas. Some authors conclude that all
meditative experiences, empty of any cognitive content, would be the same in all
religions. Some authors conclude that there is a fundamental difference between
reading about Buddhism and experiencing meditation oneself. The same problems of
the exclusion of the outsider to the scientific study of Buddhism pop up again.
Putting meditative experience in Buddhism central as the essence of Buddhism, is
one extreme, but the denial of the importance of experience (as done by Sharf), is
another extreme. In Buddhism, both conceptual theories and non-conceptual
experience are important. Moreover we show that in the latter we can find a whole
diversity of experiences which argue against essentialism, but can neither be
captured by Smart's methodology.
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1.1  Drawing Buddhism in a Christian conceptual framework

We will turn to Ninian Smart’s analysis of some of the very obvious problems in the
religion studies. Smart criticizes the narrow Western look on the mystical experience
in Buddhism and through doing that unveils some fundamental problems.

1.1.1 Otto and the ‘Numinous experience of Nirvana’

Smart (1986a) first directs his criticism towards Rudolf Otto’s interpretation of what
this Buddhist ‘Nirvana’ could possibly be. According to Otto, there is only one
religious experience: the Numinous experience. Otto came to the conclusion that this
‘experience of Nirvana’ had to be a kind of ‘Numinous experience’. This could thus be
compared to the Numinous experience in Christianity, where one experiences the
presence of an Other (i.e. God), which is very overwhelming and for which one has
an enormous respect. Since ‘Nirvana’ is also not rational, just like the experience of
Numen, they are both one and the same, even if they are present in different
religions. This manoeuvre also enables Otto to design a definition of religion that
would include Buddhism in the category ‘religion’ instead of the category
‘philosophy’, thereby drawing Buddhism in a fundamental Christian conceptual
framework. The specificity of Buddhist experience(s) is not taken into account.

Smart (1986a) doesn't agree with Otto’s interpretation of Nirvana. According to
Smart, Nirvana is a state of being, in which one experiences an enormous serenity
and peacefulness. According to Smart, the dualism in the Numinous experience
between the self and the Numen is not present in the experience of Nirvana. Neither
was this Nirvana ever worshipped by the Hinayana Buddhists (Smart, 1986a).
According to Smart there is not one kind of religious experience, such as the
Numinous experience. Smart speaks about the mystical experience in respect to
Buddhism as distinct from the Numinous experience (Orye, 2004). He uses the
mystical experience to criticize essentialist theories about religion from Otto and
other authors.

1.1.2 The hidden a priori hypothesis of essentialism

According to Smart, Otto has a hidden a priori hypothesis that all religions are
symbols pointing in the direction of the one and only Truth. Of course one can imply
here that this underlying Truth is the Christian Truth (sic!). We can find this
essentialist idea, that all religions have the same essence, with a lot of authors. The
purpose of this idea, however is not scientific. It legitimates them to take another
religion and interpret it within their own religious frame of thought. Smart (1986)
states that the danger in this way of thinking is that we don't see the other religion
in all its nuances and differences with for example Christianity, because we would
then describe the religion of the other in terms of our own religion.

Another non-scientific purpose of this essentialist idea is to withdraw the studies of
religion from the critical attitude of atheistic scientists who tend to reduce religion.
One poses the religious experience as the essence of religion as a defence to those
atheist scientists who don't want to include the religious experience in the scientific
study of religions (Orye, 2001). Atheist scientists for example explained the mystical
experiences of yogis as a regression to the union between the mother and baby or
as a dissociation, and so on. By emphasizing the non-rational side of this experience,
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Schleiermacher wants to argue that the religious experiences can’'t be studied in a
rational or scientific way (Orye, 2004). It is necessary to study this subject with
different methods. Those who haven't had such an experience themselves cannot
understand it. The implication of this is that religion (and its essence, the religious
experience) cannot be studied by those who are outsiders to religion, namely non-
believers. Smart, however, is against this attitude of excluding the studies of religion
from the scientific inquiry. For Smart ‘revelation’ is not an acceptable argument
(Orye, 2001). He refuses to accept an essentialist definition of religion.

1.1.3 Methodological problems with Zaehner’'s classification of
religious experiences

Zaehner, like Otto, was interested in the religious experience in Christianity and
Buddhism. He wanted to show that these ‘phenomena’ belonged to the same
‘category’ of experiences. However he did recognize that there are some differences
between them. So he ended up making a classification of three religious experiences
(in Smart, 1986b). Even if these experiences do differ from each other, they all
belong to the category of ‘religious experience’, according to Zaehner. Next to that
Zaehner makes a link between mysticism (both Christian and Buddhist) and the
theory of the creation of Adam and his Fall, a typically Christian story. As if this
illogical line of thought is not bad enough in itself, he also makes the link with the
scientific story of the evolution and tries to melt all this together into one and the
same story/theory.

I make this caricature of Zaehner to point out a methodological problem in his work.
He takes a certain ‘phenomenon’ from another culture and interprets it entirely
through his own religious frame of thought. According to Smart (1986b) Zaehner is
not interested in mysticism. He accuses Zaehner of trying to prove the truth of his
own Christian theory through his categorization of religious experiences. So by
putting for example the experience of Zen satori in his own conceptual framework, it
receives a totally different meaning. When Zaehner is taking a closer look at the
mystical experience of the Yogi, he also interprets that within his own Christian
belief. In his analysis there are Christian a prior/s which he takes to be true: ‘There
is a God’' ‘God has acted significantly in history’, ‘God created the universe’ and so
on. Of course such kind of a categorization says more about Zaehner himself than
that it would say anything about experiences of Yogis or Zen practitioners. To put
religious phenomena within one’s own worldview doesn’'t teach us anything about
those religious phenomena.

1.1.4 Buddhism shakes the ground of ‘religion’ studies

Scholars of religion have been aware of the unavoidable hermeneutical problems
involved in applying the Western concept ‘religion’ to traditions that are
geographically, linguistically and culturally distant from our own. Especially Buddhism
has posed an enormous problem for the religion studies and has in this way forced
this study to question and modify itself dramatically (Smart, 2004). First of all these
authors take for granted that Buddhism is a ‘religion’, but since it doesn't fit into the
definition of religion, one has to change the definition of religion. The problem of
defining ‘religion’ shook the religion studies at its heart and its fundamentals. The
consideration of Buddhism has always been central to the discussion of what
‘religion’ is (Herbrechtsmeier, 1993). Buddhism could not be termed a ‘religion’ in the
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same sense as the Abrahmanic religions, because it was inappropriate to identify
Buddhism with faith, revelation, an immortal soul, and a personified Creator
(Pickering, 1995). The nature of Buddhism then had important implications for the
ways in which the studies of religion were conceptualized (Herbrechtsmeier, 1993).

In those days ‘God’ had an important place in the definition of religion. Since it was
already clear that Buddhists were not worshipping any Gods, something which was
basic in the three big monotheistic religions (Cabezon, 1988), there had been a lot of
discussion about whether Buddhism would be a ‘religion’ or rather a ‘philosophy’
(Almond, 1988).

Otto found a solution to this problem. With his theory he could classify Buddhism as
a religion by avoiding to put God immediately into his definition of religion, instead
referring to the Numinous experience as the essence of religion and defining Nirvana
as a Numinous experience. In the essentialist idea, the Numinous experience would
thus be the core aspect of all religions. In this way he tried to bypass the problem of
‘God’. According to Smart there is a big problem with this, because not all religions
believe in a God (an idea still implicitly present in the Numinous experience). Smart
(1995) uses Theravada Buddhism to criticize this idea (1992). According to Smart
Theravada Buddhism is a non-theistic religion and the consequence of this fact is
that the Western characteristic of religion cannot be applied to it.

Smart doesn’'t want to put God in a central place in the definition of religion, whether
it would be as God as such or in the disguise of ‘Numinous experience’. This was in
line with many other authors like for example Durkheim (1912), who also claimed
that Gods and spirits were not essential to religion, for Buddhism has no gods or
spirits (Orru & Wang, 1992). Whether Buddhism really is a religion, was not
guestioned, so the ‘religion’ had to be redefined. Smarts wants to pose another
definition for ‘religion’, in order to be able to put other phenomena (like Buddhism)
into this category. Smart also wants to get rid of the essentialist position and prefers
to talk about ‘family resemblances’ and the ‘dimensions’ of religion. Smart (1992b)
wants to open the definition of religion to include ‘worldviews' as well. The
consequence of this is that not only Buddhism, but also nationalism etc. can be
included into this new definition. In the very same movement of trying to fit
Buddhism into the field of religious studies, the object of the comparative study of
religion had become a lot broader and includes much more social phenomena than
religion alone... As Balagangadhara (1995) remarks, one can classify almost anything
as religion, including scientific theories and practices, using certain definitions of
religion. Balagangadhara (1995) argues that stating that Buddhism is a religion is not
a scientific statement, but a religious statement in a secular disguise. One positioned
a priori that Buddhism is a religion (an unquestioned evidence since the Victorian
period) in order to modify one’s definition to be able to classify Buddhism into it. In
the next chapter we will see how the concept ‘religion’ brings forth some other
problems in the religion studies.

1.2 Lessons for a scientific comparative study of religions

We are especially interested in Smarts diagnosis of the problems of religious studies
because we want to learn which mistakes we should try to avoid in order to be able
to get a more clear view on how we could possibly try to study Buddhism. Our aim is
to see how we can study Buddhism, including the experiences that the Buddhist
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practices bring along, without having to be an insider and without reducing it to
something which it is not.

1.2.1 The importance of terminology in religion studies

To describe a religion in terms of one’s own religion is highly problematic. In the
examples with Zaehner and Otto the problem is more than clear, but even today
serious authors still make these mistakes. Also Cabezon (1994) stresses the
importance of vocabulary in the study of comparative religions. If we use the words
‘religion’, ‘ritual’, ‘virtue’, ‘pilgrimage’, ... each word has its own history, strengths and
weaknesses (Cabezon, 1994). According to him they must be groomed as
comparative categories. For example when one writes about ‘the doctrine’ of
emptiness, or ‘the doctrine of no-self’ in Buddhism. The word ‘doctrine’ has its own
Christian history, which is implicitly present in the word ‘doctrine’. So by describing
the theory of emptiness in terms of ‘the doctrine’ of emptiness, we already impute
extra (hidden) meaning on it, along with its underlying presuppositions, even before
we started interpreting Buddhism at all.

1.2.2 Hidden presuppositions in the atheist social-scientific trend

Smart is as hard against the so-called theologians, such as Otto and Zaehner, as to
their opponents. Smart applies the same criticisms to methodological atheism, as his
criticisms do to the theologians. The former trend in the religion studies takes God'’s
inexistence to be a priori true, instead of Gods existence. Here one implicitly gives
the no-answer to the question whether something godly or transcendent exists. The
belief of the insider (for example that he became one with God in his religious
experience) is in this way seen as totally irrelevant. Often we find this kind of
attitude with scientists who explain religious phenomena heteronomically. The
human being and his experiences can be totally explained away by psychological or
social factors, there is no need for religious explanations (for example ‘he had this
experience because there is a God’). This methodological atheism is very confronting
for religious people. It is a reductionist view on their experiences.

This trend also doesn’t include religious experiences in the scientific study of religion.
The religious experience is a priori considered irrational, and can thus not be
considered in the scientific study of religions. These social scientists have problems
with the Christian religion because it doesn't fit in their enlightened, rationalistic
worldview. According to them religion is irrational and will in the end disappear. Thus
we will be a modern society. However, religion doesn't disappear, it persists (Orye,
2004).

1.2.3 Objectivity or subjectivity: two contradictory trends?

In the ‘scientific’ trend the emphasis lies on being objective and ‘scientific’, which
implies that religious experiences cannot be studied. The theologians on the other
hand, are non-reductionist and put the religious experiences central to the study of
religion, since according to them, it is the essence of religion. The one who hasn't
had such experiences himself, cannot understand it and so cannot study religion.
This phenomenon can thus not be studied scientifically by the outsider, one has to
experience it as an ‘insider’. There seems to be an epistemological tension between
these two views. Or one studies religion in a scientific fashion and reduces the
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subject, or one chooses to be non-reductionist, to study religion in a subjective way
and loses his scientific methodology.

Smart wants to find a solution for these contradictory trends. He pleas for a non-
reductive and scientific study of religion, in which the religious experience can find its
place (Orye, 2004). There doesn’'t seem to be a middle way in which we are able to
study religion in a scientific way, without reducing it. Smart criticizes both trends as
not objective and reductionist. Even if there seems to be a complete contradiction
between these so-called ‘scientists’ and ‘theologians’, they both make the same
mistake. We consider Otto, Zaehner, Eliade and Schleiremacher to be theologians
because they start from a yes-answer to the question whether God exists. But in that
sense the scientific trend is as theological as them since they a priori give a no-
answer to the very same question. These contradictions can be brought back to the
yes/no-answers to the truth-question of religion. They start off from an abstract view
on the truth-question: their own theory, their own worldview or their own religion.
One is defining the field of study from this specific position, from their own specific
worldview, in which one is not always aware of one’s own unquestioned a prioris.
We can discuss all we want for as long as we want, but whether God or the
transcendent exists or not, is not scientifically verifiable nor falsifiable. To put such
kind of unfalsifiable presuppositions forward is a big mistake according to Smart
(Orye, 2001). To take the existence of God to be true is as unscientific as to take the
non-existence of God to be true. However these are the underlying presuppositions
in the field of religion studies. As such Smart accuses both of being ethnocentric. The
‘theologians’ are obviously ethnocentric when using their own religion as a mal to fit
the other religion in to. But the atheistic social scientists are as ethnocentric, since
they start off, accepting their own ideas as true and devaluating the ideas and
experiences of religious people.

1.2.4 Avoiding hidden presuppositions in religion studies: Smart’s
solution

Smart wants to move away from an abstract theory on religions, and start off from
the empiric reality of religions instead of taking one’s own worldview as a starting
point (Orye, 2001). According to Smart (1986b) the scientific comparative study of
religion should avoid to let implicit a prior/s sneak into the research. The scientist
should not take his own frame of thought to be a priori true, whether he would be
Buddhist, Islamic, Christian or atheist. If we try to compare God with Nirvana, we
become blind for what the Buddha has tried to teach his students (Smart, 1974).
And as such we can’'t come to a genuine study of Buddhism. According to Smart we
should put our own worldview between brackets in order to study another religion
(Orye, 2004). However, we will show with Smith (in the next chapter) that we are
not always aware of our own presuppositions or our worldview because sometimes
these are implicitly present in the concepts or the terminology we use.

Smart proposes an elaborate solution. We should entertain a ‘noo-analytic
consciousness’ about our own symbols, narratives, our own presuppositions and
convictions. According to Smart our self-analysis is necessary to avoid projecting our
own assumptions on the other (Orye, 2001). The more we know ourselves, the more
we can come loose from it and try to identify oneself with the other. We can only
take a ‘methodological agnosticism’ if we are aware of our own cultural luggage. \We
agree with Smart on this and this is also what we try to do throughout this article.
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However we do recognize that it is very difficult to be aware of our own
presuppositions, since they are so evidently true for us. We take them for granted
and don’t even see them as hypotheses any longer. Therefore it can be interesting to
also take a look at our own culture from another point of view. That is the purpose
of part 11, in which we will take a look at Western theories through anthropological
glasses. We also agree with Mignolo (2000) that sometimes we have to listen to the
theories in other cultures, what he calls ‘border thinking’ in order to become aware of
our own self-evident truths. In part 11, we will therefore take a look at some of the
underlying theories present in the area of social sciences from the point of view of
Buddhism. There we will not use Buddhism as our object of study, but we will check
what we can learn about our own theories by looking at them through Buddhist
glasses.

The next point in Smart’s solution to study religion is to first describe the
phenomenology, without putting our own presuppositions in the description.
Secondly, an explanatory theory should be based on this neutral description of the
phenomenology. For this explanatory theory Smart proposes a ‘soft epistemology’ in
which we are supposed to have a certain tolerance, since in religion there are seldom
proofs and we should take the others belief system to be true, but between brackets
(Smart, 1982). So Smart’s solution to the problem of the truth-question is to bracket
it. Smart doesn’t want to have only eye for the externalia of religion, but in this way,
also wants to take the meaning these experience have for the subjects into account
(Orye, 2001). Therefore it is necessary to open the dialogue with the religious people
themselves and hear what they have to say about their beliefs and their experiences.
We should take the inner intentions and attitudes of the studied subjects into
account. Through a ‘structured empathic method’ we should try to imagine the world
of the other (Orye, 2001). Smart (1986d) calls these methods the ‘imaginative
participation’ or the ‘phenomenological method'.

Not the reality is important, but the phenomenological world of the believer. So
whether this is the reality or not, is not the main thing, we should take it into
account by ‘bracketing’ whether it is true or not. For the Christian, God is real,
whether he really exists or not. Like this, Smart wants to have a ‘full outlook’ on
religion. He doesn’'t want to reduce religion by explaining it away with social,
political, economic or psychological explanations, as was done by the atheistic social
trend within religion studies. Also the religious explanations of the subject (i.e. “I
experienced God”) should be taken into account within his ‘soft epistemology.’ In this
way he wants to include the religious experiences into the scientific research of
religion studies. This should make possible a better study of religion. This objective
description of phenomenology is an important step he criticizes both the theological
and scientific trend to forget.

With his phenomenological description, Smart proposes a solution for the opposition
‘objectivism versus subjectivism’. In this description one should take the point of
view of the ‘believing’ subject into account. According to Smart the symbolically
mental aspect was lost out of sight in the studies of religion until then (Orye, 2001).
He introduces a new image of the human being: i.e. the Aomo symbolicus. The inner
facts of the ~Aomo symbolicus must be taken into account. Objectivity in the sense of
the natural sciences is not appropriate for the studies of religion according to Smart
(Orye, 2001). To imitate the natural sciences makes the researcher blind for the real
scientific side of the scientific research of religious studies (Orye, 2001). With Smart’s
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proposal, we shouldn't study Buddhism as something true or false, but we should
study it through the cognitive contents (i.e. symbolical aspects) in people’s minds.
Smart hopes to open up a new science of the symbolical behaviour of the human
being, including the symbolical behaviour in secular ideologies. We saw earlier that
Smart’s solution to the problems in the religion studies broadens the object under
study from religion to worldviews in general. These new starting points give Smart
the possibility to strongly criticize the existing religion studies. In the next chapter we
will come back to Smart’s criticisms on another important author in religion studies.

1.2.5 Conclusion

In our examples of Otto and Zaehner, the a prior/s are very obvious, but in the
present scientific study these presuppositions aren’t always as clear, since they start
from a prioris which are embedded so deeply in our culture, that we don’t question
them anymore, and as such we are not aware of them any more. They are often
implicitly present in our concepts or they are present in underlying hypotheses of
theories within the social sciences. With Smith (chapter 2) we will be able to point
out an important underlying theory with Smart and other authors. In this chapter we
were mainly interested in Smart’s diagnosis of the controversies and the endless
discussions in the comparative studies of religion. The solution Smart proposes
seems acceptable, but will this enable us to study Buddhism in all its facets? Let's
take a look at Buddhism.

1.3 The resistance: Voices of Buddhists

Buddhism has already caused the comparative studies of religion a lot of problems
with their definition of religion. Some of the problems have been cleared. We have
learned our lessons from it, thanks to Smart’s diagnosis. But in order to avoid some
problems, Smart created a solution, which will not do either. Again we can find some
Buddhist accounts which show the shortcomings of studying the human being as
homo symbolicus. Our intention here is to lift only a tip of the curtain in order to
show that Smart's new model doesn't fit the data he wants to describe. We will only
touch some aspects of the Buddhist teachings and discuss some Buddhist accounts,
without going much deeper into them. We will leave the reader a bit in mysteries
about these, in order to come back to them in more detail later.

Smart pays a lot of importance to the dialogue with the religious subject in his
phenomenological research. Well let's listen to some Buddhists accounts of their
experiences and see whether Smarts solution can fit the data. Smart wanted to
include all the religious phenomena, in all its dimensions into the research, as well as
the religious experience(s), rather than a reductive approach as a consequence of
the choice to study religion in a scientific way. We don’'t want to reduce Buddhism to
one essence like meditation, but we want to go a little deeper on certain meditative
experiences in order to check whether this not unimportant dimension of Buddhism
can be adequately studied with Smart’'s new methodology of the Aomo symbolicus.
In order to show the shortcomings of this image of the human being in the study of
Buddhism we will emphasize in italics those terms which we connect with Smart’s
homo symbolicus.

38



1.3.1 Buddhism is not what we think

In his book “Buddhism is not what You Think: Finding Liberation without Believing”,
Hagen (2003) argues that Buddhism is not about what we think about it. He argues
that the Buddha himself would have told his students not to just accept his words,
but to investigate the mind with their own direct experience. In this sense, they
should approach their experience free of concepts, convictions, beliefs and
expectations (Hagen, 2003). Mostly we are dealing with our existential questions
under the form of some ideas and convictions that we picked up here and there. This
is what Smart's homo symbolicus refers to. With Smart’s method of ‘imaginative
participation’ we should try to imagine the world of the religious subjects and the
meanings they ascribe to their experiences. However Hagen (2003) tries to explain
how Buddhism is exactly not about having a bunch of /deas in our heads. It is exactly
not about the thoughts we have about these experiences, as the title of his book
tries to explain. It is about knowing something from our direct experience and not
about the significations these experiences carry for the subjects. So there seems to
be something about Buddhism and the experiences it generates, which seems to ly
beyond this Aomo symbolicus.

Austin (1998) explains this further with his definition of meditation: “A family of
technigues which have in common a conscious attempt to focus attention in a non-
analytical way, and an attempt not to dwell on discursive, ruminating thought.”. In
Zen, they devalue the discursive intellect with its edifice of words and abstract
theories. Its security comes from a knowing as a result of long experience (Austin,
1998). Zen is a living experience, its insight strikes as a fact of experience and has
an impact at levels beyond reasoning. It does not imply adding some new and
esoteric concepts from the outside (Austin, 1998). Anything sa/id about Zen is at
best, no more than a finger vaguely pointing off in its general direction (Austin,
1998). In this way religion as a set of symbols, as described by Luckman and Geertz,
is inadequate (Austin, 1998). The definition of insight wisdom is wordless
comprehension of the most profound significance (Austin, 1998). When Zen talks
about ‘no mind’, this doesn't mean complete mental blankness, but when the
incessant chatter in our minds, drops out, there is no thought pollution.

1.3.2 ‘Bare awareness’ doesn’t include the Aomo symbolicus

Austin is a neurologist who practiced Zen meditation and tried to theorize about his
experiences from his scientific frame of thought. He (1998) writes about his own
experience of this aspect of Zen, that he begins to experience longer periods of a
steady, relaxed awareness. When you progress in Zen, you gradually shed your
many abstractions, layer by layer. Each layer involves both language and
psychological conditioning (Austin, 1998). As a neurologist, Austin is quite stunned
by having these thought-free periods. He could have never imagined from his
theories that an attentive brain could focus highly on nothing. There is no cognitive
content.

So if we want to study these experiences by questioning people and trying to catch
the symbolical/cognitive aspect of the homo symbolicus, we seem to be confronted
with a huge problem. It seems to be exactly this symbolical/cognitive aspect of the
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human being which seems to be left behind in these experiences. Austin (1998) goes
even further than that explaining the task of the Zen master is to help the student
shake off their routine ways of thinking and their cultural indoctrinations in order to
sharpen their attentive powers so they could start directly experiencing the real
world, that world right under their noses.

According to Austin (1998) these methods pointed the way to lively perceptions.
Buddhists, according to him, had diagnosed a basic human problem: our brain’s
association networks are already jam-packed with fine discriminating thoughts. So a
basic Zen theme is direct simple responses which quickly bypass this mental clutter.
This mental clutter seems however to be the homo symbolicus which Smart wants to
put central to his research. This seems to be exactly not what these experiences are
about or seem to even aim at reaching the opposite of it. As Austin (1998) claims to
have experienced: “... after a long while, the brain finally seems emptied of all save
the fresh entry of raw sensory data and that open, mirror-like receptivity which
greets it.”. Where our culture and also our theories in the social sciences are quite
influenced by Descartes’ “I think, therefore 1 am.”, Austin (1998) states that Zen
argues for the opposite: “Not to think, is to be.”. Furthermore he claims that the
Buddhist method of ‘bare awareness’ aims exactly at rinsing the brain of excessive
associative content. Also Han de Wit (1998) claims that the key aspect in meditation
is about perceiving one’s experience or mind without any a priori ideas. Convictions
and ideas, symbolical utterances are obstacles for an open-minded, unbiased
perception or ‘bare awareness’. It is about looking with the curiosity of a young child,
unprejudiced, unconcerned, with a certain clarity of mind, unhampered by
preoccupations or a priori ideas.

1.3.3 Beyond symbols as cognitive content

In the literature as well as in the oral teachings within living Buddhism, we can find
plenty of techniques, states of mind or modes of insight, without the interference of
the homo symbolicus, without a symbolical or cognitive content, which are
characterised by non-conceptuality (Williams, 1992). Meditation can produce
personal transformation in a non-cognitive way (Preston, 1982). The Shamatha and
Vipassana practices aim at letting go of the profane as well as the religious
conceptual frames (de Wit, 2000). Traleg Rinpochee (2004), in an oral commentary
on the ‘Ocean of Certainty/Definitive Meaning” of Wangchoug Dordje, taught about
the investigation of the nature of the mind through the practice of Mahamoudra-
meditation. He tried to point out to us the importance of the difference between the
theory about the mind within Buddhism and the way we experience it ourselves. We
should not think that this restful state is clear and lucid, but we should try to find out
how we experience this restful state. When we do this exercise and determine the
root of the mind, it is important not to bring in any Buddhist technical jargon or think
about something we read in a book, trying to match our experience with it. Insight
comes from realising the mind has no roots, not on a conceptual level, though as a
consequence of meditation (Traleg Rinpochee, 2004). Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche
(2001) talks about one state in Dzogchen meditation, in which we experience clarity,
lucidity and insight, without the interference of discursive thinking. Also the Dalai
Lama (2002) points out how the experience of Rigpa during Dzogchen is beyond all
conceptions and representations. It is in this restful state and silence that
experiences of bliss, clarity and non-conceptuality are coming up. Also Enlightenment
in Buddhism is often described as a non-conceptual state of being (de Wit, 1998).
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This transformation, aimed at by Nagarjuna, a Mahayana Buddhist thinker, requires a
non-attachment to mental images, allowing one to perceive the arising and
dissipation of the world without interfering with it (Streng, 1978).

In the Heart Sutra, the 84.000 teachings of the Buddha as written down in the
Kagyur are summarized. According to Geshe Sonam Gyaltsen (2000), the Heart Sutra
can be seen as containing the essence of the Buddha-dharma. The Heart Sutra is
contradictorily describing what emptiness is about, but saying in the same time that
emptiness cannot be described. Also Lama Karta (2004b) states that emptiness is
beyond appearances, names and words. It is not to be understood in our usual way,
through words or by thinking, but through meditation. Words are often considered
inadequate to describe (Smits, 1997). We do need some verbal cognition to
contextualise these non-verbal states, but certain skills cannot be learned merely
through thinking, reading or reflection (Norris, 2005). Fenton (1981) recognizes that
because of this non-conceptual aspect in so-called ‘mystical’ experiences it is often
not possible to communicate about them. Therefore other means of communication
have been devised to give direction without necessarily having to describe the
experiences (Fenton, 1981). One of these examples is the via negativa, through
which all of the alternative points of view have been showed to be wrong in favour
of the right view. This negative argumentation enables the mystical philosopher to
intend more than he can say (Lai, 1982). This way of describing is especially used in
Mahayana Buddhism (Lang, 1981) and by Nagarjuna in order to explain his theory of
emptiness. Next to the use of negativities, we can find other means such as
contradictions, paradoxes, absurdities and even jokes (Fenton, 1981). They are
intended to break up and destroy ordinary expectations of the students symbolically
Structured world. This world is exactly what Smart's method of the ‘imaginative
participation’ aims at. Also the Tantric twilight language is meant to refer exactly to
those points ‘betwixt’ and ‘between’ daylight and dark, through which it is possible to
slip out of normal structures and limitations (Fenton, 1981). Mystery is part of the
method. In Vajrayana scholasticism a widely used method is debate. The importance
of debate however is not as we would think at first, about /deas and convictions, but
rather to peel away those layers of the deluded convictions of the students
(Thurman, 2005). Also mantras are used in a different manner than the used
linguistic expressions. The distinction between meaningful and meaningless, which is
basic to language, is irrelevant to their use (Staal, 1985). Shouting and finger raising
in Zen Buddhism are used as teaching devices, which are intended to shock and
awaken a student by cutting off one’s reasoning process (Olson, 1983). These
phenomena are a form of ‘upaya’ (i.e. skill-in-means), pedagogical devices used to
teach students.

1.3.4 The Buddhist distinction between conceptual and non-
conceptual knowledge

Cho (2002) indicates that the ancient Buddhists must have been well aware of the
problems that arise from the theorization of actual experiences. There is an inherent
tension between conceptualization and concrete experience in Buddhism. The
dichotomy between conceptualization and actual experience is not only found in the
description, but also in their theories (Cho, 2002). They provided even a whole body
of literature about the problem. In part Il, we will work out this problem in a more
detailed way, while using the Sautrantika literature. The experiential and non-
conceptual aspects of Buddhism seem to be an important problem we are confronted
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with, trying to study Buddhist experiences from our Western body of knowledge (for
example psychology), which doesn't seem to include this non-conceptuality as a
possibility in human experience.

Nagarjuna has philosophised about this subject in an extensive way. He showed
systematically the shortcomings of our conceptual apparatus, including that of
Buddhism. | would even dare to equate this aspect of the human being which
Nagarjuna points to, the conceptual aparatus with the homo symbolicus of Smart.
Buddhism states that the homo symbolicus is only an aspect of our being human, but
cannot be equated with the human being as a whole. The aim of this conceptual
Buddhist knowledge, however, is to point in the direction of something which
transcends this conceptual knowledge. It leads towards a meditative state in which
one knows in a non-conceptual way (de Wit, 2003). In Buddhism there is a
distinction between two ways of gaining knowledge about something: we can think
about our experience, which leads to conceptual knowledge and which results in a
discursive, rational knowledge in the sense of /nformation which one can own or pass
on to others by speaking (de Wit, 2000). Another way is to use our awareness and
try to experience things directly without any concepts. The knowledge gained from
this is non-conceptual (de Wit, 2000). Understanding that what should be known
through knowledge arising from meditation cannot be recognised only through
discursive consciousness arising from listening or reflecting, there is a difference
between direct knowledge and discursive knowledge (Cho, 2002). We can use
language as a means to get to this non-conceptual kind of knowledge (Cho, 2002). If
we question the religious subject about his experiences, in Smart’s method of
imaginative participation, we have only access to this discursive consciousness, to
the symbolical/cognitive aspect of the human being (i.e. the Aomo symbolicus).

1.3.5 Essentialism revisited

Jackson (1996) also stresses the letting go of the religious doctrines in a moment
which he calls the ‘pure consciousness event’ in mystical experiences. This
experience is bereft of phenomenological attributes or content. However this leads
him to conclude that consequently these kinds of mystical experiences are alike in all
cultures. We don’t have a problem with his claim whether the religious doctrines are
being forgotten during this experience or not. This is an open question to which,
currently, we have no means to affirm or falsificate. What we do have a problem
with is, that this leads Jackson to conclude a priori, without any further scientific
research, that all mystical experiences are the same if we leave the cultural,
symbolical dimension out of it. Again this brings us back to the problem of
essentialism. In this case, again the core of all mystical experiences are considered
to be the same. Some of the old problems of the theologians, discussed earlier seem
to haunt us again. de Wit (2003) points out that the intellectual study and
understanding of concepts within a religion are not the same as walking the
contemplative way. We should not confuse the movement of our fingers on the map
with the trip itself (de Wit, 2003). However, does that make that the only way we
can study Buddhism is by practicing ourselves and seeing for ourselves what it is
like? This would imply again that outsiders, non-Buddhists cannot study Buddhist
experiences. Here we are again confronted with the insider-outsider problem we
wanted to overcome with Smart.
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Sharf (1993, 1995, 1998) rightly noticed that the emphasis on experience in Buddhist
practice by some Westerners had the mission of combating the threat of
reductionism in the study of religion. As we saw earlier this was often the underlying
problem with Christian scientists in the so-called ‘theological trend’ within the
comparative religion studies. They tried to protect their religion against reductionism,
excluding outsiders from the research by stating that the religious experience is the
essence of religion and can only be understood if one has experienced it oneself.
Claims of private, unmediated religious experience have often served as a strategic
device to preserve autonomy and immunity to scientific scrutiny (Proudfoot, 1985).
On the other hand the argument against reducing the study of Buddhism to the
study of its texts, is a legitimate argument, since Buddhism seems to be indeed more
than only textual or conceptual knowledge. Sharf (1995) argues that the role of
experience in the history of Buddhism has been greatly exaggerated in contemporary
scholarship and that such discourse functions ideologically, wielded more often than
not in the interests of legitimation and institutional authority.

Sharf, in an attempt to counter-act this trend states that the category of ‘religious
experience’ is of relatively recent provenance and that the supposed cardinal role of
experience in Buddhism, is a Western myth (Sharf, 1995). As we saw earlier, the
Victorians indeed overemphasised the importance of experience while ignoring other
aspects of Buddhism. However Gyatso (1999), a Tibetan Buddhist, contests this
statement by claiming that meditative experience was well known in his branches of
Tibetan Buddhism, long before any westerner or modern Asian wrote anything about
it. The tradition of meditative retreat promulgated in practice academies, called
‘sgrub-grva as distinct from intellectual learning academies, called ‘shes-grva
(Gyatso, 1999). Inhabitants from caves and retreat centres practiced for weeks,
three year retreats, or even for life. They engaged in a variety of practices, to
cultivate meditative experience and the attainment of classically defined stages of
the path (Gyatso, 1999). A number of special literary genres are structured expressly
as manuals to be used by practitioners in retreat (Gyatso, 1999). Persons famed for
their outstanding expertise and devotion to meditative practices were respected in
Tibet as experienced virtuosi (Gyatso, 1999). It was an essential qualification to be a
teacher of meditation to have had meditative experiences oneself. Sharf's further
claim that writing from personal experience is rare in Buddhism is also contravened
by the Tibetan case (Gyatso, 1999). Our opinion is that the denial of the existence of
non-conceptual experiences in order to counteract the insider-outsider problem and
the problem of essentialism is not a good solution. Moreover it doesn’t seem to be in
accord with the empirical facts within for example Tibetan Buddhism. We shouldn’t
deny it, but try to find other solutions to solve these problems.

By putting the experience central as the essence of Buddhism we would make the
same mistake as the Victorians who put Buddhism in the category of science by
emphasizing the experience of the subject as contrary to faith or belief. However, in
the Sautrantika literature of the Gelugpa tradition within Tibetan Buddhism we can
find how Buddhism also values conceptual knowledge as an important instrument on
the Buddhist path. Conceptual knowledge is not devalued by all Buddhists as some
Western people would tend to claim. Theories and discursive knowledge are not
useless. This doesn’'t mean that we have to go to the other extreme and put the
Buddhist texts central to Buddhism as some other Victorians have done. Both
conceptual knowledge and experiential knowledge are important. Great scholars of
Tibet, for example have emphasized the balance between these two themes
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(Wallace, 1999). As a consequence of this we can neither limit our study of
Buddhism to the study of its texts. Neither can we find out everything about
Buddhism by studying the meanings subjects ascribe to their experiences, as Smart
proposed, because Buddhism seems to aim at a certain kind of knowledge behind
the thoughts, meanings, concepts etc. subjects have. If we want to include all these
different aspects of Buddhism in a scientific study of Buddhism, we will have to look
for other solutions.

1.3.6 Arguments against the essentialist idea of non-conceptual
states

Let’s take a look at Buddhist accounts in order to counteract the essentialist idea that
the core of all the so-called ‘mystical’ experiences would be the same. In the mean
time we want to test whether Smart’'s methodology can capture the diversity of the
phenomena in the research field.

Sometimes a teacher could say to his student: “lI have taught you everything which
is needed to achieve enlightenment, go now to that cave and practice what | have
taught you until you have reached enlightenment.” (de Wit, 1998). While dialoguing
with this religious subject according to Smart’s new methodology, in order to map his
experiences within the comparative studies of religion, what we hear him say the
first day of his stay in the cave, and the year after, might be the same thing. But the
range of his experiences certainly will not be the same. Let’s take the example of
Hagen (2003) of the theory that all things lack a ‘self’. To understand this theory it is
not enough to understand its symbolical or conceptual /deas, one has to see it in a
direct way. This non-conceptual knowledge is not making use of language. So if the
researcher of comparative religion studies is going to ask what he has learned or
what this experience means to him, he can only say that things don't have a ‘self’,
but the difference between this conceptual and non-conceptual way of knowing will
disappear under his words. We could argue however, that we can just say that one
of them is the conceptual understanding and the other is the non-conceptual
understanding. Like that we can also describe the difference between those two
kinds of understanding.

The Buddhist teachings however make a distinction between sudden flashes of
insight ‘nyams’ and stabile realisations ‘rtogs-pa. A flash of insight doesn't cause a
fundamental change in someone’s life, but can lead into that direction. A stabile
realisation however does bring about a fundamental change which is lasting (Berzin,
2000). As insights are often seen as a non-conceptual knowledge, both are non-
conceptual, but still very different from each other. So in words, we can describe
these two different insights as a kind of non-conceptual knowledge, however
Buddhism distinguishes between different kinds of non-conceptual knowledge and
states. For example they distinguish between three different kinds of ‘nyams or
experiences (Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, 2001). Also Cho (2002) points out the
diversity within the experiential dimension while explaining the three stages of marga
in Buddhism. In the development of one’s insight there is no difference at all
between the content of believing and that of enlightenment, but there are different
levels of insight into the reality of the world (Cho, 2002). The diversity of these
experiential insights cannot be captured by Smart’s methodology.
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We need to be able to include these different kinds of aspects of experience into our
comparative study of religion. These distinctions between different kinds of non-
conceptual knowledge shows that we cannot reduce all non-conceptual experiences
to one essentialist core experience. In that case we would reduce the diversity there
seems to be in those experiential, non-cognitive, non-symbolical, non-conceptual
experiences and insights. de Wit doesn’'t seem to claim either that the different
experiences within Buddhism can be brought back to one and the same core. On the
contrary, his contemplative psychology wants to study the different developmental
processes people undergo while engaging into some kind of contemplative practice.
He wants to study exactly these differences. Smart (1993) was well aware of this
non-conceptual aspect in Buddhism: “... it may turn out that the Buddha's message is
contradictory. So it is. If It has merit, this lies in the fact that it uses words in order
to engineer a vision that lies beyond words.”. We have shown however how Smart’s
method fails to include the diversity of these phenomena into the religion studies.

1.4 Conclusion

We appreciate Smarts diagnosis of the problems in religion studies but we have to
conclude that his solution has big shortcomings. A lot of the diversity in Buddhist
experiences are being reduced if we conceptualise the human being as Aomo
symbolicus. In the above accounts of Buddhists we see that a lot of the non-
conceptual experiences don’t include the use of thoughts as cognitive contents,
words, symbols, mental images, discursive consciousness, ideas, convictions whether
profane or Buddhist, language, representations, descriptions, etc. In these non-
conceptual states and modes of understanding, however we can also find a big
diversity of experiences, therefore we don’'t agree with the essentialist position,
reducing all mystical experiences to one and the same experience. Another
conclusion which is often made, is that since these experiences are so difficult to
describe and since that is one of their main characteristics, we cannot study it in a
scientific way, we can merely experience it ourselves. Even if many practitioners
themselves wouldn't see the use of studying such experiences in a scientific way,
without practicing it, we don’t want to conclude that these experiences cannot be
understood by outsiders. We still find Smarts fight against essentialism and the
exclusion of non-religious people valuable. However we cannot agree with his
solution. We will take a look at Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s analysis of the problems in
religion studies and following that we will take a look at the solution he proposes.

45



2 Implicit meanings and hidden presuppositions in concepts of
the comparative study of religion

In this chapter, we will focus on some concepts within the comparative studies of
religion in order to bring some of the hidden meanings they carry to the surface. Like
that we will show how the terminology in which we think to describe a religion in an
objective, neutral way, is already imputing extra meaning to it, even before we start
our interpretations or explanations, resulting in a biased view on Buddhism from the
start. In this journey we will be guided by Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s diagnosis of these
problems? Smith recognizes that a big problem in the religion studies are the endless
discussions which don't seem to get a definitive answer. He steps outside of this
debate to look at the discussion itself. We will follow Smith in his analysis of concepts
and his proposals of new concepts because he seems to be able to take a radical
new direction in the debate.

After his analysis of the concept ‘religion’, Smith concludes that the problem with this
concept is that it already carries the idea of truth and falsity in it, and that as a term,
the word ‘religion’ was especially used in contexts of religious pluralism. The notion
‘religion’ was especially used as an outsider term, which brings along a switch from
the holy and the personal to an observable product; a dynamic of the heart to an
impersonal system. Later the term ‘religion’ was adopted by the secular world, which
led to the opposition between the religious traditions and the secular world. The
implicit truth-question was also inherited in the same movement, which implicated
that the word ‘religion” was used to refer to those people who believe in something
untrue. Smith also found a comparable switch in the meaning of the word ‘belief':
where it used to refer to a relational and personal dimension: to belove, to trust, to
have faith, currently, it is mainly used to think about believers, without taking what
they believe in seriously. The word ‘belief’ or ‘belief-system’, turns a religion into a
symbolical system by which one can fill up one’s identity. We argue how we cannot
define Buddhism as a ‘belief-system’, and show how starting our research from this a
priori, gives a totally different and biased view on Buddhism, as to when we
recognize, the importance of ‘not believing in self-created realities’, and opening the
way to experience things, not being under the grip of any kinds of concepts.

Smith’s proposal of new concepts open the way for a radically new way of looking at
religion. Smith proposes to use the concepts ‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’. In
order to include the individual diversity within a tradition, in the study of religions,
Smith emphasises the importance of the relational dimension and the personal
dimension. In his view, a tradition contains the instruments, by which the religious
human can interact in an active way, in order to come to a personal truth. In this
process, the human can for example come to the conclusion that for him the bible is
or is not the word of God, one can become more open-hearted or more narrow-
minded. Both results can be covered by the term ‘faith’ in Smith’s terminology. ‘Faith’
as a concept, includes the result of an interaction between person, tradition and the
transcendence. A tradition in this view, is like a window through which we can
perceive something which transcends us. The concept ‘transcendence’ of Smith,
however, has brought more confusion than clarity in the discussion. If we take it too
literally, as Smart and Wiebe did, then it is as if Smith is referring to the doctrine that
God exists. However Smith claims that this concept can refer to many different
things, like the richness of the human being. A cumulative tradition is more than only
a symbolical system of doctrines, as Smart and Wiebe understood. Smith used the
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concept ‘transcendence’ to bring in something new in religion studies, to broaden the
outlook of other authors. A tradition, in his view, becomes a collection of means
through which each person can discover something transcending oneself. This should
be understood as a process, by which a person plays an active role (cf. to discover).
An important characteristic of this learning process is that we don't know beforehand
where the interaction with the elements of a tradition will take us. The word
transcendence refers to this latter aspect. Smith also uses the concept ‘human
learning’ to refer to this kind of learning process, because it is not about adopting
certain beliefs, it is about a process in which the whole person is affected and
changes. The religion studies, thus should focus on the activities of religious subjects
and the experiences these generate, and not only on religions on themselves.

Smith’s mistake, however is that he uses a Christian terminology. This is the reason
why Smith is often mistakenly classified in the camp of the essentialists. Lieve Orye
made an extensive analysis on how Smith was misunderstood by his colleagues. She
tried to look behind his Christian terminology in order to uncover the important
insights in his work, which were missed by Smart and Wiebe. We will review his
concepts with Orye, who strips off the religious terminology and by this, gives a start
in the direction of an interesting solution for the underlying paradigm in which the
contemporary authors of religion studies are stuck. In order to make this paradigm
visible we will discuss the way Smith was misunderstood by his colleagues and all the
confusion this brought along. We try to take the reader into this very complex debate
and invite the reader to think with us and investigate what these underlying
hypotheses are. In this way the reader can feel for himself how difficult it is to
identify this hidden, but very biasing underlying Western worldview.

While Smith with the concept ‘faith’ tried to refer to a personal experience in all its
diversity rather than solely a belief in someone’s head, his colleagues interpreted
that Smith wanted to reduce the study of religion to the study of faith, something
which is only accessible to insiders. This is why Smith was classified in the camp of
the essentialists. Moreover he was accused for universalizing a Christian experience:
‘faith’, to all religions. Smith and Smart misunderstood Smith’s concept ‘cumulative
tradition’ as only the externalia, as expressions of ‘faith’, thinking that Smith was
arguing for the study of ‘faith’ as a personal, subjective experience, rather than the
expressions. This of course can only be done by insiders, so religion cannot be
studied in a scientific and objective way. By these lines of reasoning, Smith was
pushed in the procrustean bed of the subjectivists versus objectivists, on the
subjective side. The subjective side of the subjective-objective opposition places the
religious experience central and argues that religion cannot be studied in a scientific
way, while the objective side, mostly supported by atheist scientists, in this case
Smart and Wiebe, pose the convictions of a person central and emphasise a scientific
methodology.

What is lost in this limited way of looking at Smith, is the relational aspect and the
fact that Smith is talking about processes of human beings. These aspects are totally
lost in Wiebe's translation of the subjective into the convictions someone has.

What is interesting about Orye’s analysis of how Smith was misunderstood by his
colleagues is that it brings some of the underlying presuppositions and hidden,
unquestioned hypotheses of those authors to the surface. It were exactly these
limits, within which the discussions in religion studies were situated, that Smith tried

a7



to overcome. Orye shows us, those points in Smith’s theory which were neglected by
his colleagues. To understand Smith’s concept ‘cumulative tradition’ solely as the
expressions of faith, is to miss the inter-active aspect between the person and the
tradition, in which the tradition is an instrument, a means by which people can
change. This change could include becoming more generous, but also more
hypocrite. This view, allows us to study the diversity of religious people, even within
one tradition and makes that if we accuse Smith of being essentialist, we have not
understood him at all.

When Wiebe tries to give the subjective experiences of religious subjects a place in
his theories, by translating them into the symbolical, cognitive convictions, people
hold in their heads, he is reducing religion to a ‘belief-system’. This comes very close
to the earlier discussed solution of Smart's homo symbolicus. Wiebe admits that he
doesn’'t take up those non-cognitive aspects of Buddhism, referred to by Zen and
Nagarjuna, but claims that these cannot be studied in a scientific, objective way. As
discussed earlier in our critique on Smart's homo symbolicus, this methodology is
reductive and cannot include all the diversity, present in Buddhist experiences.
Putting beliefs and convictions central in the study of Buddhism is generating a
completely biased view on Buddhism and ignoring important aspects in Buddhism.

For Smith, religion, was exactly not about the convictions in one’s head, the
experience of religious subjects, according to him, was about a lot more than only
that. In his view, symbols aren’t only the expressions of experiences, but are the
means trough which experience is generated, based on the way different individuals
relate to these symbols. Therefore the symbols included in a tradition, should not be
studied in themselves, but in re/ation to what the religious subjects do with them and
the experiences this generates in their lives. The concept ‘transcendence’ was used
by Smith to transcend the limited paradigmatic view and show that religion was more
than holding convictions, symbolical, cognitive contents in one’s head. The
interaction of the religious subject with the collection of means passed on from one
generation to another by a tradition, is about a process, by which a person can
change in many different ways. The underlying image of the human in this view, is
that humans play an active role, rather than being a bucket which is filled up with
cognitive/symbolical contents in a passive way. A tradition is a learning instrument,
which cannot be studied standing on its own. It is by the interaction of the subject
with the tradition, that the subject can discover something entirely new to him, and
which is not present in the tradition, loose from the subject. This human learning is
not just filling up the head of the subject, but changes the whole person. With Orye
we can identify the cause of this confusion and bring some clarity in the discussion
as well as taking steps in a new direction we can follow within the comparative
studies of religion. Smith’s concepts imply a totally different underlying hypotheses of
what learning processes, symbols and knowledge are. These underlying hypotheses
and theories will be extensively discussed in part Il. In part Il, we will use other
authors like Ingold and Gibson to discuss the limits this underlying paradigm is
posing on the studies of religion and to continue following this new route which
Orye’s diagnosis has opened for the religion studies.
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2.1  Analysis of implicit meanings in the central concepts of
religion studies

2.1.1 ‘Religion’

As we saw earlier, the studies of religion went through a real identity crisis to what
their object of study ‘religion’ actually is. Buddhism confronted the religion studies
with a big problem at the basis of this study: “What is the definition of religion?”.

Smith’s analysis of the concept

In his work ‘The Meaning and End of Religion’, Smith (1962) makes an analysis of
the concept ‘religion’ to notice that this concept is a very recent idea, which
originated cultural-historically in the West. Other cultures, other languages and other
periods in history don’'t seem to know an equivalent to this term (Smith, 1962). To
be religious doesn’t seem to go together with having a special term to indicate this.
Apparently not a lot of cultures have thought about religion an sich as a system
standing in itself, not linked to people. Smith places the term in its original contexts
and doing so uncovers an inheritance of significations, this term is carrying along.
This concept is carrying along all these different significations, some of them more
obvious, but some of these significations, we long forgot about, still have a very
defining influence on the debate in religion studies. Next to that we use the word
religion in its different significations in the debate, which causes a lot of confusion,
since we think we speak of one and the same thing, while actually we do not.

‘Religion’

Since the term ‘religion’ originated in the Western culture, this brings us back to the
history of the West. The term religion was derived from the Roman term ‘religio’,
which means: a set of standardised actions. The actions are done for the sake of the
actions, without connecting it to a specific aim or belief. A very important point here,
is that for the Romans there was no right or wrong practice. The term ‘religion’ was
taken over by the Christians from the Romans, but in it already changed its contents.
The actions are no longer done for the sake of the actions alone, but a certain aim
was coupled to them: building a relationship with God. The confrontation with the
Christians who said that they did have the right practices imputed extra meaning to
the term, namely: there are right and wrong practices. So from then on, religion
carries the signification of being a true or a false religion.

After the death of Christ there was a first phase in which there were different kinds
of religious communities. Smith found that after this, from the second to the sixth
century, there was a kind of systematisation, crystallizing of Christianity. After the
fourth century the Church had conquered a hegemonic place in the society, almost
everyone was Christian and there was no longer mention of religious pluralism. The
consequence of this, according to Smith, is that the term ‘religion’ is used a lot less.
The Christian religion didn’t need to be contrasted as the true religion towards other,
false religions. Instead Smith found the words ‘worship’, ‘pious’, ‘devout’, ‘belief’.
There were also mentions of the term religare (i.e. connecting), but according to
Smith, that is not where the term religion originated from. The notion ‘faith’ used to
be an important term in those days. The emphasis here lies on building a
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relationship with God, and not on the entity of Christianity as a religion in contrast
with other religions.

The origin of the term ‘Religion’ within and between different
traditions

During the Enlightenment, there was a first confrontation between Christianity and
other cultures as well as other so-called ‘religions’. It is there that Smith found the
use of the notion ‘religion’ again. The term religion is used by outsiders who observe
‘other’ religions. By using the term religion, one describes a reality of which one has
the impression not to be a part of oneself. One uses the term ‘religion’ to refer to the
ceremonies, the moral code, the belief system of others. It was the West that
constructed the notion ‘religion’ for these other traditions. It was also the West that
constructed Buddhism and other ‘—isms’ (Smith, 1962). Before 1800 Smith didn’t find
any ‘—isms’ in history. Smith has a problem with the ‘—isms’, for example the word
‘Buddhism’ because it conceptualises a system in itself without taking the Buddha or
the Buddhists into account. According to Smith the development of these kinds of
concepts (‘religion’, the ‘—isms’) is an inherent aspect of a new kind of or-or-way of
thinking. There is no longer one Truth, apparently there seem to be other truths, so
“or yours must be false, so mine can be true, or mine is false and yours is true.”.
This is a typical phenomenon we find in the context of the Christian tradition which
claims to be the one and only truth. In China for example we don't have this kind of
or-or-way of thinking, but an and-and-way of thinking. In China, there were three
traditions in which people participated simultaneously. One could be a Confusionist, a
Taoist and a Buddhist at the same time. All of them could be true, without the other
one necessarily having to be false as a result of the truth of the other one.

Along with this use of the term, Smith also found an important switch in the contents
of the term ‘religion’: from the personal and the holy to an observable product or a
historical perceptible phenomenon. Smith is talking about a switch from a dynamic of
the heart, towards an impersonal system. Instead of one system, there were many
now. It became a system of believing; doctrines, worldviews and practices, which
emphasised an intellectual and impersonal way of apprehending. The concept
religion had been reified: “... mentally making religion into a thing, gradually coming
to conceive it as an objective systematic entity.” (Smith, 1962: 51). Religion as a
system of convictions and doctrines came into existence after the Enlightenment
period in the West. According to Smith, it became an impersonal system where the
human being himself was pushed out. Here religion is no longer a part of life and
society, but is something extra to it. It is no longer self-evident, but it needs to
receive a name: ‘religion’. Before the enlightenment the term religion also signified
the feelings of the believer, it referred to his relationship with God and the universe
(Orye, 2001).

The adoption of the term ‘Religion’ by secularism

After the Enlightenment, the term ‘religion’ is used by humanists and political
thinkers. Here the term ‘religion’ has become a secular outsiders term. These
outsiders helped with the origination of the concept ‘religion’ in its later signification
in order to find a solution for the many religious wars (Orye, 2004). Here we no
longer have a religion drawing its boarders to where it differs from the other
religions. We are dealing with a secularisation which is opposing itself to the religious
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traditions. On the one side we have the secular world, and on the other side we have
the religions. According to Smith, outsiders developed the term religion in order to
give a place to those people who were still talking about a kind of transcendence.
Therefore, for Smith, secularism is about the denial of the transcendent within the
Other. The or-or-way of thinking implicitly present within the term religion was
inherited with the secularisation of it: “Or their version is true, or mine, and since
mine is true, there’'s must be false.”. So instead of: “My religion is the true one and
theirs is false.”, we now have: “The secularist and modern view is right and all the
religions are false and irrational.”. We find the consequence of this way of thinking in
the Western arrogance.

Conclusion

According to Smith an important inherited signification of the term ‘religion’ is that it
implies the or-or-way of thinking: vera religio or falso religio (Smith, 1962). It is
something which we aren’'t as such aware of, but which still characterizes the so-
called scientific comparative study of religions. Smith claims a Newtonian revolution
is necessary in the religion studies, which can let go of this dichotomy of “mine is
true, yours is false”. According to Smith the concept of ‘religion’ implies this
dichotomy, which results in the endless discussions which are ravaging the religion
studies. Another implication for the study of religions is that the insider and the
outsider observe totally different phenomena. While the insider's concern is with
God, the outsider's concern is with ‘religion’ (Smith, 1986). According to Smith
(1986) the concept ‘religion’ is well-designed to ignore that which the insider sees,
feels, experiences: ‘faith’. In this way the outsider can ‘know’ everything about
religion, but miss the point entirely. In order to see what Smith means by the
concept of ‘faith’, let's take a closer look at how he contrasts faith with the term
‘belief.

2.1.2 ‘Belief’

During history the term ‘religion’ has known an important change in its meaning,
while being reified and secularised. This resulted in a kind of self-consciousness of
one’s own ‘religion’ as different from that of others. This term was taken over by
religious people themselves: “I am a member of Christianity.”. One defines himself or
herself in terms of the Christian entity. The traditions hereby lose their refational,
personal character and become an aim in itself, instead of a means to reach for
something behind the tradition. Religions become symbolical systems by which one
can fill up one’s own identity in contrast with the ‘other’, instead of a means to build
a relationship with God. The term Christianity also refers to a systematized religion
with the emphasis on doctrines and intellectual constructs (i.e. beliefs) rather than
on a transcendent ideal. The Christian thinkers have come to deform their own
tradition towards a secular reality: instead of having ‘faith’ one was having a ‘belief
system’, a conviction, a Christian identity, which is something entirely different.
Instead of experiencing a relationship with God, one was now being the owner of a
symbolic kind of belief system linked with a couple of externalia, like a church or
temple, ceremonies, rituals, ... Instead of building a relationship with God the
Christian is occupied with the question of what it means to be a Christian in this
society.
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The process or reification of the term ‘religion’ in relation to other traditions went
together with the change in the content of the term ‘belief’. By using the concept
‘belief’ we bring to life a series of connotations and clusters of meanings which are
typical for our time, influenced by the Enlightenment period, the nineteenth century
and the modern world, a signification it didn’t carry at all in other times. In his work
‘Faith and Belief’ Smith (1987) discusses the connotation the term ‘belief’ once
carried and now lost. ‘To believe’ used to carry the signification of pleasure and love:
‘to believe’ was ‘to belove'. To believe meant to surrender to God. In those days
people also believed the devil to exist, but if someone would have said to the priest
that he “believed in the devil”, the priest would have thought the person to be a
devil-worshipper. According to Smith (1987) the word ‘belief’ was then, what we
would now understand as ‘faith’: to hold dear, love, cherish. The modern signification
of the term ‘belief’, however is totally different. The word ‘believe’ has known a shift
in connotation from: “to believe what is true”, to : “to believe something which could
possibly be true”, to: “to believe in something which is probably not true at all”. For
example at present we use the word in the following sense: “Yes, but in the old
days, they also believed that the earth was flat.”. Here the word ‘belief’ has a totally
different content than what it used to have. It doesn't carry the connotation of love,
faith, cherishing any more. It carries the connotation of something superstitious,
something not true. While analysing the meaning of the sentence: “l believe in
God.”, Smith (1979) found a shift from:

”:éz‘z'ven the reafz'lf}/ ojp g’ocf as a ﬁct OJF the ﬂnz’ver&e, j /t‘éreb:}/ Jafe{ye to %:m my heart and
soul. j commz’ttet[:f}/ opt to five in ﬁv]aft] to ?fz:m. j (?ﬁ%r my fz"fé to be jut[get[ b:}/ %m,
trthz'nj %& mercy. "

to:

“Given the uncertainty as to whether there be a God or not, as a fact of modern life, |

announce that my opinion is ‘yes’, | judge God to be existent.”

Here Smith (1979) tries to show how ‘faith’ has stayed a religious term while ‘belief’
has become a secularised term. According to him ‘belief became an outsider term in
the 18" century, where people spoke about the convictions they could observe with
other people. It became more and more impersonal. Where ‘belief’ once implied trust
and ‘faith’, this dimension is now completely absent. On the contrary, presently
‘belief’ rather implies ‘believing in something which is not proven, which is evidently
not true'. According to Smith (1979) this change of signification had huge
consequences for the believers as well. Since the term was deeply rooted in
Christianity, this change in meaning also caused a shift in the view of Christian
people. The Christians no longer discussed the Transcendent, instead they discussed
about ‘whether to believe in certain conceptualisations’ or not (Smith, 1987). ‘Belief
as a conviction’ then became more like an obstacle to ‘faith’ instead of a stepping
stone. Therefore Smith argues for a rediscovery of the term ‘faith’. Moreover,
according to him the term ‘belief’ is not known in other cultures, where the term
‘faith’ is.

Smith (1987) wants to show that ‘belief’ is not a good category for the researcher in

religion studies. The researcher could be tempted to look at religious phenomena

from an intellectual point of view and therefore be blind for ‘faith’. The term ‘belief’
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would, according to him, be designed to serve the new, non-transcendent culture.
‘Belief' became the category with which sceptics reduced the religion of others. The
term ‘belief’ means in itself, that something is not true, therefore it is merely a ‘belief’
in contrast with times where belief was linked to the truth. Now the term allows
outsiders to think about believers, without taking them seriously (Smith, 1987).
Smith doesn’'t want religion studies to be reduced to the study of ‘beliefs’
(convictions, doctrines, symbols, ...) alone, in the present meaning of the term.

2.1.3 Taking a look at ‘beliefs’ in Buddhism

We appreciate Smith’s analysis of the problem with the terms ‘religion’ and ‘belief’. It
is also our opinion that we cannot reduce Buddhism to a ‘belief system’ where beliefs
or theories are central to the tradition. First of all we cannot deny the body of
Buddhist practices in Asia of which for example Lopez (1995) witnesses in his
volume: “Buddhism in practice”. So putting ‘beliefs’ central as the core of Buddhism
by characterizing Buddhism as a ‘belief-system’ is not including all phenomena of
Buddhism into our study. Batchelor (1997) argues in his book “Buddhism without
beliefs” that even if Buddhism makes us think about a ‘belief system’, dharma refers
more likely to practicing. He claims that Buddhism is not about something we should
believe in, another ‘—ism’, but that it is in the first place about a method. Also
Stimson (2002) in his “Last Word on Learning Buddhism” complains about the fact
that Buddhism cannot be passed on as a ‘belief-system’.

Epstein (1999), a Buddhist practitioner and a psychologist, testified that Buddhism
didn’t bring him another ideology, but on the contrary, it taught him to let go of
concepts and opinions and to break down constricting boundaries. de Wit (1998)
pointed out in his contemplative psychology that the path of the Buddha was
intended to take away the cause of our suffering by braking down the ‘belief’ in our
self-created realities. In this sense Buddhism would lead to radically the opposite of
‘believing’, to a way of experiencing, which is not under the grip of concepts.
According to Buddhism, the skill of happiness cannot be achieved by ‘belief’ or even
understanding, it can only be achieved by meditation (Thurman, 1995). de Wit
(1998) states that Buddhism is not based on ‘beliefs’, and ‘convictions’ under the
form of ideas or certain ways of thinking, but on ‘bare awareness’ of reality. It goes
deeper than assimilating certain Buddhist theories, it is about the discovery of a
certain way of life (de Wit, 1998). Many other authors in religion studies have
problematized the study of Buddhism as a ‘religion’ or a ‘belief-system’ because it
confines Buddhism to the doctrinal ‘beliefs’ and philosophical constructs
(Herbrechtsmeier, 1993).

Katz and Griffiths for example make the mistake of studying Buddhism as a ‘belief-
system’. Katz (1987) states that religious images, beliefs, symbols and rituals define
in advance the types of experiences a contemplative will have. Griffiths (1986) states
that by repeated meditation on standard items of Buddhist doctrine, they finally get
internalized by the meditator. This implies that the experience and insights Buddhist
contemplatives have, are a form of self-imposed indoctrination. Wallace (1999)
counters these interpretations of meditation by arguing that the conceptually
unmediated insights in the nature of the mind and reality of Buddhists is not the
product of their doctrines. Buddhist cultivation of insight entails a genuine, open-
minded inquiry into the nature of the mind so that the insights gained from that are
derived from one’s own personal experience. Padmasambhava, a respected authority
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within Buddhism, emphasized first-hand empirical investigation. This stands in sharp
contrast with the way Katz and Griffiths studied the meditational experiences, while
conceptualizing Buddhism mainly as a ‘belief-system’. It may be clear from my
argumentation that we cannot reduce Buddhism to a ‘belief-system’, since that is
already including a distorted view on Buddhism from the start. So Smith makes an
important point, a point however which is not so easily understood nor easily
accepted by other authors within the comparative religion studies as we will see
further.

2.2  Smith’s proposal of new concepts: new problems?

We will give a short description of the new concepts Smith proposes because they
open the way for a radically new way of looking at religion. On the other hand his
solution also brings along the old problems which have haunted the comparative
religion studies since its beginning. Again we are confronted with the problem of
religious terminology and essentialism. We will give an analysis of how Smith was
misunderstood by his contemporary colleagues, because this will help us bring to the
surface, some of the underlying presuppositions of those authors of which it is very
difficult to be aware of.

2.2.1 ‘Cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’

Smith proposes on the one hand a return to the term ‘faith’ in the old sense of
‘belove’ and on the other hand the category ‘cumulative tradition’, which would then
include those convictions, the externalia, ... which are passed on from one tradition
to another. The ‘cumulative tradition’ however should not be studied in itself, but
only in relation to the human being who experiences it through ‘faith’. It is that
tradition, which inspires the individual to continue on his way. That is why the
religion studies shouldn’t keep themselves busy looking for an abstract essence of a
tradition (for example the importance of Buddhist stories), it is the concrete role
these stories play in the life of concrete people (Smith, 1981). The way people relate
to the Quran for example can vary from person to person, within the same religious
tradition (Smith, 1975). If you describe religion only as a system of convictions,
rituals and so on, then these individual differences disappear if we don’t include this
relational dimension of traditions, or the personal dimension of ‘faith’.

In Smiths view (1975), religions are no fixed entities that people can ‘have’. They are
not true or false in themselves. If we ask the question “Is the Quran the word of
God?” it means we are looking at religion in itself. For Smith it is a lot more
important to look at the experience (cf. ‘faith”) of the person who relates to the
‘cumulative tradition’, in this case the Quran. This relational aspect between
‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’ is often overlooked in his theory. According to him,
the cumulative tradition is an /nstrument in a human activity and not only the
expression of an experience (Orye, 2004). So here we end up with a human activity
in which one comes to a very individual result, through one’s own experience in
interaction with the cumulative tradition.

The notion of ‘truth’ in this view is not present in the concept ‘cumulative tradition’ -
which according to Smith would be the case for the term religion- but in the
individual after a certain process he went through (Smith, 1997). Religion as such
becomes true by doing something with it. This view also leaves room for the no-

54



answer to the truth-question. For example a Western intellectual can study the
Quran in an active way and come to the conclusion for himself that it is not the word
of God (Smith, 1975). In this sense there was an interaction between person and
‘cumulative tradition’ and through this human learning, the person came to the
conclusion that the Quran is not his thing. Just like for Smart, it was very important
to Smith that the truth-question would not be answered a priori by the researcher in
religion studies, like the theologians or the social-scientific trend within religion
studies do.

Smith compares the relation between cumulative tradition and the faith of a person
with a dance: we have a fixed pattern on which we can vary ourselves, though which
only varies when we dance and not only by writing down the steps of the dance. We
cannot study the dance without studying the dancer (Smith, 1981). Smith states
that to be a Buddhist means to participate in the Buddhist process. In this sense
religion is not an abstract thing, but an actuality in which the religious person
participates. If we conceptualize religion as a process, it is possible to understand the
religious diversity between traditions as well as within one tradition. Smith has
named this process ‘human learning’. The human plays an active role in this process.

So the subject of religion studies cannot be the religious tradition as a ‘thing’
standing in itself. To understand someone’s religion is to find out how he sees and
feels the world. So the study of religions according to Smith (1965), fundamentally
must be a study of people. People are the locus of ‘faith’, not the symbols, not the
tradition. Smith (1987) takes the example of the Hindu: the Hindu doesn't try to be a
good Hindu, but he tries to be a good human being. We are the ones who put the
term Hindu on it. According to Smith there are different ways of being a good human
being: a Buddhist, a Jew, a Christian, an Orthodox way, ... . Therefore ‘faith’ is a
human characteristic (Smith, 1987). The question whether one is a real Buddhist or
not, is not something we should solve in science, but which should be solved by
religion.

The human being has all the way through history perceived a transcendence,
symbolised it, and tried to live by it (Smith, 1987). The formalities of a religious
tradition are at best a channel. The religious person is part of this certain kind of
movement, because he believes it to point to something which transcends him
(Smith, 1962). So the believer sees this transcendence, whereas the observer sees
the movement who points to the transcendent. There is a difference between the
‘proposition that there exists a transcendence’ and the ‘recognition that there is a
transcendent’ (Smith, 1987). This recognition is what ‘faith’ is about. ldeas are
human constructs, but they can also be a window through which we can perceive
something which transcends us. Faith is not about the doctrine in itself, nor is it
believing in the truth. Smith (1987) tries to explain this with the example of “e =
mc2". There is a difference between knowing this to be true and seeing it for
oneself. Everyone knows it is true, but there are only some selected intellectuals who
can recognize it for themselves that it is true. ‘Faith’ is about making a truth to be
one’s own and to actualise it in one’s life (Smith, 1997). It is then true because the
person himself has proved it to be true to himself. According to Smith, ‘faith’ should
thus not only be seen as a Christian characteristic of worship, but seen as localised in
the person: “/ do not say, that faith is everywhere the same, nor do | say that it is
everywhere admirable’ (Smith, 1987: 130). ‘Faith’ can vary: for one person it means
to become more courageous, more patient, noble and so on, but for the other
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person it could mean that he becomes more narrow-minded, bitter, hypocrite (Smith,
1987). So according to Smith the ‘faith’ of every human being is a unique version, it
is the result of an interaction between himself, the tradition and the ‘transcendent’.
The tradition is the medium by which the human being interacts with something that
transcends him. With these new concepts, Smith wants to make possible an
unprejudiced study of religion (Orye, 2001).

2.2.2 ‘Transcendence’: doctrine or concept?

Throughout all of Smith’'s work we have met the term ‘transcendence’. But what
exactly does he mean by this term? Smith (1990) notices that throughout the whole
history there was a human consciousness of something transcendent and a desire to
perceive this ‘transcendence’. He admits however that his vocabulary to describe this
something brings more darkness than clarity to the discussion. He claims however to
only point in the direction of something which we should try to see for ourselves
(Smith, 1990). He makes clear that by this term he doesn’t want to indicate ‘God’,
because ‘God’ as a concept is too vague and in the same time too definitive. Smith
(1990) is rather trying to refer to the richness of the human being, which is bigger
than anyone can understand. According to him, religion was only one way in which
‘transcendence’ was mediated, but definitively not the only way. For example
‘transcendence’ referred to beauty, truth and justice for the Greek and the Romans.
In the West we could see the search for truth as a kind of ‘transcendence’. As such
‘transcendence’ can refer to many different things. If we ignore this reality in the
debate of religion studies we are excluding an important empirical fact, because,
according to Smith, most people live with a consciousness of something
transcendent.

The term ‘transcendence’ with Smith doesn't refer to a doctrine about an existing
‘God’, rather it is more a concept which helps him to take a step outside of the
debate of religion studies in order to point at something more than ‘religions’,
‘beliefs’, doctrines, and so on. By this concept Smith (1980) wants to broaden the
look of the scientist of religion studies from the doctrines and so on towards
something else, something that transcends these doctrines. If we study a ‘religion’ or
a ‘belief system’ we pay no attention to this which ‘transcends’ it (Smith, 1962).
Smith doesn’t see the transcendence as an entity which stands on itself, which would
include the yes-answer to the underlying truth-question in the religion debate. It is
rather a term which we should see in the context of the cumulative tradition and the
individuals ‘faith’. The cumulative tradition contains instruments through which the
human being can learn to ‘transcend’ himself. It is not about faith in the idea of
God. Men’s faith in mediaeval Baghdad and Kyoto, in modern Jakarta, in ancient
Memphis, historically, has transcended the specific concrete data by which it was
nurtured and through which it was expressed (Smith, 1986). As such the tradition is
not just a symbolic system of doctrines, beliefs and other externalia, but it is a
collection of means through which each person can again for himself discover
something transcending himself.

A religious tradition can thus be a window through which we can perceive something
which transcends us: the truth (Smith, 1979). According to Smith (1990) the truth
transcends us and we transcend our self while realizing this. The ‘transcendent’ in
this sense refers to transcending oneself. This doesn’t leave us with an epistemology
of how we know, but of how we /earn (Smith, 1990). The human being goes in
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interaction with a religious tradition, without knowing where this is going to bring
him, but he will ‘transcend’ himself, whatever the outcome may be. It is the result of
an activity of a human being in relation to a religious tradition. Smiths also speaks
about human learning in this sense, in which the human being opens his actual self
for a potential self, through which one succeeds at transcending himself. In this
specific kind of learning process, one realizes where he wants to go to during the
learning process itself. One doesn’t know beforehand where one will end up.

The concept ‘transcendence’ not only links the person to the tradition, it also points
to a result of this interaction and the process of this interaction. These are two very
important aspects of the concept ‘transcendence’. In the interaction with his religious
tradition the human being plays an active role in which he comes to his own personal
truth, because he has discovered it for himself. Because of this interplay of elements
the ‘faith’ of every human being is a very unique version (Smith, 1980). This latter
aspect is something we would overlook if we study ‘religion’ as an entity on its own.
When studying religions we shouldn’t study the Quran very closely in order to come
to the conclusion that it is not the word of ‘God’, rather we should study the activities
and experiences of people who read the Quran and how this changes them.

2.3 Old wine in new bottles? A subjective versus an
objective/reductive study of religion?

Could Smiths concepts ‘cumulative tradition’, ‘faith’ and ‘transcendence’ bring us a
solution for the reductionism in the words ‘religion’ and ‘belief’ and for Smart's
shortcoming in his solution of the homo symbolicus? There are some interesting
aspects into these concepts but we notice that Smith is using Christian terminology,
a mistake we wanted to try to avoid. However we have to admit that Smith brought
something back into the discussion which had been left out in Smart’s solution. Let's
take a look at the criticism Smith received by his colleagues and the discussion
following that. In analysing this criticism we hope to throw some light on underlying
presuppositions which seem to divide the religion studies into a subjective and an
objective camp. One camp is putting people’s ‘beliefs’ central and emphasises the
scientific study of religion, while the other camp is emphasising the experiences and
the subjective study of religion. The presuppositions underlying this divide forces
some authors to force Smith’s ideas in this procrustean bed and stay blind for some
important aspects in Smiths theory.

2.3.1 Smith accused of essentialism

As we learned earlier in Smart’s analysis of the problems at the dawn of the
comparative studies of religions we should be aware of the terminology we use. If
we use a Christian terminology to describe phenomena in other religions we are
imputing meaning on those phenomena from our own reference frame and doing so
we don’'t have a neutral outlook on them from the start. This is the criticism Smart
(1974) has on Smith’s concept ‘faith’. It is a Christian concept which is here being
universalised. ‘Faith’ doesn’t have a universal applicability and is as such used in an
ethnocentric way. Smart doesn't agree with this because the diversity among the
different religions is too important. He points out the differences between for
example the Numinous experience and the mystical or contemplative experiences
(Smart, 1992). These are not to be classified under the same category ‘faith’. We
agree with Smart that Smith is making a big mistake when using a Christian
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language. But next to that we are prepared to look behind his Christian terminology
to see what Smith tried to show us. In this we will be guided by Lieve Orye’s analysis
of Smith’s work. We want to see whether his theory brings us any solutions next to
the problems it also contains. We don't want to throw out the child with the
bathwater.

Smart (1974) also criticizes Smith’s statement in ‘The Meaning and End of Religion’
that religion stops, there where God appears. According to Smart’s interpretation,
Smith sees only one purpose for religion: God. The concept of God however, is not
present in all religions and especially not in Buddhism (Smart, 1992). Smart places
Smiths theory next to those of Otto, Zaehner and other theologians, stating that the
core of all religion would be the same, the differences are only present in their
symbolical explanations. It is not because God and Allah for example are
conceptually different, that this would mean that they do refer to the same being.
Religion studies should not start with essentialism (Smart, 1974). Whether religions
would point to one and the same universal core is an empirical question and should
not be answered a priori by theologians (Smart, 1997). Such an answer should be
based on extensive empirical research. It is only a hypothesis and not a fact on
which we can build our comparative studies of religion (Smart, 1974).

Smith (1979) does recognise the non-theism of for example Buddhism. He argues
that the Buddhist system, rather than centering on beliefs (for example “God doesn’t
exist”), is one that leads individuals to ‘faith’ and hence to seeing for themselves the
truth, the Buddha discovered (Smith, 1979). So by ‘faith’, Smith doesn't mean the
same experience as Christians have. He wants to point to something else. a personal
kind of seeing for oneself, instead of ‘believing’ a doctrine. So the accusation of
essentialism doesn’t seem to be justified. Smart (1974), however believes that Smith
states that all religions are having the same core, namely ‘faith’. Smart takes Smith
too literally and keeps staring at Smiths religious language. Therefore he cannot see
that in fact Smith is trying to make another point. By ‘faith’ Smith is trying to capture
the personal experience of the religious individual in all its diversity.

Smart also criticizes Smith’s concept of ‘cumulative tradition’. According to him,
Smith has a negative view on ‘tradition’, because he makes a distinction between
‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’. Smart believes that Smith wants to reduce the study
of religion to the study of ‘faith’, without paying any attention to the externalia of
religion, such as the practices, the art, the doctrines, ... while considering religions as
reifications (Orye, 2001). Smart accuses Smith to reduce the study of religion to the
study of ‘faith’ in order to make the study of religion and for example the study of
the religious experience inaccessible to outsiders. Smart doesn’'t agree with the idea
that the scientist would first have to convert to a tradition in order to be able to
study it from the inside (Orye, 2001).

Also Wiebe understands Smith as would the rea/ ‘belief be about the inner
experience of the individual (i.e. ‘faith’) and not about the external expressions of it.
He refuses to use more personal, non-objective categories such as ‘faith’. Wiebe
(1992) acknowledges Smith’s discovery about the term ‘belief’, namely that the word
in the modern sense wasn't always as central to the religious person’s life in history
and used to signify something else, like ‘to belove’. He recognises that religion is
more than only a bunch of ‘beliefs’ in the consciousness of the religious subjects
(Wiebe, 1992). However, Wiebe (1977) doesn't want to throw the concept ‘belief’
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overboard. He states that it is not because ‘belief’ isn’t a religious category that we
shouldn’t use it in the scientific study of religion. He interprets Smith’s rejection of
the term ‘belief’ as a symbolical rejection of the scientific study of human life in
general. Just like Smart, Wiebe (1992) accuses Smith of essentialism because he
understands Smith’s rejection of the term ‘belief’ as a reduction of the study of
religion to the study of ‘faith’. Therefore Wiebe also positions Smith at the side of the
theologians (Orye, 2004). Wiebe believes that Smith states that religion cannot be
studied by the expressions of ‘faith’; that it can only be understood when one
experiences it himself. Smith and Wiebe seem to completely contradict each other on
this point. Smith wants to avoid that ‘faith’ would be equalled to its externalisations
(i.e. its cognitive and symbolical elements). Wiebe on the other hand would do
everything to make a scientific study of religion possible, even if he doesn't want to
limit it to the study of cognitive and cultural elements (Orye, 2001).

Wiebe (1977) furthermore accuses Smith of seeing religion as something personal
and esoteric and as such only a personal subjective experience and that there
wouldn’'t be any objective characteristics (i.e. rituals, social institutes, beliefs,
doctrines, ...). This implies that one has to be an insider to study religion. Wiebe is
making this conclusion based on Smiths view on truth: namely that truth is not
present in propositional claims or doctrines. Later Smith (1997) will try to explain his
view on truth again. Truth is not present in doctrines, but in persons. We cannot
understand the way religion is lived by people, if we only focus on the doctrines
(containing the truth or not). In that case, we would be reductionists, according to
Smith'. By localising the truth in persons, Smith (1997) tries to avoid the endless
discussions about the truth-question of religions. He doesn’t plea here for an
objective view on truth (as present in ‘beliefs’) but for a personal view on truth (as
present in the people themselves). He points out that ‘faith’ is about a process in
which a person discovers some kind of truth for himself. This process is what he
wants to give a place in religion studies.

As a consequence of misunderstanding Smith, Wiebe (1992) classifies Smith on the
subjective side of his subjective-objective dilemma. Studying the subjective inner
experiences of religious people is not possible if you are not an insider. This would
mean that only those who met the transcendent in their lives would be able to
understand it. Wiebe (1992) refers hereby to Smith’s statement about religious life
that lies in relation to that which cannot be observed (Smith, 1962). For Wiebe this
means that an objective, scientific study of religion wouldn't be possible (Wiebe,
1977 & 1992). According to Wiebe (1992) this would imply that religion cannot be

! See Smith’s comparison of ‘faith’ with the Islamic ‘tasdiq’ in: Smith, W. C. (1997). ‘A
Human View of Truth.” In Modern Culture from a Comparative Perspective, Albany:
State University of New York Press, 99-120.
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studied conceptually and can only be lived personally. Wiebe (1992) accuses Smith
of rejecting an objective notion of truth and wanting to replace it with a moral,
spiritual notion of truth. Wiebe’s (1977) opinion is that we shouldn’t talk about the
commitment of the individual alone, but also about the ideas, interpretations and
doctrines. Wiebe sees these objective aspects as expressions of the subjective (Orye,
2004). That is why, according to Wiebe, we can translate the subjective in the
convictions someone has. In this sense, the transcendent is a part of someone’s
ideological context. And it is only when the transcendent has been translated into a
doctrine, that it can find a place in religion studies. We have mainly focused on
Smart's and Wiebe’s criticisms on Smith, but also other authors are of the opinion
that we should choose between the objective or the subjective. For example Kvaerne
(1972) finds it self-contradictory to speak of the ‘objective’ and the ‘personalist’ as
supplementary. For him, they are radical alternatives between which one must
choose.

2.3.2 Smith misunderstood: response of Smith

Smart and Wiebe misunderstood Smith’s concepts ‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’ as
two different things, with no relation to each other. Moreover the ‘tradition’ would be
the expression of ‘faith’. Hereby Wiebe equals ‘cumulative tradition’ to a ‘belief
system’ with doctrines, symbolical and cognitive aspects. As we explained earlier,
this is however precisely not what Smith meant by this term. Based on this
interpretation, they concluded that Smith wants to reduce religion studies to the
study of ‘faith’ as opposite to the externalia (what the other authors equalled to the
concept ‘cumulative tradition’), which would only contain reifications. Smith (1980)
himself is trying to correct this. He claims this to be a conclusion based on
misunderstanding his theory. According to Smith (1980) ‘faith’ and ‘cumulative
tradition’ cannot be separated, they need each other and influence each other from
both sides, they are constantly in /nteraction with each other. Belief is a matter of
inner faith of an individual and the cumulative tradition is not just the expression of
this, as Smart and Wiebe understood it.

This inner faith could vary from becoming more patient, more courageous, and so on
to becoming more narrow-minded, bitter or hypocrite (Smith, 1987). “I do not say
that faith is everywhere the same, nor do | say that it is everywhere admirable”
(Smith, 1987: 130). The rituals, doctrines etc. of a cumulative tradition are the
means by which people are related to something which transcends those externalia,
whether this is God, Nirvana, patience or hypocrisy (Smith, 1980). His position is that
religion houses the interplay of these various factors. By those two concepts Smith
hopes to do justice to all these aspects within religion studies (Smith, 1986). His
attempt has been to strive towards a comprehensive study that will omit neither the
objective nor the transcendent components. So ‘cumulative tradition” and ‘faith’ both
need to be studied together.

As we saw earlier Smith created the concepts ‘faith’ and ‘cumulative tradition’ to
render visible the differences between people in their practices of religion. If we
accuse Smith of essentialism, we must have completely misunderstood him. Smith
tried to explain something else, than that all religions would have the purpose of
getting in contact with God.

2.3.3 Religion as a ‘belief system’: the human as homo symbolicus
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The whole discussion around Smith’s concept ‘trancendence’, seems to bring us back
to the same problem we had between the theologians and the social-scientific trend
in the comparative religion studies. Again we seem to have two unovercomable
opposites between a subjective and an objective trend. Here this opposition takes
another form. Or we put the convictions, beliefs, cognitions, symbols and worldview
central in the study of religion in order to come to a scientific study but thereby
reducing its subject. Or else we study religion in its totality without giving the
doctrines a central place in the study, but leave science behind in the same
movement. First we want to take a look at how Wiebe wants to give a place to the
‘subjective’ side in his scientific study of religions.

The solutions of Smart and Wiebe to the dilemma

As we pointed out above, Wiebe defines the objective as an expression of the
subjective. That is why we can translate the subjective experiences into the
symbolical or cognitive convictions someone has. In this sense, the transcendent can
receive a place in the religion studies as the content of someone’s ‘worldview’. Wiebe
(1977) situates the religious experience within a rational reflection. He admits that
Zen and Nagarjuna argue for the fact that religion transcends the cognitive. However
Wiebe (1977) states that Nagarjuna’s theory-free approach situates itself within a
certain ‘worldview’. Even if Zen Buddhism shows to be a non-cognitive religion by
trying to break through the control of language and thoughts over the mind, this is
based on a certain rationale within a ‘worldview’, namely: the doctrine/claim/theory
that language and thoughts are confusing the ultimate and true reality (Wiebe,
1977). Wiebe (1977) recognizes the point of the non-cognitivists to be true: religion
is more than a cognitive interest in the world. Wiebe (1992) however doesn’t see any
way to study these non-cognitive, non-symbolical or non-conceptual experiences in a
scientific, objective way. We can study the worldview and the signification the
experiences carry for the subjects, these are the objective phenomena which we can
study in a scientific way (Wiebe, 1992). The essence of religion for Wiebe is and
stays therefore the doctrines and the ‘belief-system’ (Wiebe, 1977).

Here Wiebe’'s approach comes close to Smart’s view of the Aomo symbolicus. Just
like Smith, Smart pays a lot of importance to the religious aspects of religion and he
wants to give them (for example the religious experience) a place in the scientific
study of religion within a phenomenological description. Therefore he proposed a
method of ‘imaginative participation’ in the dialogue with the religious subject. On
the other hand he also wants to give a place to religious explanations (such as “God
was the cause of my religious experience”) in the scientific study of religion, but only
based on a ‘soft epistemology’, in which the truth-question is bracketed. In this way
however, Smart also puts the cognitive and symbolical convictions of people central
in the study of religion. Just as Wiebe, he translates them as being the expressions
of the experiences.
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Symbols as conceptual ideas in our heads?

The solutions of Smart and Wiebe are however precisely making the mistake Smith
tried to avoid, namely the reduction of the experiences of people into the
convictions, or the ‘beliefs’ they hold. In his empirical analysis of the term ‘belief’ he
points out an important meaning that this term doesn’t hold anymore now. He tried
to bring this meaning back into the research by introducing the concepts ‘faith’ and
‘cumulative tradition’, as we reviewed in Smith’s response. The underlying difference
between the views of Smith versus Wiebe and Smart is their view on what symbols
are. Smart and Wiebe see symbols as expressions of experiences. Smith (1974)
doesn't look at symbols or the meanings they carry in themselves but at what
symbols do in the lives of people. The symbol receives meaning in how the people
relate to them, they don’t carry meaning in themselves. The symbol is a means and
not the a/m in itself.

Smith is misunderstood as if he doesn’t want religion to be the study of symbols, but
the study of the experiences of religious people. However Smith has a positive
attitude towards the study of symbols. We should study those symbols in relation to
the persons that use them and the experiences it brings them. For example if one
person confesses his sins to the priest, he might see it as taking guilt upon his
shoulders and he has to do some prayers as a punishment. This might confirm for
him that he is a sinner and he starts feeling bad about it. For another person the
prayers could mean that he can get in touch with God and be purified by that. In this
way he might feel relieved and happy. Orye (2001) uncovered this relational aspect
of the tradition and the person, which was often neglected in the work of Smith.
Symbols are objectified and looked at standing by themselves, as if the symbolical
meaning would be present in the doctrine or the ritual itself (Orye, 2001).

This view on symbols is in accordance with the data we collected from the Buddhist
tradition. de Wit (2000) points out that the mystical language in Buddhism is rather
used as a device in order to transform the person into a certain direction, rather than
that it should be understood as a description of an experience. Also Traleg
Rinpochee (2004) pointed out that language is only instrumental: intellectual
understanding is important, but not the end in itself, it is just an image in our mind
and not based on experience. This mental image could become a barrier to a non-
conceptual understanding of the mind. Therefore we shouldn't bring too much
conceptual baggage but stay very direct with the practice of meditation.

Orye (2001) doesn't agree with seeing symbols as static and existing on their own.
Therefore questioning the truth of the bible or some of the fantastic Buddhist stories
is not the main aim of religion studies. The truth-question is not always so visible,
but often underlying the discussions in this field of study. Often one starts the
research with a yes- or a no-answer on the truth-question, even if this is not
mentioned in the research. What we should study in the comparative religion studies
is what the act of reading the bible or listening to these Buddhist stories does to the
religious subject, how they relate the subjects to a reality or a reality within
themselves. How come for example that living according to the bible makes some
people to judge other people as sinners, while it connects someone else with a more
loving attitude towards his fellow human being. So for Smith this truth-question,
implicitly present in the term ‘religion’, is irrelevant, this is what he meant by locating
the religious truth in the person and in the human interaction with the many
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traditions there are (Orye, 2001). By ‘faith’ he wanted to recognise that the existence
of God is not found in the empirical reality but is to be found within people (Orye,
2001). In that sense both “No, God doesn’t exist!” and “Yes, God exists, | can feel
it”, can be termed as ‘faith’ in the sense of the personal truth of Smith. Smith wants
a science of religions which doesn’'t reduce it, and which has eye for the typical
human aspect of it.

Wiebe is blind for this interaction between the ‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’
because he draws Smith’s concepts within his own paradigm (Orye, 2001): “... my
argument then, is a critique of his view from within a widely accepted Cartesian
analytical framework of thought” (Wiebe, 1992: 50). We can indeed recognise the
classical Cartesian bifurcation of mind and matter in Wiebe’s ideas. He seems to
distinguish the universal experiential ground of religion on the one hand and its
diverse culturally bound manifestations on the other. Smith (1974) accuses Wiebe to
be stuck within a paradigmatic way of thinking. He tries to force Smiths ideas in the
procrustean bed of his paradigm. Wiebe only proves however that Smith’'s ideas
cannot be forced into this paradigmatic way of thinking. And by doing so anyway,
one is deforming what Smith tried to imply. By reducing experiences of individuals to
cognitive contents in someone’s head, he misses a lot of the diversity and differences
between religious people. By putting these cognitive, symbolical contents central in
the study of religion we can even accuse Wiebe of being an essentialist himself,
since in this way he will miss a lot of the diversity in his field of research.

2.3.4 Transcending essentialism: opening the way for diversity

In the text above we have not gone deeper into Smith’'s concept ‘transcendence’.
We will explain how this concept was misunderstood by Wiebe and Smart and we
will try to look behind the religious language in order to see what Smith implied by
this. Smith stated that he wanted to point to something which transcends Wiebe’s
limited paradigm of cognitive-symbolical contents in the religious person’s head.

The transcendent is not about the truth

Both Wiebe and Smart interpret Smith’s transcendence as a statement about reality
(within Smith’s belief system or worldview). However Smith is not trying to point
here towards a certain reality, a certain content alone (for example “I believe in
God”). Smith rejects the scenario whereby we should give an answer to the truth-
guestion of religions. Where Smart brackets the truth-question in a soft
epistemology, Smith looks at the context surrounding the problem of the
‘transcendence’. He locates the truth within persons rather than within religions. This
includes also a personal engagement of the person. He has to do something before
he comes to the conclusion that something is true or not. Smith sees this as a
process. According to Smith, the diversity of the religious experiences of people is to
be found in this relationship between the human being and the transcendent (Orye,
2001). In this sense we should understand his concept of transcendence rather as a
verb: ‘to transcend’, which refers to a process of learning. The person is using his
cumulative tradition (for example the bible) in a process. It is an instrument by which
the person can transcend himself. He can undergo some kind of transformations.

He has discovered the bible to be true, because he learned something through this
process. We shouldn’t stay stuck here with the fact that the person learned the bible
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to be true. Instead we should direct our attention to the process by which this
person came to this conclusion. This yes- or no- answer to the truth-question is
pointing in the direction of a /earning process (Orye, 2004). In this sense we
shouldn’t see ‘faith’ as a universal essence beneath all religions, but as that which
contains all the differences between human beings in the process of practicing
religion. It shows the differences between different traditions, between different
people and even within the same person, but on different occasions.

In this process the person opens his actual self in order to learn something, without
knowing where he is going to end up. In human learning the person only discovers
in which direction he is going, when the learning process has already started.
Therefore the term ‘transcendence’ points to something we don't know. We don't
know where our interaction with the tradition is going to take us. This means that if
a Christian starts to study the bible, he also risks to come to the conclusion that for
him the bible cannot be true. It is the continuous human activity which turns the
bible into a holy text, not the book itself. The holy bible in this sense is a relational
term, relating the person, the book and the transcendent in this process (Orye,
2004). It is from this essentialist idea of the holy bible, that scientists even searched
for holy texts in other traditions. The mistake they make here, is that the holy text is
seen as an essence in itself. The human activity and the variations this brings along,
are being kept out of sight. Traditions aren’t passed on because of their beautiful
texts, but because people have undergone personal changes, they have experienced
certain processes of transformation (Orye, 2001). It is no longer necessary to
overcome the insider-outsider problem. Because of Smiths concept ‘transcendence’
as hypothesis it is not any more about the ‘essence’ of the religious experiences, but
about what it does with a person. We are not talking any more about the contents of
the experience but about the processes it brings along. When Otto talks about the
religious experience, he points towards a certain content, when Smith talks about the
transcendent, he tries to point towards a process.

A process in which people use symbols as tools

By seeing the transcendent as something personal, we make place for an image of
the human being, central in a dynamic process in which the human can transcend his
own situation, by playing an active role in it. The person is no longer an empty
bucket in which certain contents are being carried over from one generation to
another, but he is an engaged person himself. It is within this view of transcendence,
that the cumulative tradition cannot be only an expression of someone’s experiences,
but has to be seen as, as we explained above, a /earning instrument, a means by
which the person can transform himself, learn something. According to Orye (2001),
Wiebe and Smart are totally missing this instrumental character of the ‘transcendent’.
By not including this element into his study, Wiebe excludes the engagement of the
human being in the world. Wiebe does have eye for the symbolical character of the
rituals and the practices. But Smith argues that this interaction includes more than:
‘A is being symbolised by B’, for example that a religious experience would find its
expression in a painting (Orye, 2001). If we then say that the inner feeling gets the
expression in the painting, we cannot really understand what the inner feeling was
about. We cannot really study that inner feeling except if we felt it ourselves. This is
what Wiebe than calls the subjective position. The symbol in Smith’ view, is
something which opens possibilities for people in order to transcend themselves
(Orye, 2001).

64



Smith doesn’t want to see the ‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’ from a dualistic point
of view, in which one is going to divide the subjective and the objective, as Wiebe
and Kvaerne do. Smith wants to put the spotlight away from religion as an object of
study, towards the activity of the religious person, for example the Christian lifestyle
(Orye, 2001). Traditions in this view are ‘learning traditions’. They are no longer a
system of beliefs, rituals and moral values, with which the people are being filled up
as if they were empty buckets, after which they can implement these cognitive
contents (Orye, 2001). Tradition is more likely about passing on ‘learning tools’ by
which each generation can again give shape to his relationship with the transcendent
(Orye, 2001). Traditions pass on learning devices, instruments that can bring about
change in a person. The ‘knowledge’ of the tradition cannot be passed on to an
individual standing by itself. In ‘human learning’ one is not just putting knowledge in
one’s head, rather it is a personal learning process one has to go through oneself
and by which the person changes himself (Orye, 2001).

‘Human knowledge’ is not something which can be passed on directly, it asks for a
learning process in which the person is actively involved. ‘Humane knowledge’
cannot be seen apart from the tradition, nor from the person. It is this element
which is not seen in Smith’s theory and which is misunderstood over and over again.
Smart and Wiebe are blind for this hypothesis in Smith’s theory. It is not about the
truth of a tradition, but about what kind of changes they bring about in the lives of
individuals (Orye, 2001). The different image of the human being underlying to this,
is that there are no fixed developmental stages, which would be the same for
everyone. The variations in religion are also present in the way people are learning.
Orye (2001) pleas for a hypothesis which is formulated in non-religious, scientific
language. In this way Smiths hypothesis and the possible diversity we can find in the
learning processes of people can be adequately evaluated and tested.

2.4  Diagnosis of the underlying unquestioned hypotheses

Smart and Wiebe (1992) rightly criticized Smiths religious language. The words
‘transcendence’ and ‘faith’ cannot be used in the comparative religion studies
because they have implicit Christian significations (Smart, 1974). The fact that the
category ‘belief’ is not a religious category is indeed not a reason at all to refuse it as
a concept in the religion studies (Wiebe, 1992). However we do appreciate Smith’s
analysis of the term ‘belief’, because it lays bare a certain dimension of religions
which is now lost by the word ‘belief’ and which should receive a place within the
religion studies: namely the way the individual experiences a specific tradition and
how this influences and changes the individual (i.e. ‘transcends’ him). Wiebe and
Smart stay blind for this hypothesis in Smith’s ‘transcendence’ and see the concept
as purely theological input in the discussion.

Smith steps outside of the paradigmatic way of thinking of Smart and Wiebe. A
crucial factor in their ways of thinking are the hidden hypothesis underlying their
theories. These are wnquestioned ideas about what the human being fs, what
learning is, what symbols are and what knowledge is, ... This is what limits the space
for discussion for Smart and Wiebe. This is the frame also through which they
interpret Smith’s statements. Wiebe’s underlying hypothesis about learning is that it
is about certain contents, conceptual ideas, which can be put into someone’s head.
For Smith however, the learning process is one in which the human being is playing
an active role, using symbols as instruments. According to Smith both the objective
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as the subjective trend make crucial mistakes, namely that they see the human
being as either too passive or too active. The person steps into the process without
knowing what the result of it will be. He only finds out the direction into which he is
heading, while being fully into it already. Next to this the learning process also
changes the individual himself, it is not just about ‘getting to know something’, as in
learning some cognitive-symbolical ideas. Smith however has no other way than
talking about these characteristics of the learning process, but with his religious
language.

We do appreciate these elements in Smith’s analysis of concepts and in his proposal
of new concepts. However we cannot find ourselves completely in Smith’s proposal
for the comparative study of religion. Where Smith has some interesting ideas about
the interaction of the human being with a ‘cumulative tradition’, where there is an
opening for ‘human learning’ in which the individual can ‘transcend’ himself, we
cannot accept his proposal for turning the scientific study of religion into a ‘human
learning’, by which the scientist himself also changes as a result of studying religion.
In this sense his science would indeed be turned into religion. His mistake, according
to Orye (2004), is that he tries to bring the experiences themselves into science.
What we could do in a scientific way however is to map and study the learning
processes of these experiences (Orye, 2004).
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Part 11: LOOKING FOR OTHER WAYS TO LOOK AT BUDDHISM

In the previous we have mentioned an underlying paradigm which is restricting
Wiebe, Smart and other authors in their ways of thinking. It makes them interpret
Smith’s proposal for new concepts about ‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’ within the
boundaries of their paradigmatic thinking as ‘objective’ versus ‘subjective’ or:
scientifically studiable or not. We first drew out the entire discussion with all its
misunderstandings in order to show how invisible the influence of this paradigm
really is. I am sure we have confused the reader often, once you might have totally
agreed with Wiebe and Smart, and at other times you might have thought, “Those
guys really are wrong, how could | have agreed with them.”. At least that is the
process | went through while studying the authors. That is because we are all very
influenced by this underlying paradigm in our thinking. It is something which is really
permeated throughout all of the social sciences and our Western culture as well. This
paradigm | am talking about, is about certain presuppositions about the human
being, learning and knowledge of which we are ourselves not aware any more.

Now let us finally reveal what kind of paradigm we are speaking about. We are
speaking about cognitive psychology. We will explain below what statements this
paradigm holds and up to which point we can trace back those statements in the
history of the West, namely what are the historical-cultural influences. Even if this is
a very widely accepted frame, not only within psychology but also within philosophy,
the neurosciences etc., we did find some shortcomings in it with Gibson and Ingold.
Ingold (2000f) is directing an appeal to anthropologists who are interested in non-
western ways of thinking, to adopt a critical attitude towards the fundamental
assumptions of Western thought and science. This is exactly what my education in
the comparative cultural sciences was about. We didn’'t as such direct our outlook
towards other cultures, but directed it towards our own (Western) culture and the
way this influences our views on other cultures. In this way | was confronted with
certain assumptions | was not aware of. That is why this article is not only about
Buddhism, but also about the way we look at Buddhism from within our culture, with
our cultural frame of reference, with the filter of our body of knowledge, which is
deforming Buddhism and imputing extra meaning to the subject, without us being
aware of it. | wanted to try to bring the one who is studying (i.e. the Western
culture) into the picture as well. So at the one hand, this article is a study about
Buddhism and on the other hand we take a self-reflexive turn in which we reconsider
our own concepts and their implicit meanings, their hidden presuppositions and
unquestioned underlying paradigmatic issues. Ingold (2005) remarks that these
paradigmatic issues themselves are all too rarely addressed in mainstream science.
They are widely accepted, hidden presuppositions, of which everyone assumes them
to be true and therefore don’'t even notice them any more as hypothesis or
statements, they have become self-evident truths instead. If something looks a little
like it, we will classify it in a certain category without hesitation, but being blind for
the relativity of our category. For example when | was trying to write part Il of this
article, 1 tried to put some structure in my way of bringing these elements to the
readers, but it was really difficult to make the distinction between: this belongs to
the category ‘culture’, this belongs to the category ‘human being’, this belongs to the
category of ‘knowledge’, while this part belongs to the subtitle of ‘learning’ and ‘skill’.
It was a real struggle to try to make some distinctions between these different
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categories. That is because Ingold is exactly questioning our self-evident categories
and connecting them all back together -instead of carving them up in different
pieces- in his theory. He is showing us how these concepts are interwoven and
dependent on each other.

We don’t want to be so radical as to totally reject the cognitive view on the human
being as Gibson did. But we do want to show with Ingold how this view can be
limiting in our outlook on phenomena in other cultures. We want to put this cognitive
view of the human being within the Western historical-cultural context, without
claiming that this covers every aspect of all human beings in the entire world, in all
cultures. With Gibson and Ingold we hope to open a way for some alternative
interpretation of some concepts and as such try to withdraw some of the concepts
from within the boundaries of the cognitive paradigm. In this way we attempt to
develop novel ways of understanding religious and cultural diversity
(Balagangadhara, 2005). After this analysis and reinterpretation of some concepts
we will be willing to try to apply them again to the Buddhist traditions.

In part Il we are going back to the core of our Western way of thinking. The image
of the human being and the accompanying views on symbols, nature, culture,
learning, memory, tradition and knowledge that this implies, originate within this
widely accepted paradigm which is influencing mainstream science and the social
sciences. Thus we hold still at important crossroads. It is not our intention to reject
this way of thinking. We do criticize however to accept that this cognitive view on the
human being covers all aspects of the human being. With Gibson we open the way
towards a forgotten aspect of the human being, without reducing the human being
to Gibson’s view neither. That is why we will include an intermezzo chapter which
has the potential of bringing these two views together in a certain middle-way-view.
Earlier in this article we mentioned how difficult it is to see our own blind spots, our
widely accepted and no-longer-questioned cultural accepted ways of thinking which
are underlying our theories within the social sciences. Mignolo (2000) has pointed
out how enriching it could be for Western thinking to listen to ‘border thinking'. He is
talking about ways of thinking on the borders of the Western worldview, outside of
our own Western ways of thinking. They could help us to see our own blind spots
and to go further beyond those limitations. This is what we hope to do in this
chapter. While looking for a middle way we will consult the Buddhist psychological
view about perception in the Madhyamika (literally: “the middle way”) and
Sautrantika literature. In that intermezzo chapter we will not take Buddhism as an
object of our study but as a partner in the discussion about how we should see the
human being in all its aspects.

In chapter 1 we discuss cognitive psychology, because it is the source of all the
underlying hypotheses and unquestioned theories about human beings, learning
processes, knowledge, ... implicitly present in concepts in the religion studies. We
contrast this view with the ecological psychology of Gibson. This view on perception
enables a new direction in the concepts of religion studies, which will give a less
biased view of Buddhism. We will discuss the consequences of both psychological
theories on concepts in religion studies in chapter 2. In chapter 3 of part Il, we will
compare both seemingly opposite psychologies and theories of perception, with the
Buddhist theory of perception and Buddhist psychology. We will see how Buddhist
psychology offers a middle way in which both ways of perception receive a place.
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1 Contrasting the Cognitive Paradigm with an Alternative View

In this chapter we will contrast the theory of information-processing of cognitive
psychology with the theory of information-pickup in ecological psychology. First we
will outline the theory of information-processing, which explains how the human
being represents the environment in his mind by processing the raw data coming
from the senses and constructing mental models, cognitive schema’s, scripts, ... in
the mind. In this constructional process, memories and phantasies are applied to the
raw data. The interaction with the environment, skills and perception in this view,
are mediated by symbolical, conceptual, cognitive models in the mind. This implies
that human beings have no direct unmediated access to the world. Where initially
mental processes were taboo in scientific psychology, these theoretical models
derived from the computer, are not adequate to account for all aspects of human
life. The relation between the human being in active engagement with his
environment is also neglected in this theory. The dominance of symbolical and
cognitive representations is also questioned by many authors. The transformation,
learning and enskillment inherent in human experience, loose from cognitive
contents, are not taken into account in this theory. The interaction with the
environment in skills is for example explained by procedural knowledge in the form
of a cognitive model, mediating between the human being and his interaction with
the environment.

We will try to retrace the origins of the emphasis on the symbolical, and the idea of
representations in the Western culture. We will show how these ideas are
characteristic of our Western culture and its Christian roots and how this view
doesn’'t seem suitable to universalise and to apply on practices in other cultures. For
example the concept of ‘mutual conversation’ in Andean agriculture refers to a fine-
tuning of the senses to the environment, unmediated by cognitive representations. It
is more likely about the human being in active practical and perceptual engagement
with the environment. We will see with Ingold how the point of departure of
representational thought is the mind detached from the world and we will put this
idea back in the context of Descartes’ time.

We will discuss how Gibson’s ecological psychology showed that not all perception
can be explained by the mediation by cognitive representations, especially in the
immediate attunement on the environment in skills. He reintroduces the importance
of bodily motion in the lived-in-world, in the process of perception. Gibson
emphasises the active role of the perceptual systems in the fine-tuning on the
environment and the picking up of information (as opposed to the senses as passive
receivers of information). Attention pervades the whole input-output loop, rather
than merely being located in the head. In this view we find a different notion of
perception, as an act of information pick-up, an act of attention in which the person
plays an active role. Depending on the kind of activity and our mastering of it, we
will be attuned to picking up information. Perception is no longer something that
happens in the head, but consists of the intentional movement of a being in the
environment, an active orienting process of adjustment and reorientation of the
perceptual systems. The human has direct access to the world, instead of having to
reconstruct the world in his head. Direct perception as a phenomenon of experience
is possible, without any mediation by cognitive schemes. Meaning is generated in the
relational context of people’s engagement with the environment.

69



Learning is no longer confined within the limits of the procrustean bed of cognitive-
symbolical models, namely the transmission of representations, but can be
understood as the education of the attention and the perception. Attention and
perception are skills that can be improved and educated. ‘Knowledge’, in this model,
is not present in the transmission of representations from one generation to the
next. These are only aids in the education of the attention. Knowledge is distracted
directly from the environment. This theory will prove very useful in understanding
Buddhism as a tradition, containing tools and aids that facilitate a process in the
Buddhist, resulting in a perceptual kind of knowledge. We will apply both the
relational aspect of the individual in active interaction with its environment, the fine-
tuning of the perceptual system and the education of the attention to the Buddhist
meditational practices (in part I11).

Gibson is too radical in throwing the cognitive theory of mediated perception
completely overboard. In chapter 3 of part Il, we will outline the Buddhist
psychological theory of perception in which both ideas of mediated and direct
perception can go perfectly together, but are conceptualised in a subtly different
way, as in cognitive and ecological psychology. Moreover in Buddhist practice, direct
perception can be fostered by meditation, so people can learn to gain control over
the mixing of memories and phantasies with the perception of present situations and
in the process, get a much clearer view on reality.

1.1 Cognitive psychology and mediated perception

It is not our intention to explain in detail what cognitive psychology is about. We
want to situate cognitive psychology in the history of the social sciences and the
typical Western cultural-historical influences. We will discuss the main features of
cognitive psychology in order to be able to show how this view on the human being
and learning processes influences many concepts and theories throughout the social
sciences (see chapter 2 of part 11).

Psychology has known a real struggle in order to become accepted as an objective
science. When John B. Watson launched the behaviourist revolution in 1913 the
subject of psychology was not the operation of the mind but rather the examination
of objective, observable behaviour (Gardner, 1987). The goal of this approach was
mainly to gain a scientific status among the other sciences. By the late 1940s it
became clear that this behaviouristic paradigm could not capture all aspects of the
human psyche, but it took the advent of computers and the rise of information
theory to grant legitimacy to the cognitive studies (Gardner, 1987). Cognitivism,
currently the main paradigm in psychology, inherited the positivist programme of
modernist science (Pickering, 1995). Initially the cognitive approach was liberating
psychology from the constraints of behaviourist orthodoxy (Varela, Thompson &
Rosh, 1993). No longer were psychologists restricted in their explanatory accounts to
events that could be observed in one’s behaviour. Psychologists were now willing to
consider the representation of information in the mind (Gardner, 1987). Cognitivism
seeks a unified, formal theory of the rational component of psychological functions
such as language, perception, memory and thought (Pickering, 1995). These
subjects were taboo before the paradigmatic switch from behaviourism to
cognitivism.
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1.1.1 The information-processing theory

Cognitive psychology is dominated by the information-processing approach
(Anderson, 1995). This approach traces the flow of information through the mind.
We can divide this process in mainly two steps. The senses are the starting point,
since that is where the information of the environment enters the person. Because
the world of experience is composed of a tremendous array of discriminably different
objects and events (i.e. stimuli), we would soon be overwhelmed by the complexity
of our environment, therefore this information passes a selective filter (Bruner,
Goodnow & Austin, 1956). After that, the processing of the information can start.
Anderson (1995) compares this process with letters coming through the mailbox:
they are sorted according to region and the letters for a particular region are shipped
off to their destination. The data coming from the senses are processed by a range
of mental devices in the mind, to generate images or representations, internal
models of an external reality. We can understand this process as symbolic
computation-rule based manipulation of symbols (Varela et a/.,, 1993). Many theorists
agree that past experience is brought to bear on the sensory inputs, which means
that memories are somehow applied to them. In this model, sensation occurs first,
perception occurs next and knowledge occurs last, this entails a progression from the
lower to the higher mental processes.

Human knowledge can be categorized as declarative knowledge and procedural
knowledge. Declarative knowledge comprises the facts we know, like for example
one’s encyclopaedic knowledge. The procedural knowledge comprises the programs
of the skills we know how to perform (Anderson, 1995). This model is not merely an
extrapolation of observed variations in the immediate surroundings, it is a model of
the future requirements which will mediate the engagement in a skill (Bruner, 1968).
The model contains the process of programming an action which is to be brought to
realization (Bruner, 1968).

The underlying presupposition in this model is that there is always a contents which
needs to be processed, namely information. This information is about the mental
representations, mental constructs like symbols, ideas, schemas, rules, images,
scripts, frames, mental models. Knowledge in this paradigm is about symbolical,
language-like information which needs to be processed by symbolical mechanisms.
Therefore human cognitive activity must be described in terms of symbols, schemas,
images, ideas and other forms of mental representation (Gardner, 1987). This
mental activity, described in terms of representational language includes for example
problem-solving and classificatory behaviours (Gardner, 1987). Concept attainment is
a process in which one learns what features of the environment are relevant for
grouping events into defined classes. The categories in terms of which man sorts out
and responds to the world around him reflect deeply the culture into which he is
born (Bruner et al., 1956). The symbolical significations things in the world can carry
for a person is called ‘culture’. Anthropology has access to the fullest range of
beliefs, practices and symbolic systems (Gardner, 1987).
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1.1.2 Mediated perception: the mind as a creator

This psychology can thus explain why different people interpret similar situations in
very different ways. It is because of the different kinds of mental/symbolical models
they use to filter reality. This is very obvious between people from different cultures
but also between people from the same culture. For one person, a certain place can
be connected with a lot of good memories, while for the other person it might carry
a rather dark signification. Let's take Heisenberg's (1924) remark when he came to
Kronber Castle: “The castle changes as soon as one imagines that Hamlet lived
here.” (Bruner, 1986). As scientists, we believe that a castle consists only of stones.
None of this should be changed by the fact that Hamlet lived here and yet it is
changed completely. The courtyard becomes an entire world, we hear hamlet say:
‘to be or not to be’ (Bruner, 1986). This example explains how our perception of the
environment is mediated through our symbolical, conceptual, mental models, frames,
schemes containing our ideas, images, ...

In order to show how we store mental models in our heads that guide our
perception, Bruner (1968) let people say what they saw on play cards. When they
saw a card with five black hearts between a set of normal play cards, they tended to
regularize the cards to make them conform to their canonical pattern. According to
Bruner, this proves how people would take whatever to extract from the stimulus
input and to read the rest from the model in their head. People tend where possible
to assimilate whatever is seen or heard, to what is expected (Bruner, 1986). In this
way we structure reality to our expectancies. The nervous system stores models of
the world that conforms to expectancy. This allows the human being to let the
attention flag a little, look elsewhere. Surprise, in this sense, is a response to violated
presupposition (Bruner, 1986). Let input violate expectancy and the system is put on
alert. This implies that we don’t perceive reality in a direct way. On the contrary,
what we perceive consists of reality, but also of accompanying markings of its
conformity with or discrepancy with those mental models. Bruner (1986) gives the
example of how his driving behaviour in New York is guided by such mental models.
This is why he has a feel for what to expect, this is what makes that he usually sees
what he is looking for, no matter what else he might miss.

In this way we also create products of mind and experience them as reality. Most of
what we deal with in the social world could not exist, except for a symbolic system
that brings that world into existence (Bruner, 1986). The world of nature is shaped in
our mind by conceptions of it, formed in the discourse with others. The world of
appearance, the very world we live in, is created by the mind with language or other
symbolical systems (Bruner, 1986). Wherever one looks at the creation of realities,
we see the complexity of symbol systems (Bruner, 1986). That what we take as the
world is itself no more nor less than a stipulation couched in a symbol system. This
means that human beings would have no direct encounters with the world (Bruner,
1986) but have to figure it out, or construct it, from the raw material registered
through the senses.

Even our direct experiences are assigned for interpretation to ideas about cause and
consequence. The world that emerges for us is a conceptual world. The mental
models both generalize and specialize: we develop theories about kinds of people,
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kinds of problems, kinds of human conditions, ... These folk theories come from the
folk wisdom of the culture in which we grow up (Bruner, 1986). When we are
puzzled about what we encounter, we renegotiate its meaning in a manner that is
concordant with what those around us believe (Bruner, 1986). Only the newborn
child, that doesn’'t possess these concepts yet, can have direct encounters with the
world (Bruner, 1986).

Data resulting from the continual bombardment of the body’s sensory receptors by
external stimuli, are inherently chaotic, so that any order that the perceiver claims to
behold in the environment must be contributed by his own mind, through the
organization of the raw sensory input into higher order structures or representations
(Ingold, 2000g). Lacan? (1973) states that it is typically human that our perceptual
input is immediately coupled to words (what he calls ‘signifiers’), which implies that
the mind is creating a psychic reality for us. Lacan (1966) calls this psychic reality ‘a
language’s universe of sense’ in which ‘the universe of things’ will come into line. It is
that what happens behind the retina (in the mind) in perception, which is giving
consistency to the picture, it is not simply a representative overview of reality and it
is that which distinguishes human societies from natural societies (Lacan, 1973). So
language plays an important role in this process. At the perceptual level, reality only
appears as marginal (Lacan, 1973). In this sense, the nature of the mind is that it is
constantly creating (Lacan, 1973).

1.1.3 Language: the stepping stone from ‘nature’ to ‘culture’

In psychoanalytic theory we can find an elaborated theory on language and its role
in the development of the child and in perception. According to the psychoanalytic
theory of the subject-becoming (about the development of the child), the baby is at
first born in a Real in order to become a talking being, later on. This includes a jump
from ‘nature’ to ‘culture’ (Quackelbeen, 1993), in which we can consider the
acquisition of language as a second birth, a birth in the Symbolic world. From being
born in language, a process of language acquisition is started, in which the subject
also builds up his identity and his reality, i.e. his own psychic reality (Verhaeghe,
1994). The baby starts off from unmediated perception (Mooij, 1997) and develops
into a speaking being. This process starts with the naming of the body and the body
parts and will finally spread out into big associative complexes, or phantasms
(Vehraeghe, 2002). This basic phantasm is a cognitive-affective scenario through
which the subject approaches itself (Lacan, 1961) and the world and which installs
the basic structure through which the person will later perceive the world. The
typical human aspect of consciousness would be that this initial unmediated
perception is coupled to words (Verhaeghe, 2002). This is the kind of consciousness
which distinguishes humans from animals. This is the point where psychoanalysis

2 Even if psychoanalysis is very different and is often radically opposed to cognitive
psychology, we can recognize these same ideas about mediated perception.
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meets cognitive psychology. Where psychoanalysis speaks about phantasms or
associative complexes, other psychological theories speak about cognitive schemas,
attachment styles, representational constructs (Verhaeghe, 2002). The difference is
that psychoanalysis claims that a lot of this is unconscious and next to that, also has
a theory about the aspects of human psychic life, which can’'t be captured by this
symbolical system. It would take us too far to go deeper into this.

1.1.4 Appreciation and criticisms

One of the major contributions of cognitive psychology was to restore the mental
operations as the subject of psychology instead of reducing psychology to the study
of input and output (i.e. observable behaviour), while putting the mental processes
between brackets. Mental processes weren't considered a legitimate subject of a
scientific study of the mind. While at the height of the behaviourist era, few scientists
dared to speak of schemas, images, rules and other mental structures and
operations, mental processes were now no longer put in a black box. The triumph of
cognitivism is that we can now speak of representation on essentially equal footing
with these entrenched modes of discourse, with the neuronal level and with the
socio-cultural level (Gardner, 1987).

However these representational assumptions and concepts are now taken for
granted and permeate the cognitive sciences (Gardner, 1987). Whatever their
relevance for the study of human rationality or problem solving, models derived from
the computer are not likely to be adequate to account for all the uses of the mind
(Gardner, 1987). We may try to determine how computer-like we are, but the
ultimate verdict may be ‘not very much’ (Gardner, 1987). To restrict cognitive
science to one form of cognition is to refashion the subject of the mind to fit the
current tools of study (Gardner, 1987). We should not try to fit everything human
into this cognitive-symbolical model of the mind. We should stay open for new data
and not let our perception be guided only by our own theories of mind, while trying
to assimilate the empiric data into these models. This is what we try not to do in this
article. We should stay open for other possible operations by the mind, that don't fit
in the information-processing approach of symbolical cognition representing the
outside world inside of our head. We should also be careful when using concepts
that are permeated by this approach, along with its view on the human being,
learning processes and knowledge. We will analyse the concepts ‘tradition’, ‘learning’
and ‘knowledge’ (in chapter 2 of part Il) in order to show the influence of the
cognitive paradigm and try to find alternative views to the phenomena ‘tradition’,
‘learning’ and ‘knowledge’.

More and more voices rise in order to show the shortcomings of the cognitive
approach. We will restrict ourselves to some authors only. Gibson (1966, 1967,
1979) attacked this approach and showed in his experiments that not all perception
of reality can be explained by notions such as mental representations, mental
operations, interpretative schemas and the processing of information. His ecological
psychology tries to put some forgotten aspects back in the picture. He draws our
attention back to the importance of the person’'s bodily motions in the world, the
active role of the senses and the role of the environment. These are three aspects
which seem absent in the cognitive approach. Tim Ingold, an anthropologist, was
strongly inspired by Gibsonian psychology. He has extensively showed how the
cognitive approach does not cover all aspects of human beings in all cultures. He
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criticized the exclusion of the role of the surrounding context from consideration
among cognitive scientists. Ingold (2000e) emphasises the processes of development
in a field of relationships, rather than that the cognitive processing mechanisms
would be internally pre-specified (in the human DNA-structure) or externally
imposed. In this he refuses to take sides in the nature-nurture debate. For example
the language acquisition device is not a mechanism innately present since birth,
which only needs to be filled up in development. The child rather acquires a skill in a
context of sensory involvement (Ingold, 2005). Ingold has strongly criticized the
limitations of the cognitive approach in describing learning processes like skills. We
will come back to this extensively in chapter 2. Also Edwin Hutchins (1995)
considered the computer as a model for human cognition highly problematic because
the human actor and his relation to his environment are being separated. According
to him the hands, the eyes, the ears, the nose, the mouth and the emotions all fell
away when the brain was replaced by a computer.

Francisco Varela, a neuroscientist, and his colleagues (1993) have also showed how
the embodiment of knowledge, cognition and experience are ignored in this
approach. The body as a lived, experiential structure and as the context of cognitive
mechanisms has, according to them, been virtually absent from cognitive science.
They also question the dominance of symbols, language, concepts and mental
representations in cognition. This is indeed the core of cognitive science and is often
simply taken to be cognitive science itself. In the past years however, several
alternative approaches to cognition have appeared, like for example the
connectionist and the enactive model. According to Varela and colleagues, the new
sciences of mind need to enlarge their horizon to encompass both /ived hAuman
experience and the possibilities for transformation inherent in human experience.
This view comes close to Ingold's theory of skills (chapter 2.2.3 in part II).

1.1.5 Western historical-cultural influences in cognitive psychology
The authority of the ‘Word’

One of the dominant views in cognitive science is that representational thought is
seen as basically symbolical, conceptual in nature. The idea that knowledge is mainly
or exclusively theoretical and symbolical in nature is influenced by our cultural
frames of thought, rather than based on empirical evidence. The importance of the
word can be traced back to the Greek roots of our Western thought. The Greek word
logos, signifies both ‘word’ and ‘reason’. This was followed by the important role of
the bible and its canonical texts in Western history. Later the invention of the press
in the West stands in contrast with oral cultures (Ingold, 2000d). According to Ingold
writing is not the same as speaking. The visual implies that you stand apart from the
written knowledge. Knowledge doesn’t affect you as a human being. Also to
Balanganghadara (1985) one of the characteristics of Western culture is the kind of
importance it attaches to language. It is believed that everything knowable is also
sayable, even though various thinkers like Kant, Hayek, etc. warned against such a
presumption. Still our Western education system places heavy emphasis on
expressing knowledge in language. In our culture, knowledge or wisdom is primarily
theoretical and symbolical in nature.

Cognitive representation versus ‘Mutual conversation’ The primacy of symbols
however, is not so evident in all cultures, as it is in the West. Other cultures even
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seem to question the presumption that our relation with our surrounding world and
our perception of it is mediated with symbolical frameworks, as is claimed in Western
psychology. Agriculture in the Andes, for example, is based on a very different
relationship between nature and the human world, than agriculture in the West. And
this relationship is expressing fundamental differences in relating to the world in both
cultures. We take this as a case study in order to show the specific Western way of
conceptualizing the world as very different from how these people live in their world.

The Andean peasant considers all things in his environment as ‘alive’, from humans,
to animals, plants, rocks, rivers, mountains, stars and so on. Everything has the
same status as the human being and everything is seen as in dialogue with each
other: the human community, the rain, the mountains, the potatoes, ... (PRATEC,
1998). The frequency, intensity, smell and colour of the wind tells the farmer about
the weather to come. The wind is dialoguing with other beings as well. Nature
speaks to the farmer, as well as he speaks to nature. He is trying to fine-tune as
much as possible to her signs in a ‘mutual conversation’.

According to cognitive psychology ‘mutual conversation’ would be impossible,
because the very structure of the mind is characterised by mediated perception
through mental models and representations. From their confrontation with our
Western ways of thinking, the Andean people developed a critical thinking®, from the
borders of our Western hegemonic designs. In this, they try to show the differences
between their ways of living and our Western interpretations of their ways of living.
They have tried to show that ‘mutual conversation’ is not comparable to
representation, which is verbal and conceptual (PRATEC, 1998). It is rather about a
direct perception of phenomena, to get in relation to the environment in a lively
interaction. It is about a conversation, unmediated by conceptions of the world. For
them, nothing stays static, and unchanged. That is why a fixed methodology does
not fit in their way of life. They keep a continuous and open conversation with the
Andean world, which means both humans and nature. There is no dualism between
human and the world. All the activities in the Andean community are the result of
this ‘mutual conversation’ and not as the consequence of an externally imputed plan.
The making of the irrigation canals for example is the result of a dialogue between
the coca plant, the rocks, nature on every moment. The way the irrigation canal is
receiving its form is dependent on the specific circumstances and is not just a
repetition of what has been done before or an implementation of a mental model.
They adapt the canal to the natural forms of the mountain and the rest of the
landscape.

This stands in sharp contrast with the concrete construction of irrigation canals by
Western developmental aid in the region, which are constructed without respect for
the landscape. In Western agriculture, the farmer is led by advice from experts and

% These Andean people are grouped under the name PRATEC.
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scientific methods, rather than his own observations with his senses. Western
knowledge consists of linguistic and conceptual representations of that-which-is in
the mind of the individual (PRATEC, 1998). The Andean people see this Western way
of thinking as that-which-is, is being reduced to that-which-is-represented-in-the-
mind, as if it doesn't really exist. To do this, there was made a distinction between
the inner and external world, between representation through the word and that
which is being represented. Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Bigwood say that
representational thought is characteristic of Western philosophy. This
representational way of thinking became prominent in modern, post-Cartesian
thought. To represent means to put that-which-is in front of a subject which
represents. According to PRATEC (1998) representation exists only if a distinction is
made between the human community and nature. In this case, the human being is
no longer part of nature itself. For the Andean peasants this is a very strange way of
being in the world. For Western people this is considered a self-evident truth, which
doesn’t require any extra explanation.

A ‘mind’ detached from the ‘world’

According to Ingold (2000c) the basic contrast between physical substance and
conceptual form is deeply embedded in the tradition of Western thought, within
which is situated the project of Western science as the objective study of natural
phenomena starting off with Descartes. Neither the concept of ‘nature’ nor ‘culture’
however is a given truth and they cannot be free from the biases of the European
culture in which the concepts are constructed. In this modern global view,
knowledge is standing apart from the world and is being applied to the world
(Ingold, 1993). In the West we are making a cognitive reconstruction of the world in
a unique way, using representations.

According to Ingold (1993) an important cultural influencing factor (next to
Descartes dualism) is our view on the world, as the globe from the perspective of an
astronaut. The earth is literally being experienced as 'out there’, beneath our feet.
Ingold (1993) puts this in sharp contrast with the pre-modern image of the world
from the perspective of within, as we saw with the concept of ‘mutual conversation’
in the Andean lifestyle. By thinking of the world as a ‘sphere’, surrounding us, we are
positioning the human being /7 the world. In his study of the hunter-gatherer-
cultures, Ingold (2000c) shows how the human being is immersed in an active
practical and perceptual engagement with the world, a world in which they have a
well-defined part to play. It is not something ‘out there’, they see themselves as
involved in an intimate relationship of interdependence with the plants, the animals,
... The hunter-gatherers, as the Andean people, do not, as a rule, approach their
environment as an external world of nature that has to be grasped conceptually and
appropriated symbolically within the terms of an imposed cultural design. The
separation of mind and nature has no place in their thought and practice.

In contrast with this, the point of departure in Western ontology is that of a mind
detached from the world. We do not belong to the world as a part of it (Ingold,
1993). The claims of the Andean people about their relationship with their
environment and their way of life, radically questions these cognitive psychological
models. We literally seem to have to formulate, to build an intentional world in
consciousness prior to any attempt at engagement (Ingold, 2000c). While in the
West it is about a process of mental representation, for some other cultures,
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apprehending the world is not a matter of construction but of engagement, dwelling,
taking up a view in it (Ingold, 1996).

Tracing back the origins of: ‘Thought’ representing the ‘world’

Let’s go back a while in history in order to find the origins of the Western way of
conceptualising ‘the human being versus the world’. Modern thought originated in an
authority-crisis. Where the Christian religion had for centuries assured the One and
Only Truth and long had a hegemonic position about what the truth was, science
tried to conquer an autonomous position as separated from religion. Secularisation
was a very specifically European solution to very specific historical-culturally situated
problems in the West. Descartes is taking part in this historical-cultural revolution,
trying to pose a separate category ‘science’, which can answer to the demands of
absolute certainty, in a period where a lot of the existing certainties staggered (Orye,
2005b). This category had to be autonomous and free from all possible traditional
influences. The only option Descartes saw was a timeless, universal absolute truth
(Orye, 2005b).

In this view on knowledge and truth, we can trace Christian roots as well, but in a
secularised form (Orye, 2005b). We can recognize the Christian separation between
this world and the divine realm. The panopticized nature of the transcendent res
cogitans in its relationship to res extensa, the material world, parallels the
relationship between God and its creation so much so that the word ‘idea’ was first
used by Descartes to refer to men’s minds, having previously referred only to God’s
(Varela et al, 1993). These are the roots of the Western Gods-eye-view; an
objective, neutral point of view on the world ‘out there’. The body and the world -res
extensa- were made into an object for the thinking thing, the mind (Appfel-Marglin,
2000).

Descartes’ conclusion, that he was a thinking thing, was the product of his question,
and that question was a product of specific practices, namely, those of disembodied,
unmindful reflection (Varela et al, 1993). Cartesian dualism is not so much one
competing solution as it is the formulation of the problem. In this way, Descartes put
in place the philosophical basis for the recovery of certainty. It was left to others to
both operationalize and insitutionalize the recovery of certainty. This new science
inherited the Church’s age-old conviction of possessing the One and Only Truth as
well as its missionizing impetus (Appfel-Marglin, 2000).

In cognitive psychology we can clearly recognize this Cartesian bifurcation of nature
which divides the world up in: the fundamental constituents of the universe invisible
to the eyes (known to science) on the one hand, and the other part which is
constituted of what the mind has to add to the basic building blocks of the world in
order to make sense of them, namely the psychic additions, on the other hand
(Latour, 2005b). Thus, for Descartes perception exists in two stages. The essence of
seeing doesn't lie in the eyes, but in what the head does. It is the soul which sees, or
put into more modern words: the essence of seeing lies in the cognitive processes
(Ingold, 2000j). Cognitive psychology claims to represent a universal truth about the
human mind and is blind for its specific Christian roots.
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1.2  Ecological psychology and unmediated perception
1.2.1 The theory of information pick-up

The ecological psychology of Gibson rejects the information-processing theory of
cognitive psychology. His theory of information pickup purports to be an alternative
to the traditional theories of perception, rejecting the assumption that perception is
the processing of inputs (Gibson, 1979). Ecological psychology brings us an entirely
different notion of perception, information, learning and knowledge. The way Gibson
uses the term ‘information’, it is not something that has to be processed in a
disembodied head. Ecological psychology redirects perception and knowledge in the
practical contexts of people’'s engagement in their lived-in environment instead of
localised in the mind. The point of departure is the developing organism in its
environment as opposed to the self-contained individual confronting a world ‘out
there'. In this way the Gibsonian psychology about human-environmental relations
dispenses with the conventional dichotomy between naturally given and culturally
constructed worlds. Cartesian dualism is not repeated in this theory.

In cognitive psychology it is supposed that sensation occurs first, perception occurs
next, and knowledge occurs last. This entails a progression from the lower to the
higher mental processes. Gibson (1966b) takes a totally different turn. He doesn't
talk about senses, but about perceptual systems. The senses and their receptors can
only receive stimuli passively. According to Gibson, the eye belongs to a perceptual
system in the sense that it is part of a dual organ, a pair of mobile eyes, set in a
head that can turn, attached to a body that can move from place to place (Gibson,
1979). The perceptual system is never stimulated, but instead can go /into activity in
the presence of stimulus information (Gibson, 1966b). Perception is not a response
to a stimulus, but an act of information pickup (Gibson, 1979). In Gibson’s view the
perceptual system plays an active role and is not a passive receiver which passes on
the received information to the brain, while the brain is extracting the information
from this processing.

The traditional conception of a sense is almost wholly abandoned in this approach.
We do not perceive stimuli, the stimulation of the hair cells in the inner ear cannot
be heard (Gibson, 1979). In the traditional approach stimulation by light is
considered the basis of visual perception. The inputs of the nerves are supposed to
be the data on which the perceptual processes in the brain operate. Gibson (1979)
makes a different assumption: stimuli as such contain no information, brightness
sensations are not elements of perception and the inputs of the retina are not
sensory elements on which the brain operates. Sensations do not constitute the data
for perception, rather what the perceiver looks for are constancies underlying the
continuous modulations of the sensory array as one moves from place to place. We
do not see patterns of light, but objects in our environment, because we move about
(Ingold, 2000f).

In the case of a sense, as conceived in the cognitive approach, the process of
attention occurs at centres within the nervous system, whereas in the case of a
perceptual system, attention pervades the whole input-output loop (Gibson, 1979).
Attention in this view is a skill that can be educated (Gibson, 1979). Perceptual
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awareness, unlike sensory awareness does not have any discoverable stimulus
threshold. It depends on the age of the perceiver how well he has learned to
perceive and how strongly motivated he is to perceive (Gibson, 1979). The
implications of this view are enormous, it means that perception is something which
can be learned. This opens a lot of new possibilities in the way we look at human
activity in general and specific human activities in certain cultures, like for example in
Buddhism. We will work this out in detail in chapter 2 of part Ill.

1.2.2 Unmediated perception

Direct perception is what one gets from seeing the Niagara Falls, as distinguished
from seeing a picture of it. The latter kind of perception is mediated. When Gibson
(1979) asserts that perception of the environment is direct, he means that it is not
mediated by retinal pictures, neural pictures or mental pictures. Information as
understood in this way, is not transmitted or conveyed, does not consist of signals or
messages, and does not entail a sender and a receiver. In this view, the question
whether hearing or seeing is physiological or psychological is a wrong question
because they see the sense as an organic passage between body and mind. Instead
we should speak about a phenomenon of experience (Ingold, 2000d).

Direct perception is the activity of getting information from the ambient array of
light. Gibson (1979) calls this a process of information pickup that involves the
exploratory activity of looking around, getting around and looking at things. We need
to see the world, in which events can happen, not as frozen. We move in an
environment (Gibson, 1979). There is a continuous interaction between organism
and environment. Having neglected this is what cognitive psychology has been
criticized for extensively and righteously. Perception is not something which happens
in the head alone. This is the way it has been studied by the traditional perception-
psychology, and also the way they set up their experiments in laboratories with spots
of light in a darkroom (Gibson, 1947). Instead, Gibson proves his theory with
outdoor experiments in open air, in order to distinguish between what happens at
passive receptors and what is available to active perceptual systems. This
experimental set-up delivers us a totally new conception of perception.

A perceptual system has organs, whereas a sense has receptors, therefore it can
orient, explore, investigate, adjust, optimize, resonate, extract and come to
equilibrium, whereas a sense cannot. The concept of a perceptual system in contrast
with the idea of ‘senses’ implies that one is active instead of passive: the activities of
looking, listening, touching, tasting or sniffing (Gibson, 1979). The perceptual activity
consists not in the operation of the mind upon the bodily data of the senses, but in
the intentional movement of the whole being in its environment (Ingold, 2000f). This
idea will be very fruitful in our understanding of meditation. Meditation is not about
passively sitting on a cushion. It can be understood as an active process of
interaction with one’s mind as environment. Meditation is not a static process, one in
which the attention needs to be attuned to the mind as environment. Perception is a
way of moving about in the environment, an active, orienting process of information
pickup. Far from working on sensations already received, it involves the continual
movement, adjustment and reorientation of the perceptual systems. Locomotion and
behaviour are continually controlled by the activities of seeing, smelling, hearing and
touching (Gibson, 1979). Also in meditation the mind needs to readjust in response
to the mind as environment. We will work this out in detail in chapter 2 of part I11.
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The world becomes a meaningful place for people through being lived in, rather than
through having been constructed along the lines of some formal design in the head.
The perceiver has no need to reconstruct the world in the mind if it can be accessed
directly in this way (Ingold, 2000f). Meanings are not attached by the mind to
objects in the world, rather these objects take on their significance. Surfaces afford
posture, fire affords warming and burning, ... (Gibson, 1979). Gibson introduced the
notion of affordances. They are the potentialities for action inherent in an object or a
scene. To perceive the environment is to perceive what it affords. Far from being
inscribed upon physical reality, meaning is immanent in the relational contexts of
people’s practical engagement with their lived-in environment.

This is quite different from the supposed activity of getting information from the
inputs of the optic nerves as conceived of in cognitive psychology. Perceiving in
ecological psychology is an act of attention, not a triggered impression (Gibson,
1979). Perceiving in this view, is an achievement of the individual, not an
appearance in the theatre of his consciousness (Gibson, 1979). This will turn out
very important in our understanding of meditation (see part Ill, chapter 2). The
person plays an active role in this notion of perception. The image of the human
underlying this theory is totally different from the image of the human being within
cognitive psychology. Cognitive science assumes a static perceiver. The act of picking
up information is an activity that is ceaseless and unbroken (Gibson, 1979). What is
important is the looking, listening, touching and sniffing that goes on when the
perceptual systems are at work (Gibson, 1982). Depending on the kind of activity,
we will be attuned to picking up particular kinds of information. Sensitisation or fine-
tuning of the perceptual system to new kinds of information is about educating the
senses. Novel perceptions arise from creative acts of discovery, rather than
imagining and the information on which they are based is available to anyone
attuned to pick it up. Capacities of perception are neither innate nor acquired, but
undergo continuous formation within processes of ontogenetic development (Ingold,
2000q). Learning in this view, is not a transmission of information, but an education
of the attention.

1.2.3 Perceptual (non-symbolical) knowledge

In the traditional approach, sensory inputs convey no knowledge. They can be made
somehow to yield knowledge by processing them. If perception of the environment is
based on a sequence of snapshots, it has to be a process of construction in which
memories of past experiences are applied to the sensory input. This hypothetical
process is perhaps the most widely accepted of all (Gibson, 1979). In this view,
seeing is having temporary sensations one after another at the passing moment of
present time, whereas knowing is having permanent concepts stored in memory. The
underlying a priori assumption of this is that knowledge would have as its main
characteristic that it would be symbolical (Gibson, 1979). This would imply that in
order to perceive the world, one would already have ideas about it. According to
Gibson (1979), this is a circular reasoning: knowledge of the world is explained by
assuming that knowledge of the world already exists. If perception is based on
invariant extraction from a flux, rather than on a series of glimpses, one does not
need to have ideas about the environment, in order to be able to perceive it (Gibson,
1979). The information for the perception of an object is not its image, but is
extracted directly from the environment. This is the ecological approach to
perception. This conceptualisation of knowledge will prove very useful in the context

81



of meditation. In chapter 3 of part Ill, 1 will explain how meditation generates
knowledge, which is perceptual and non-conceptual in nature. According to Gibson,
perceptual knowledge can be known immediately, without intermediaries. The theory
of information pickup makes a clear-cut separation between perception and fantasy,
but it closes the supposed gap between perception and knowledge (Gibson, 1979).
Seeing is an awareness of persisting structure instead of having temporary
sensations, and knowing is an extension of perceiving. Knowledge in this sense
doesn’'t have to be symbolical in nature.

The child becomes aware of the world by looking around, by listening, feeling,
smelling, and tasting. Then the child begins to be made aware of the world as well.
It is shown things, and told things, given models and pictures of things and then
books, and finally rules and shortcuts for finding out more things. Toys, pictures and
words in this sense, are aids to perceiving, provided by parents and teachers
(Gibson, 1979). They transmit the tricks of the human trade to the next generation.
The labours of the first perceivers are spared their descendants. The extracting and
abstracting of the invariants that specify the environment are made vastly easier
with these aids to comprehension. But they are not in themselves knowledge, as we
are tempted to think. All they can do is facilitate knowing by the young (Gibson,
1979). The principal way in which we save our children the trouble of finding out
everything for themselves is by describing things for them. Speech and language
convey information of a certain sort. But we shouldn’'t forget that this is information
that has been put into words. 1t is not the limitless information available to the
perceptual systems themselves (Gibson, 1979)! No matter how much we put
knowledge into words, all of it cannot be put into words, however skilled an
explicator may be, one will always see more than one can say (Gibson, 1979). The
use of verbal descriptions and the use of pictures are ways to facilitate knowing and
to aid perceiving (Gibson, 1979).

In chapter 1 of part 11l we will apply this to Buddhism. Buddhism as a tradition
contains aids by which individuals can learn to know things. The Buddhist theories,
however, don’t contain knowledge as such, it is through the interaction with the tools
of the Buddhist tradition that the individual can discover a knowing for himself. For
Gibson, learning is not about the transmission of representations from one
generation to another, but about the education of the attention of the next
generation. Words are instruments for perception, just like tools are instruments for
action. The theory of Gibson will prove extra useful in the understanding of
meditation, because it will allow us to conceptualise meditation as the education of
the attention. Both need a skilled and sensitive engagement with the environment
which becomes enriched by previous experiences (Ingold, 2000a). Also in
meditation, knowledge about the mind is generated through the experience of the
subject, interacting with the mind as environment. In Gibsonian psychology
knowledge of the environment surely develops as perception develops, extends as
the observers travel, gets finer as they learn, as they apprehend more events, gets
fuller as they see more and so on (Gibson, 1979). In meditation, knowledge of the
mind develops, in the process in which the perceptual abilities of the attention
become more and more fine-tuned to the mind.

People from different cultural backgrounds perceive different because they have
been trained differently to orient themselves to the environment and to attend to its
features in different ways, and not because they have cognitive models which are
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constructed on the basis of programs or schemata that are acquired as part of a
tradition (Ingold, 2000q). In this view, cultures can be compared in terms of the
relative weight of the senses in the perception of the world around us (Ingold,
2000j) rather than studying their symbolical worlds, which is often equalled with the
term ‘culture’ or ‘worldview’ (cf. Smart). This opens a new terrain in the study of
environmental perception (Ingold, 2004).

The redefinition of perception implies a redefinition of the so-called higher mental
processes. In the mentalistic psychology, they stand above the lower mental
processes, the sensory and reflex processes. These higher processes are supposed to
be intellectual processes. Inasmuch as the intellect is contrasted to the senses, they
occur in the brain. They are operations of the mind. No list of them was ever agreed
upon, but remembering, thinking, conceiving, inferring, judging, expecting and
knowing are the words used. Imagining, dreaming, rationalizing and wishful thinking
are also recognized, but it is not clear whether they are higher processes in the
intellectual sense. Gibson (1979) is convinced that none of them can ever be
understood as an operation of the mind, neither will they ever be understood as
reactions of the body. He believes that if they are considered in relation to ecological
perceiving, they will begin to sort themselves out in a way that fits with the
evidence. According to him, processes of thinking, perceiving, remembering and
learning have to be studied within the ecological contexts of people’s interrelations
with their environments.

1.2.4 Appreciation and criticisms

The deep-seated notion of the retinal image as a still picture has been abandoned in
this approach. The assumption that perceptions of the world are caused by stimuli
from the world is also rejected. That perceptions of the world are caused when
sensations triggered by stimuli are supplemented by memories is also totally
abandoned by this view. There would be no influence of any cognitive filters in
perception. This conclusion however is very radical. It is not because Gibson has
showed us another possible way of looking at perception, that this would mean that
the cognitive theory of mediated perception has to be totally abandoned. From my
practical experience as a psychologist with people, | see evidence every day of the
cognitive psychological theories, namely that people’s perceptions of the situations
they encounter in their lives, are constantly mixed with past memories and feelings,
which colour the present moment for them. Like this people will perceive similar
situations. So when Gibson is talking about cognitive psychology as “the old
doctrine”, he is funny in his arrogance towards a well-established and widely
accepted paradigm, but I think he is jumping too fast into conclusions.

The cognitive-science community in response to Gibson's attack, has rolled out its
big guns (Gardner, 1987). However | do think there are a lot of interesting ideas in
Gibson’s theory, apart from the fact that he throws a competing theory overboard.
Gibson was an extremely clever and incisive researcher, a keen student of
perception, who helped to explain many perceptual phenomena (Gardner, 1987).
Gibson actually gives a rather optimistic view of the human being in the sense that
we don't have to be determined by our past memories. We can perceive, without
them playing a big part. At least, this was a way of viewing which had been thrown
overboard, and Gibson has opened it up again. The fact that attention and
perception are things that can be educated is still a rather new idea, however the
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evolution of positive psychology has made a big shift from focusing on pathologies
and the shortcomings in the human psyche to ways of cultivating positive aspects.
The education of mental faculties which were before believed to be fixed and
unchangeable such as attention, is currently gaining a lot of interest in mainstream

psychology.

I think Gardner (1987), in his review of Gibson’s psychology, is putting things too
sharply as contradicting each other: a belief in the real world as it is, with all the
information there, and the organism simply attuned to it, versus believing in the
constructive powers of the mind, with the external world simply a trigger for
activities and operations that are largely built in the organism. We will come back to
this in our chapter 3 of part Il, in which we try to find a middle way between
cognitive and ecological psychology. | think it has been a nice achievement of Gibson
to contradict the establishment of cognitive psychology and put the possibility of
having direct, unmediated perception back on the agenda, stuffed with experimental
evidence. His claims cannot be simply ignored in the scientific community. This
opens new ways of understanding people, learning processes, memory, knowledge
and tradition.

Gibson doesn't stand alone in this view. Many others before and after him have tried
to get rid of the Cartesian ontology which takes as its starting point the self-
contained subject confronting a domain of isolable objects. This total disengagement
of the subject from the world leaves us a body as an executive arm of a disembodied
mind that, sheltered from direct contact with the external world, is presumed to
organize the data of experience and to be the ultimate source of all meaning and
intention (Ingold, 2000q).

In the phenomenological view of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, the point of
departure is, just like in ecological psychology, the person-in-the-world. The world
and its characteristics are unfolding together with perception and the perceiver.
Becoming a person happens together with the becoming of the world (Ingold,
2000e).

Heidegger (1927) suggests that the self and world merge in the activity of dwelling,
so that one cannot say where one ends and the other begins. Also Ponty (1962)
doesn't want to draw the strict line between perceiver and the perceived. For him,
sight is not just a matter of seeing, but a human experience of light. We have to
conceptualize seeing as a quality of ongoing engagement between the perceiver and
his or her environment. Here Merlau-Ponty’s concern with perception touches with
Bourdieu’s theory of practice. Just like Gibson’s ecological psychology, Bourdieu
(1977) set out to re-embed perception and cognition within the practical contexts of
people’s ongoing engagement with their environments. Both seek to escape from the
sterile Cartesian dualisms of mind and nature, subject and object, intellection and
sensation (Ingold, 2000f). The body, Merleau-Ponty (1962) wrote, is the vehicle of
being in the world, therefore the perceiving agent as immersed in an environment,
must also be an embodied presence (Ingold, 2000f). The distance between Ponty,
Gibson and Bateson might not be so great as might first appear. According to
Bateson (1973), the mind is not in the head, rather than 'out there' in the world, but
immanent in the active perceptual engagement of organism and environment.

84



This rejection of the Cartesian dualism between mind versus body and environment
is also found in current neuroscience, which is inspired by this phenomenological
school. Varela and colleagues (1993) reject the extremes of realism’s belief in a pre-
given outer world or idealism’s belief of a pre-given inner world because both of
them take the problematical Cartesian representation as their central notion. They
want to bypass this logical geography of inner versus outer, by studying cognition
not as recovery, but as embodied action. Colours are not out there, independent of
our perceptual and cognitive capacities (realism). Colours are not in here,
independent of our surrounding biological and cultural world (idealism). Colours are
experiential (Varela et al., 1993). Colour categories belong to our shared biological
and cultural world. Also here, we find the idea of a world and a perceiver, specifying
each other.

Finally we also found this trend of embodied action in the enactive approach in
cognitive psychology. Here cognition is no longer seen as symbolical knowledge in
the head or as problem solving on the basis of these representations, but as
embodied action. Histories are lived much like paths that exist only as they are laid
down in walking. The term ‘enactive’ indicates that cognition is not the
representation of a pre-given world by a pre-given mind, but is rather the enactment
of a world and a mind on the basis of the variety of actions that a being in the world
performs (Gardner, 1987).
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2 Underlying theories of Western psychology in concepts of the
social sciences

We gave an overview of cognitive psychology as well as the way this theory was
influenced by some unquestioned Western cultural-historical presumptions. We have
attempted to show how these presumptions of separating the human world from the
environment cause important shortcomings in a theory about the human being. We
have showed how other trends in psychology, philosophy, neuroscience and even
cognitive psychology are trying to break away from these century-old unquestioned
and taken for granted hypotheses. The idea that the human being is representing
the world ‘out there’ in a symbolical-cognitive way in the ‘head’ has far-stretching
consequences on concepts like ‘culture’, ‘tradition’, ‘learning’ and ‘knowledge’. In this
chapter we want to show how this dominating idea of symbolical-cognitive
representations pervades the social sciences, focusing on the religion studies.

In part | we have elaboratively showed how Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s proposition of
new concepts (however in a religious language) was misunderstood by Wiebe, Smart
and other authors. We have diagnosed the underlying problem of these
misunderstandings to be at the one hand Smith’s religious language, and on the
other hand the influences of the cognitive paradigm in Smart and Wiebe’s underlying
theories of what the human being is, on what learning consequently is and on what
‘tradition’ is.

While drawing Smith’s concepts in this limiting paradigm, the religion studies had
come into an impasse on how to study religious experiences. Should we study them
as insiders of a religion and live the experiences ourselves in a subjective way, but
fully apprehending what it is about? Or should we study religion as outsiders, in the
form of the expressions, the cognitive representations, what the religious subject
tells about them? According to Wiebe, Smart and other authors the latter seems to
be the only way in which we can study religions in an objective and scientific way. So
we falsely seem to have to make a choice between the subjective, non-reductive and
non-scientific approach, or the objective, scientific and consequently reductive
approach. Smith however tried to defend himself by showing how these authors
misapprehend him and how they are stuck in their own paradigmatic way of
thinking. But his religious language was always interpreted as if he would want to
bring ‘God’ into the study of religion. As a consequence, he got classified in the
theologian camp who claimed that one has to be religious in order to study the
religious experiences.

In this chapter we hope to show how Wiebe, Smart and other authors’
interpretations of Smith’s concepts were influenced by the cognitive paradigm
outlined above. Next to that we hope to introduce another way of conceptualizing,
from beyond the limits of the cognitive paradigm. We will inspire our concepts with
which we want to take a second look at Buddhism on ecological psychology. In this
way we want to come up with concepts which will be able to capture phenomena in
other cultures, especially Buddhism, without being drawn into a typically Western,
secularized frame with hidden Christian roots (i.e. cognitive psychology). We use
ecological psychology in order to bring living Buddhism into the attention, rather
than only Buddhist texts, Buddhist theories or the Buddhist ‘doctrines’ (sic!).
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In the cognitive paradigmatic way of thinking, ‘tradition’ and ‘knowledge’ are
conceptualised as the transmission of representations coded in symbolical cognitive
schemata. This view separates out the acquisition of knowledge from
environmentally situated experience. The connection between world and person is
broken in a Cartesian dualism. The underlying idea of perception is that after
receiving a bunch of chaotic data through the senses, the environment is cognitively
reconstructed and the raw sense data are organized in cognitive schemata. This view
also reduces learning processes to the simple inscription of convictions in the head,
irrelevant of the contexts in which they are learned. The relational aspect lost in a
cognitive interpretation of Smith’s theory is rehabilitated with an ecological
psychology as underlying theory of perception, learning and knowledge. Smith
emphasised the relation between the experience of the individual and the ‘tradition’.
‘Tradition’ in his view is not merely about the expression of experiences, ‘tradition’ is
an instrument the individual uses in a process of discovery. The symbols in a
tradition thus receive meaning in the way they influence the experience of an
individual. ‘Faith’ is about discovering something for oneself that is not present in the
words or symbols of the tradition. ‘Faith’ is about something more than what can be
put into words (i.e. a ‘belief’). ‘Tradition’ is handing down the tools for this discovery.
Therefore ‘tradition’ cannot be studied in itself, but has to be studied in relation to
and in the activity of the people. ‘Transcendence’ as a concept refers to the fact that
we should not keep on staring at tradition as the finger pointing to the moon, but
have eye for the fact that a ‘tradition’ is pointing to ‘something else’ than this finger,
whatever that ‘something else’ may be.

Lieve Orye uncovered these aspects in Smith’s theory and saw Ingold’'s work as a
possible translation of the religious language of Smith. We will translate Smith’s
religious language using Ingold’s ecological approach to ‘traditions’ as ‘learning
traditions’. In this view, ‘tradition’ cannot be seen as static and separate from the
experience of the individual in the lived-in-world as Smart and Wiebe see it.
Experience is about a fine-tuning of the bodily movements and perception to the
environment. Perception is educated by the environment and ‘tradition’ is part of this
‘learning environment’. Learning emerges in a context of sensory involvement rather
than in a vacuum. This will allow us to conceptualise other forms of learning
processes (such as meditation) which are overlooked in a theory which leaves the
environment as an influencing variable out of sight. Learning is not only about filling
up mental boxes (cognitive paradigm) but is about acquiring skills, arising within
‘processes of development’ in a ‘field of relationships’, in which a person unfolds.
This view will enable us to cover those aspects of Buddhism which weren't covered in
Wiebe’'s methodology. Now those non-conceptual processes and states of mind
Nagarjuna and Zen talk about, can be placed in a theoretical framework.

‘Tradition’ here is no longer reduced to cognitive schemata or ‘beliefs’ in the head,
but is also about the ‘education of the attention’ (cf. Gibson). ‘Tradition’ is setting up
the conditions in which growth can occur. In this ‘learning environment’ (‘tradition’ as
‘learning tradition’) a person can discover this knowledge by himself (cf. ‘faith’ as
personal truth). ‘Traditional knowledge’, in this view, is born through the immediate
experience of sensory participation with the dwelt-in world. The attention undergoes
development within an environmental context. People perceive different in different
cultures because they have been trained differently to orient themselves in the
environment and attend to its features in different ways. Through this process of
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growth, the whole person is affected, it is not only about the inscription of
representations in the head. The person is more than a Aomo symbolicus.

The continuous generation and regeneration of a ‘tradition’ in the contexts of
people’s engagement with their environments, will prove very useful in the study of
Buddhism as a living tradition (part 111). We will give examples of Ingold and Latour
on enskillment (hunting, smelling perfume, basket-, knot-, and bilum-making)
because they will prove very useful in the study of meditation. In these learning
processes words are only tools to direct the attention of the subject. Skills are about
a flexibility and sensitiveness to a changing environment. Ecological psychology gives
us a very different outlook on what ‘tradition’ and learning processes are about. With
our new concepts, we hope to do justice to the study of Buddhism (see part III),
without reducing it to the symbolical representations in the heads of the
practitioners, since that seems to be exactly something which one aims at
overcoming in Buddhism (as we saw in part I).

2.1 Limiting influences of the cognitive paradigm in the
interpretation of Smith’s concepts

Wiebe and Smart understood the concept of Smith’'s ‘cumulative tradition’ as: a
range of convictions, beliefs, doctrines, rituals and externalia which are being passed
on from generation to generation. ‘Tradition’ is also about the expressions of the
people’s subjective experiences (i.e. ‘faith’). They see the concepts ‘cumulative
tradition’ and ‘faith’ as two separated things, standing by themselves. We can
recognise the Cartesian bifurcation in this interpretation. This distorted view of
Smith’s proposal for new concepts made them conclude that Smith wanted to reduce
the religion studies to the study of those subjective experiences and not the study of
the ‘cumulative tradition’. While Smith wanted to study the interaction between
‘tradition’ and ‘faith’, and the learning processes this implies, according to Wiebe we
cannot study the subjective experiences (as opposed to or separated from
‘tradition”). Wiebe wants to study the expressions of the subjective experiences in an
objective way. The study of religion can therefore entail the study of the symbolical
or cognitive convictions, or in Smart's words, it can be the study of the homo
symbolicus. Smith’s ‘transcendent’ therefore, could be part of the religion studies,
after it has been translated as someone’s belief: “that the transcendent exists”. So
experience is here translated into the cognitive contents people have in their heads,
and in this way it can be studied in a scientific way.

Wiebe does recognize that the Zen arguments and Nagarjuna’s theory-free approach
(as we discussed in chapter 2.3, part 1) point to something else, something more
than these symbolical-cognitive aspects of religion, but he sees no possible scientific
way to studying those. But since, for Wiebe, also these non-cognitive, non-
symbolical, non-conceptual experiences can be considered as part of a worldview,
we can study their objective expressions in the doctrines and people’s convictions.
‘Tradition’ in Wiebe and Smart’s opinion is about having conceptual, symbolical,
cognitive ideas as the contents of the heads of the religious subjects. Wiebe and
Smart had misunderstood Smith’'s theory because they interpreted Smith’s notion
‘tradition’ within their own cognitive paradigm as the mental representations people
carry in their heads. This gave a distorted view of ‘tradition’.
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We will try to localize the presence of the underlying cognitive paradigm in their
interpretation and try to filter it out and replace it with another view on the human
being and perception, namely ecological psychology. We are guided in this work by
Ingold who made extensive analyses of the influences of the cognitive paradigm
permeating the social sciences, especially anthropology. He pointed out how the
underlying cognitive paradigm in the concept ‘tradition’ gave a totally different
interpretation to the reality studied. Ingold also gives us a non-religious language,
which captures the nuances in Smith’s theory which had gone lost in Wiebe and
Smart’s interpretation. He also hands us the tools and the words to translate Smiths
religious language, but without throwing the child out with the bathwater.

2.1.1 A cognitive interpretation of the concept ‘tradition’

How does each generation contribute to the knowledge of the next generation?
Anthropology attempts to understand how this accumulation occurs (Ingold, 2000d).
In the discourse of modernity, ‘traditional knowledge’ is linked to a cognitive model.
The significance of this model and its impact extends far beyond the confines of
academic anthropology (Ingold & Kurtila, 2000). We can find it in Wiebe and Smart’s
notion of ‘tradition’. In their opinion, ‘tradition’ consists of an elaborate system of
intergenerationally transmitted representations in the head. This view rests on the
cognitive model that separates out the acquisition of traditional knowledge from
environmentally situated experience (as we saw in the criticisms of cognitive
psychology, chapter 1.1.4 of part II).

The underlying idea here is that people’s experience is organized in terms of shared
concepts that are transmitted through their education. What is transmitted are the
rules and representations, coded in speech or other symbolic media (Ingold et al/.,
2000). This assumption, isolates the intergenerational transmission of knowledge
from environmentally situated experience (Ingold et a/, 2000). ‘Tradition’ here,
consists of items of knowledge that are passed down as objects of memory, prior to
their retrieval and application in contexts of practice and independently of its
application or expression in real-life contexts of activity (Ingold et a/.,, 2000). Thus
the traditional knowledge does not relate to the current circumstances of the
individual in his life and environment, but to an earlier, pre-colonial era, converted
into an object of memory. In this view of ‘tradition’ we can recognize Cartesian
dualism in which the connection between the person and the world is broken.
‘Tradition’, ‘culture’ and ‘knowledge’ are reduced to the cognitive aspect: symbolical
information, representations, and not the way of experiencing of the person himself.
The symbols are objectified and looked at standing by themselves. The signification
of it is present in the ‘tradition’ itself, instead of depending on its context. In this
view of the symbol, ‘tradition’ is a static phenomenon. The people’s present-day
experiences play no further part in it.

We see a clear-cut separation between the person, the symbolical-cognitive tradition
and the world. The Cartesian view of action as the bodily execution of acquired
programs, reduces the body to a passive channel (Ingold, 2000e). The active part is
reserved for the mind as the knowing subject. The operations of the mind upon the
deliverance of the senses order reality within the confines of the pre-existing
schemata or models that are acquired as part of the ‘tradition’ (Ingold, 2000q). The
Cartesian ontology that is basic to the entire project of the underlying cognitive
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paradigm divorces the activity of the mind from that of the body in the world
(Ingold, 2000f).

The person, the body, the lived-in-world and the interaction between them, including
the people’s religious practices, are underemphasised in Wiebe and Smart’'s
understanding of ‘tradition’. The body continues to be regarded as nothing more
than an input device whose role is to receive information to be processed by the
mind (which is containing the symbolical models of the tradition), rather than playing
any part in cognition itself. The experience, reduced as input coming from the
senses, is then ordered in the conceptual schemata in one’s head, during the
cognitive process of perception. The reason why individuals react different in similar
situations then is because they put the same material in a different symbolical
system or cognitive schemata in their head (Ingold, 2000e). What people see, will
therefore be relative to their particular framework (tradition, worldview, culture, ... as
symbolical filters) for viewing the world (Ingold, 2000q). This is the underlying
cognitive paradigm in the way ‘tradition’ is apprehended by Smart and Wiebe. In this
way ‘tradition’ can be seen as a network of shared symbolical meanings, which direct
the experience of the human being (Ingold, 2000e). This view of perception is
implicitly present in Smart and Wiebe's conception of tradition. This has become an
unquestioned, taken for granted hypothesis, which is not being explicated but
definitely implicitly present in their theory.

This view of perception and its connection with culture and tradition has been
worked out in detail within anthropology. Mary Douglas (1966) was one of the many
anthropologists who believed that perception of the world is constructed to a certain
order, through the imposition of culturally transmitted form upon the flux of
experience. Also according to Leach (1964), the categories of language provide the
discriminating grid, which are laid over the continuous substrate of raw experience.
Both Douglas and Leach are inspired by Durkheim’s theory which divides the human
being into two mutually exclusive parts. On the one hand we have the physical
world, bombarded by stimuli which are registered in consciousness as a chaos of
shifting impressions. And on the other hand, standing aside from this engagement
and untouched by it, we have the conceptual categories that sort out the sensory
input, discarding or suppressing some elements of it (Ingold, 2000f). In this view we
can clearly recognize the influence of the cognitive paradigm in which perception is a
two-stage phenomenon with first the receipt of chaotically and meaningless sense
data, and second: the organisation of these data into collectively held and enduring
representations (Ingold, 2000f). According to Geertz, this set of control mechanisms,
plans, recipes, rules, symbols, instructions, ... are social rather than psychological.
There were some controversies about this with for example Franz Boas, who saw
culture as a system of habits, beliefs, and dispositions, as essentially psychological,
rather than social.

Despite their different intellectual roots in American and British social anthropology
however, both took culture to comprise a framework of symbolic meanings relatively
unaffected to the passage of time and people’s experiences throughout the different
generations embedded in their environments. Because of the influence of the
cognitive paradigm, ‘culture’ and ‘tradition’ are conceptualized as a static body of
transmissible knowledge, as distinct from manifest behaviour patterns in a
surrounding world. This is also the problem in Smart and Wiebe’'s conception of
‘tradition’. The human being is a passive receipt, a container which is receiving this
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symbolical material as a gift in his head. His experience and his participation as a
person with a history in perception, activity and interaction with his social and
physical environment are not part of these programs. The person as a whole,
remains unaffected by having a symbol in his head. They only need to implement
these in concrete situations in daily life.

2.1.2 Underlying theory of learning processes

If we see ‘tradition’ as a bunch of symbolical representations in our heads, this has
implications for our view on learning processes as well. How are these
representations about our tradition transmitted over the generations? How does a
representation in your brain, find its way into mine, and from my brain into the
brains of yet other people (Ingold, 2000d)? Kroeber (1917) answers this with his
famous expression of the fabula rasa that man is a tablet that is written upon
(Ingold, 2000d). According to Ingold, this implies that cultural scientists need to be
no more concerned with the psychology of human nature, than say, journalists with
the technology of paper-making. This made it possible for cognitive anthropologists
to seek for the acquired schemata or programmes in people’s heads (Ingold, 2000f).
The practices in which these schemata are present, are no longer considered in this
approach. It also makes it possible to study a religion as the convictions people hold
in their head, apart from the practical contexts of their lives. The symbols,
convictions etc. are seen as the informational content of transmitted culture or
tradition. How this is passed on, is considered irrelevant. This corresponds to the
architect’'s perspective. First we have the plan, than it is being executed and only
later, the people are imported to live in it (Ingold, 2000b). Traditional knowledge is
here conceived of as already made, we just have to acquire it (Ingold, 2005b). Later
we can implement this knowledge in our life (Ingold, 2005b). We will compare this
view on learning extensively below, where the alternative view shows us another
possible view on learning and acquiring a ‘tradition’ as a relational process, a view
which comes closer to Smith’s conception of ‘tradition’.

2.2 Avrelational interpretation of ‘tradition’
2.2.1 Smith’s view on traditions as ‘learning traditions’

We will put the words in italics, which are about those nuances, which are lost in
Wiebe and Smart’s cognitive interpretation of Smith’s ‘tradition’. Smith wanted the
study of religions to be the study of the re/ation between the individual's experience
and the ‘cumulative tradition’, the way these are constantly interrelated and
influence each other. In this way he wanted to avoid that ‘faith’ would be reduced to
‘the convictions’ people have in their head, or a ‘belief’ in the /dea ‘that God exists’.
He rather saw the continuous interrelation between ‘faith’ and ‘tradition’ as a
process, not a static entity. He didn’t see ‘tradition’ as an expression of the subjective
experiences, but as an /nstrument the individual uses in this process. In this view,
‘tradition’ is seen as a means to get to something else, something transcending the
tradition. A symbol gets its meaning in what it brings about in the individual's life.
The tradition is like a finger pointing to a moon and we shouldn’t reduce the religion
studies to the study of the finger.

‘Faith’ in Smith’s understanding, is exactly about recognizing something for oneself,
and not about having a belief in the head, ‘that a God must exist, it is about
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something more, than what you can put into words. Smith tried to use the concept
‘transcendence’ to show that there was something else about ‘tradition’ than the
cognitive ideas in someone’s head. There is something more than the doctrines,
beliefs, symbols of a tradition. The person is attracted to the tradition, not because
of the tradition itself, but because of something beyond the words of the tradition.
The tradition has the potentiality to touch something within the person. The person
is not attracted by the symbols of the tradition, but to that what the symbols refer to
and what those symbols can do in their lives. The tradition has the potentiality to
change the individual. He can transcend himself through the means of the tradition.
According to Smith, men’s faith has transcended the specific concrete data by which
it was nurtured and through which it was expressed. The tradition is a collection of
means through which the person can discover for himself something transcending
the tradition. Therefore we shouldn’'t study the traditions standing on themselves,
but what they do /n the personal lives of the people. According to Smith the tradition
is localised in the human activity, people are part of the tradition and cannot be seen
as separate from it. Smith takes the metaphor of the dance to show that tradition is
present in people’s life. One cannot study the dance without the dancer. The person
himself is affected by this process, it is not just about some symbols he is having in
his head. The active role of the human being is an important characteristic of what
Smith calls ‘human learning’, it is not just about filling the head with symbols. The
person opens his actual self for a potential self, but one cannot imagine or have an
idea about where one will end up after the process of interaction with the tradition.
That is why Smith uses the term ‘transcendence’: we will transcend ourselves, but
we don’'t know in advance what that exactly means or where it will take us. One
realizes where one is going to, during the learning process itself. The study of
religion, in Smith’'s conception, is about the study of the activities and learning
processes of the people and how this changes them.

2.2.2 Ingold's ecological interpretation of ‘tradition’
Some case studies

In his study of other cultures, Ingold shows us how ‘traditional knowledge’ cannot be
seen as static and separate from the experience of the individual in his lived-in world
as Smart and Wiebe see it. He contrasts the modern conception of ‘traditional
knowledge’ to a local conception of ‘traditional knowledge’.

A person in a hunter-gatherer-society for example knows the country as the back of
his hand. It is not something he has learned by only listening to the stories of his
ancestors. This ‘traditional knowledge' is inseparable from actual practices of
inhabiting the land. It is in the relationships that are forged with the land, along with
its animal and plant life, that their knowledge is generated and regenerated (Ingold
et al., 2000). It means that through having grown up there, he has learnt to know it
(Ingold et al., 2000). No-one is ever knowledgeable enough to be able to move in
the forest with total confidence. Moving in the environment means tuning one’s own
movement in response to the movement in one’s surroundings (Ingold et a/., 2000).
The multi-sensory awareness of the environment is the key to spatial orientation and
coordination. ‘Tradition’ is thus not passed on only through stories or mental
representations it can be seen as a relational process and as a skill (Ingold et al.,
2000). ‘Traditional knowledge’ is not about something in the head, but includes the
whole body and the attunement of the senses on the environment.
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In the Sami culture, some of the old people were credited with exceptional ability in
reading the signs in the environment of impending weather changes (Ingold et al.,
2000). Such knowledge of the weather is not something that is handed down as a
set of customary prescriptions or formulae in the head. For Sami people, the
perception of weather is multi-sensory (Ingold et al., 2000). It is about what it feels
like to be warm or cold, drenched in rain, or caught in a storm. It is just as much
auditory, tactile and olfactory as it is visual. One can smell when it is becoming
warmer on cold winter days (Ingold et al, 2000). These sensory modalities
cooperate so closely that it is quite impossible to separate out their respective
contributions to the totality of weather-related experience. Weather is experienced.
‘Tradition’ here is not just about acquiring some cognitive schemata in the head but
about the education of the senses which cannot happen separately of the lived-in-
world. This conception of tradition will prove very important in Buddhism, where it
seems to be the goal to exactly getting beyond this, by using special kinds of
techniques. In part Il we will discuss how these techniques are totally different
learning processes, as defined in cognitive psychology. Rather it is about a kind of
learning process in which symbolical, cognitive contents don’t play a crucial role. This
is what Wiebe thought to be impossible to be studied in a scientific way: Nagarjuna’s
non-conceptuality. However with Gibson's ‘education of the attention’ we can start
with a perfectly acceptable theoretical framework, which makes it possible to
understand meditation as a kind of learning process, without having to mystify it,
without having to be an insider to start knowing what it is actually about, and
without having to reduce it within the confines of the cognitive paradigm.

The perception of the weather with the Sami people is embedded in personal life-
histories of inhabiting particular places, it is dependent on particular tasks and modes
of travel. Its multi-sensory quality flies in the face of the separation of the acquisition
of knowledge from its application (Ingold et al., 2000). Sami people do not so much
apply their knowledge in practice, after having learned it, rather they know by way of
their practice. Their traditional weather-related knowledge, consisting in sensitivity to
critical signs in the environment is not really passed down in the form of
representations. It rather undergoes continual generation and regeneration within
the contexts of people’s practical engagement with the significant components of the
environment (Ingold et a/.,, 2000). This will prove very important in the study of
Buddhism as a living tradition (part 111). The continuous regeneration of Buddhism in
the context of individual's life is crucial in the passing on of the tradition over the
generations. If it doesn’'t pass through the personal experience of some well-
respected teachers, other Buddhists would lose their connection with the tradition. It
is because of those experienced practitioners, who can help Buddhists regenerate
the practices and get the feel of things, discover things by themselves that the
tradition proves valuable in the lives of so many Buddhists. This could be a non-
Christian translation of Smith’s concept ‘faith’.

This translation undermines the underlying thesis in Smart and Wiebe's interpretation
that cultural learning is like filling a universal, genetically specified container with
culturally specific contents. Even if Ingold applies the notion ‘tradition’ within the
field of anthropology, we certainly recognize some elements of Smith’s theory in it.
Both are emphasizing the relational aspect between human and tradition, which is
about a process, integrated in the activities and practices of the human being. Where
Smith emphasises the relation between ‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’, we can
translate this as experience and tradition embedded in the person himself and his
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entire life. It is thus not just about cognitive ideas, or beliefs in the head only, but
something that transcends these. The underlying psychology of Ingold’s conception
of tradition is the ecological psychology, rather than the cognitive approach.

Ingold doesn’t want to restrict his criticism to the cognitive underlying model to
traditions in other cultures. He criticizes the very idea that human beings would be
pre-equipped with cognitive devices and mechanisms which allow knowledge to be
reassembled inside the individual. Strands of DNA would have to miraculously to
transform themselves into data processing mechanisms. The language acquisition
device would for example be one of those innate universal cognitive mechanisms,
which allows humans to learn language (Ingold, 2000q). According to Ingold
(2000d), this traditional model of enculturation as a simple process of inscription,
rests upon an impossible psychology. Some sort of cognitive processing device must
already be installed in human brains, before any transmission can take place at all.
Here we have the distinction between innate devices and acquired representations.
According to Ingold (2000d) however, language is not tossed like a ball from one
generation to another. A child’s ability to speak is not constructed in a vacuum, but
rather emerges in a context of sensory involvement (Ingold, 2000d). It exists in a
current of speech. Long before birth, the child is immersed in a world of sound. The
conscious of the child develops within this current. It is surrounded by already
competent speakers, who provide support in interpretations of its own vocal gestures
(Ingold, 2000g). Language is in this way continually being generated and
regenerated in the developmental contexts of children’s involvement in worlds of
speech (Ingold, 2000q). It is not about filling up mental boxes, but about acquiring a
skill (Ingold, 2000d). Ingold’s point here is that these capacities are neither internally
pre-specified nor externally imposed, but arise within processes of development in a
field of relationships in_ which a person’s life unfolds (Ingold, 2000d). According to
Ingold (2000d), we should focus on the temporal unfoldings of these systems.

Person and ‘tradition’ as part of a ‘field of relationships’

In the passage of human generations, each one contributes to the knowledgeability
of the next not by handing down a corpus of disembodied, context-free cognitive
information as mental contents, but by setting up, through their activities, the
environmental contexts within which successors develop their own embodied skills of
perception and action. The contribution that other people make to one’s own
knowledge is not one of cognitive contents or representations, but rather one of
setting up the conditions in which growth can occur. The knowledge it generates is
knowledge the novice discovers for himself. We can compare this conception of
tradition with what Smith was trying to say with his concept ‘faith’. He wanted to
make clear that religion is not about passing a context-free system of ideas as Wiebe
and Smart conceive of ‘tradition’. Smith wanted to emphasize the role a religion
could play in the life of the individual. Through religion, the person discovers
something for himself, during his way of life. ‘Faith’ is about seeing something for
himself, rather than believing in something. ‘Tradition’ then becomes an instrument
in human activity. ‘Tradition’ creates a ‘learning environment’ by passing on a
collection of means, through which the person can have experiences through which
he discover for himself, something transcending the tradition, something about the
tradition which cannot merely be passed on through words.
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According to Smith, ‘tradition’ is a window through which we can perceive something
transcending us. Also according to Ingold, tradition is not about cognitive contents
and schemata, but about the creation of an environment within which a person can
discover things for himself. Passing down a tradition is about a process of guided
rediscovery (Ingold, 2000q). ‘Tradition’ is part of the learning-environment of the
person. Regarded as a process, tradition can be continuous without taking any fixed
form (Ingold et al., 2000). Whereas ‘tradition’ as a system of beliefs, rituals, symbols
etc. is a static content, ‘tradition’ as a process related to the individual, is changing
along with the experiences of its members. Again we can find some parallels in
Smith’s conception of ‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’. Smith doesn't see these two
as separated, or the ‘tradition’ as the expression of the experiences of the individual
as Smart and Wiebe imply. He sees a continuous interaction between the tradition
and the experience of the individual. The truth of the tradition is localised in the
person, the tradition becomes part of the person and the person is part of the
tradition. According to Smith it is a process of continuous interaction which is
changing the individual.

Also Ingold conceives of the person, not as an entity apart from the world, but as a
locus of growth and development within a field of relationships. Person and ‘tradition’
are part of this field of relationships and cannot be seen separated from each other
(cf. ‘cumulative tradition’ inherently related to ‘faith’). The person, as well as his
history, his body, his senses and the social and physical world he lives in, are part of
this environment. The person is not a passive receiver, but plays an active role in
acquiring the knowledge. Also in Smith’s conception of ‘tradition’, the person is not
just a passive receiver. Smith sees the relation between ‘cumulative tradition’ and
‘faith’ as an activity, in which the human being participates and plays an active role.
He called this process ‘human learning’, to stress that the person is not just a passive
receiver. In Ingold’s conception of ‘tradition’ it is not about the transmission of
symbolical contents, representations, programs, schemata or mental models, but
rather through a mixture of imitation and improvisation in the settings of practice
that the ‘tradition’ is passed on from one person to another. While imitation is a
simple mechanical reproduction, improvisation is about the creation of unpredictable
novelty. Also in Smith’s idea of ‘human learning’, we find this idea of unpredictable
novelty. The person opens his actual self for a potential self in ‘human learning’. And
it is only during the learning process that he finds out where this interaction with the
tradition is taking him. Beforehand he cannot imagine or have an idea about where
he will end up. Also the concept ‘transcendence’ of Smith refers to this
unpredictability. One will change or transcend himself during the process, but this
transcendence could mean different things. The tradition is only pointing to
something beyond the tradition. The person finally has to find out for himself what
this really means, and not by just reading about it. The aspects of the active role of
the person, the discovery of something for oneself in which the Buddhist practices
are only aids (present in Smith’s and Ingold’s theories) will prove very important in
our study of Buddhism.

In Ingold’s conception of ‘tradition’, people develop their own ways of doing things,
but in environmental contexts structured by the presence and activities of
predecessors (Ingold et al., 2000). Traditional knowledge in this relational view, is
born through the immediate experience of sensory participation with the dwelt-in
world. In part Il we will explain in a detailed way how we can conceptualize
meditation as a sensory participation with the mind as environment. And the
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knowledge derived from this, can accordingly be conceptualized as a non-symbolical,
non-theoretical knowledge, born through the immediate experience of this
interaction of the mind with the mind. ‘Tradition’ in this conceptualisation is not seen
as merely an expression or a frame through which experience is filtered and
interpreted, or as that, which according to Wiebe and Smart can be studied
scientifically (in contrast with subjective experience, which can’t be studied like that
according to them). Traditional knowledge is seen as part of this experience, not as
the translation of the experience in language. Also according to Smith, ‘tradition’,
cannot be seen separately from the experience of the religious subjects. Also Pierre
Bourdieu (1977) argued in his theory of practice, how cultural knowledge is itself
generated within the contexts of experience, in the course of peoples involvement
with others in the practical business of life, rather than being imported by the
individual into contexts of experience.

Through such /nvolvement, people acquire the specific dispositions and sensibilities
that lead them to orient themselves in relation to their environment (Ingold, 2000f).
It is this relational aspect of involvement which Wiebe and Smart missed in Smiths
theory. Smith wanted to connect ‘tradition’ with the experience of the individual and
saw them as influencing each other in what we could say in Ingold’s words: a field of
relationships. Smart and Wiebe opposed ‘tradition’ and experience within the
objective-subjective opposition and came up with the solution of studying the
objective as the expression of the subjective. This is a totally different view which
excludes the relational aspect between ‘tradition’ and person. The ‘habitus’ in
Bourdieu’s theory could be described as a pattern of thought-feeling, not in an
interior subjective space of images and representations, but in the space of people’s
actual engagement in the settings of practical activity. Whereas ‘tradition’ in the
cognitive model of Wiebe and Smart is supposed to exist independently of and prior
to their application in particular situations of use and in the interpretation of
experience, the ‘habitus’ exists only as it is instantiated /n the activity itself. The
‘habitus’ is not expressed in practice, it rather subsists in it. For example playing the
cello is about reproducing a song, while a CD is a replication. In playing the cello, is
included one’s own personal experience and sensory involvement. The song is acted
out by the process of the player. The person is where the song is located (Ingold,
2005b). In the same way, we can see the tradition as being present in the
experience of the human being'’s life, people carry it around, as they go, they know
(Ingold, 2005b). Again Smith’'s example of tradition as a dance can be put next to
this. Moving in the world is part of the process of knowing. Knowledge is not passed
on to people, but people grow into knowledge through dwelling in the world. It is a
field of relationships in which person, world, and tradition merge together. One
cannot say where one begins and the other ends. There are no borders between the
tradition, the world and the person. They are interrelated. We cannot tell of a
moebiusband which part is the inside and which is the outside.

In cognitive science knowledge exists in the form of mental content, tossed from one
head to another like a ball. Memory is like an inner closet in the mind in which one
stocks information to be retrieved for the use in everyday life (Ingold, 2000a). In
contrast with the cognitive view: while playing the cello one doesn't retrieve the
procedural program from one’s memory, rather it is /7 playing the Bach suite that it
is remembered, the processes of remembering and playing are the same (Ingold,
2000q). People don't act out a script received from their predecessors, but literally
negotiate a path through the world (Ingold et a/, 2000). Memory is not just a
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framework which stocks collective representations as a content, rather it is a
process.

Underlying theory of learning

According to Ingold (2000d) it is through a process of enskillment, not enculturation
that every generation grows into and beyond the wisdom of its predecessors. This is
the difference between taking ecological or cognitive psychology as one’s starting
point. Skilled practice is not just the application of a mental model passed down from
the ancestors, as in the cognitive theory of procedural knowledge. Whatever
practitioners do to things is grounded in an active, perceptual involvement. They
watch and feel through their way of life, with their body and their senses. In the
growth of human knowledge, the contribution that each generation makes to the
next is not an accumulated stock of representations but an education of the
attention. The structure of attention in the cognitive model is a pre-given disposition
which itself doesn't undergo development within an environmental context. People
perceive different because they have been trained differently to orient themselves to
the environment and to attend to its features in different ways. The new generation
needs to develop a perceptive sensitiveness, not acquire a couple of conceptual
representations. We will work this education of the attention out in detail in the
context of meditation. We learn to perceive by a fine-tuning or sensitization of the
entire perceptual system (Gibson, 1979). Through this process, the human being
emerges as a centre of awareness, whose processes resonate with those of the
environment (Ingold, 2000q). The difference between Ingold’s conception of learning
through tradition and that of Smith is that Ingold emphasises the role of the body
and the perceptual systems and the education of the attention in this process of
learning, whereas Smith will also pay attention to the education of the heart in the
old signification of ‘to belove’. We will see that both approaches are relevant in the
study of Buddhism.

Underlying image of the human being

As we argued above, a human being is not a composite entity made up of separable
mutually complementary parts, such as a body, mind, ‘tradition’ and culture. The
human being in this view is not conceived as standing aside of the world, while
carrying around a set of cognitive rules and representations. We don't see the mind
as a container, to be filled up with traditional information in the form of mental
representations. A person stands in the centre of his field of perception and action.
Neither the body nor the mind is more important, both embodiment and
enmindement are important (Ingold, 2000e). Mind is immanent in the active,
perceptual engagement of organism-person and environment (Ingold, 2000d). Like
the moebiusband one doesn’'t know where the person starts and the environment
stops: inside and outside are interwoven lines (Ingold, 2005). It is in the ongoing
engagement between perceiver and environment that one is constantly changing
and undergoing processes of development. A person grows and is grown (Ingold,
2000a). Also Smith emphasizes this relational aspect between person and tradition in
a process. Persons grow in an environment furnished by the presence and activities
of others and it is in this way that they become part of a tradition or the tradition
becomes part of their way of life. Persons are loci of growth and their reality is
relational (Ingold, 2000a). The person is a locus of creative growth within a
continually unfolding field of relationships. Also according to Smith we should situate
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the tradition in relation to the person. That is why there is ho way of studying the
human being, apart from the way in which human beings become (Ingold, 2000q).
Therefore, according to Ingold (2000q), psychology should be no different from
anthropology. And the other way around, as Smith argued, there is no way of
studying a tradition apart from human beings. So the study of religions should be
about the study of human beings and their relationship with the ‘tradition’ and the
learning processes they undergo in this active engagement.

Conclusion

In the ecological view, ‘traditional knowledge’ is not about static mental symbolical-
cognitive contents filling up the pre-given structures in one’s head, but about a type
of process within the person (including his body and senses) in the /ived-in world.
These are fundamental differences underlying Smith versus Wiebe and Smart's
conception of ‘tradition’. The transmission of the ‘tradition’ is seen as an integral part
of the context of the practices and experiences of the individuals (again, including his
body and his senses) in their environments and not as the expressions of their
experiences. Thinking in this view is inseparable from doing, thought is embodied
and enacted. In this way the body and the senses undergo changes along with the
mind through the experience of the individual. Through this, the person is affected
and changed as a whole and is not just holding a new set of beliefs, ideas or
symbolical contents in his head. The human being is more than a Aomo symbolicus.

2.3 Opening up a new understanding of learning processes

While in the cognitive paradigm, learning entails the acquisition of cultural schemata
for building representations of the world in the mind from data delivered by the
senses, so that people would perceive the world in the mind’s eye through the lens
of received tradition, was very limiting for our study of the Buddhist tradition, where
meditation practice seems exactly not to be about perceiving the world through the
filter of cognitive, symbolical, mental models in our heads. Placing the person back /n
his environment in contrast with seeing the person as separate from the world and
representing the world ‘out there’ /n his mind, and reconnecting the person and his
mind with his body and his senses, opens up new ways of understanding learning
processes or the development of the human being. This alternative view could give
us a solution to how to study those non-cognitive, non-symbolical, non-conceptual
aspects in the Buddhist tradition, we discussed in part I. Those aspects couldn’t find
a place in Smart and Wiebe’s conceptualisation of religion. It might seem rather
contradicting to go looking for answers in ecological psychology which pays a lot of
attention to the body and the senses as perceptual systems, while meditation seems
to be a practice which is exactly not about the body but about the mind. Meditation
only seems to be about something happening in the head, because we are so
influenced by the cognitive view and its locating the mind as something in the head
and moreover contain symbolical, cognitive contents. It is true, that one would at
first not look in the direction of ecological psychology for an answer to the question
about how we can study Buddhist tradition and the Buddhist practices. But we will
see that this approach gives us a much better, culturally unbiased starting point and
conceptual framework to study Buddhist tradition and Buddhist meditation, whereas
the cognitive framework was only leading us into impasses.
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Ingold gives us plenty of examples of non-verbal learning in his criticisms of the
cognitive conception of skills and enskillment. We will outline Ingold’s examples in a
little more detail, because they will prove to be very useful metaphors in the study of
meditation (we will go deeper into that in the third chapter of part Il). Learning to
ride a bicycle or playing a musical instrument are examples of skills that cannot be
accomplished through verbal processing, although words may be useful in the
beginning (Norris, 2005). Songs and stories for example can serve to conduct the
attention of performers into the world (Ingold, 2000c). Words in this sense are not
understood as the transmission of representations, but as a foo/ to direct the
attention of the developing human being in the training and experience in the
performance of particular tasks (Ingold, 2000a). This comes close to Smith's
conception of ‘tradition’ as a means or collection of instruments which help the
person in the practice of religion. A process of which the ‘tradition’ is not the goal,
but a tool in the direction of an unknown goal. Smith used the term ‘transcendence’
to point to this ‘something else’ because he had no other language then his religious
language to talk about this. He used the notion ‘transcendence’ to say that it is about
‘something else’ then just the tradition. It is through ‘tradition’ that a person gets
somewhere else, transcends himself. We have translated this with Orye (2001) as it
is through ‘tradition’ that a person changes. ‘Traditions’ can thus be conceptualized
as ‘learning tradition’ through which the person undergoes learning processes. As a
consequence, the study of learning demands a perspective which situates the
practioner right from the start in the context of an active engagement with the
constituents of his or her surroundings, it needs a dwelling perspective (Ingold,
2000a). The person and ‘tradition’ are part of a ‘field of relationships’.

2.3.1 The ‘education of the attention’

Let’'s start with Ingold’s analysis of the learning processes involved in hunting, in
which he contrasts the cognitive model with an ecological view of learning. Ingold
argues that the Koyukon hunter receives the knowledge from his ancestor, not
through a process of enculturation (cognitive model) but through a process of
enskiflment. When the hunter notices significant features of the landscape of which
the western observer remains unaware, it is not because their source lies in the
Koyukon mind and the cognitive representations and schemata that he would have
learnt through enculturation (Ingold, 2000c). His knowledge of the world is gained
by moving about in it, exploring it, attending to it. Learning to see is not a matter of
acquiring schemata for mentally constructing the environment, but of acquiring the
skills for direct perceptual engagement with its constituents (Ingold, 2000c: 55). We
will see in part Il how Buddhism is about a process in which knowledge is gained
through the acts of exploring and attending to the mind through meditation, rather
than learning theories about the mind. These practices cannot be reduced to
programmed responses to external environmental stimuli, as it is conceived of in the
cognitive model of procedural knowledge, nor can they be regarded as planned
interventions in nature (Ingold, 2000c). When the hunter notices things in the
environment which the stranger would not see, it is because his perceptual system is
attuned to picking up information (as in the information pick-up theory in ecological
psychology) critical to the practical conduct of his hunting, to which the unskilled
observer simply fails to attend (Ingold, 2000c). Similarly, because of regular training
in meditation, the Buddhist practitioner is attuned to picking up certain kinds of
information in his mind, to which an untrained mind is not capable (see part Ill,
chapter 2). The information is not in the symbolical-cognitive schemata in the head,

99



as the cognitive model suggests, but in the world and its significance lies in the
relational context of the hunter's engagement with the world, as the ecological
model emphasises. In meditation, the mind is seen as the environment with which
one interacts. The interaction in meditation is also about an active engagement, and
not just a passive relaxation, as some tend to think. The perceptual system of the
skilled practitioner may be said to resonate with significant features of the
environmental context of action (Ingold, 2000g). The more skilled the hunter (or the
Buddhist practitioner) becomes, the more knowledgeable he becomes. With a finely
honed perceptual system, the world will appear to him in greater richness and
profundity. A Cree hunter is a perceptually skilled agent when he can detect subtle
clues in the environment that reveal the movement and presence of animals (Ingold,
2000b). In the case of the Buddhist practitioner, it will be about being tuned in to
detect more and more subtle events in the mind and to adjust one’s perceptual
system in order to keep a balanced mind, without falling asleep or becoming
overagitated. New knowledge comes from acts of discovery, rather than imagining,
from attending more closely to the environment, rather than reassembling one’s
picture of it along new conceptual lines (Ingold, 2000c). This accounts both for the
hunter’s knowledge of the forest as the Buddhist's knowledge of the mind.

This kind of knowledge people have of their environments, is not knowledge of a
formal authorised kind, transmissible in contexts outside those of its practical
application. It is based in feeling and a sensitivity, that has developed through long
experience of conducting one’'s movements in a particular environment (Ingold,
2000b), whether it be the hunter in a forest or the Buddhist in interaction with his
mind. It rests in perceptual skills that emerge through a process of development in a
specific environment (Ingold, 2000b). Learning is not just about passing on
information from one generation to the next, independent of the situational contexts
of the human’s life and activities or without the experience, perception and action
involved. Learning is about an education of the attention, about a fine-tuning or
sensitization of the entire perceptual system (Ingold, 2000e). It is about learning to
attend to the world in certain ways through involvement with others in everyday
contexts of practical action. Hence capacities of perception, as of action, undergo
continuous formation within processes of ontogenetic development. It is not about
the acquisition of cognitive schemata or mental models, but about the acquisition of
skills for direct perceptual engagement with its various constituents.

The importance of reconsidering the body as a perceptual system in ecological
psychology, rather than localising perception in the mind (as in cognitive
psychology), opens up the possibility of looking at learning processes in in this
entirely different way. Learning doesn’t necessarily involve symbolical, cognitive or
procedural information in the head. Non-verbal modes of memory and processing
can be conceived of as an intelligence of the body (Norris, 2005). Also Latour (2004)
is pointing to learning as an education of the attention and the important role of the
body, the senses and the environment within this learning process. In his view, the
body is not a provisional residence of something superior: the mind, an immortal
soul, ... It is by the body that we learn to register and become sensitive to what the
world is made of (Latour, 2004).

For example when we want to learn to register the smallest contrasts in an odour Kit,
one needs a weeklong training, starting with a dumb nose, which cannot
differentiate between sharp contrasts and ending up with a nose which becomes
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sensitive to the more and more subtle differences (Latour, 2004). What do we need
in this education of our nose? According to Latour (2004), it is not enough to have a
nose for this learning process. One needs the odour kit as part of a ‘learning
environment’ to move the trainee from inattention to attention (Latour, 2004). The
odor kit has taught the person to be affected. Also the teacher and his sessions are
important aspects in this learning process (Latour, 2004). The trainee has moved
from an inarticulate subject, i.e. someone who whatever the environment is like (the
odour kit, or what the other says), always feels, acts and says the same thing, to
become an articulate subject, who is affected by the environment (the odour kit, or
other people around him). Latour contrasts this way of learning to the other model
based on a dualism between the body and the world, which sees language as the
intermediary that establishes connections between the world and the subject. This
model does not fit the data in this case. The intermediaries which are used in the
education of the nose (the odour kit, language), disappear once the connection has
been established (Latour, 2004). They are only /earning tools, instruments to aid
perception. So also Latour argues that in these learning processes, language doesn't
function as an /ntermediary between the world and the mind. As in ecological
psychology, he considers language as an /nstrument to teach the person how to
direct his attention and perceptual awareness.

Perception is not about an activity of the mind on the bodily deliverances of senses,
but about the ongoing activity of the whole person moving around, exploring an
environment, intentionally attending to the world and continually adjusting the
receptor organs so as to pick up information —in the Gibsonian sense of information
pick-up (Ingold, 2000g). In arguing what learning processes are, Ingold (2000d) is
talking about a ‘movement of the attention’ and ‘guided rediscovery’. In this way
each generation contributes to the next, not by handing on a corpus of information
in the sense of representations, but rather by introducing novices into contexts which
afford selected opportunities for perception and action (Ingold, 2000p). This is what
Gibson called the ‘education of the attention’. Words in this view are /nstruments for
perception, not representations of the external world.

We can recognize Smith’s conception of ‘traditions’ as instrument,t in this ecological
conceptualisation of words. Smith’s emphasis on the relation between ‘cumulative
tradition’ and ‘faith’ can be translated as: ‘traditions’ as ‘learning environment’ which
aids the person to discover things for himself. ‘Faith’ is not about believing in an
idea or other symbolical content, but about finding out something for himself. His
expression “seeing the truth for oneself” already contains this perceptual aspect as
contrary to conceptual knowledge. This experience of the religious individual (i.e.
‘faith’) cannot be reduced to a belief in an idea, as Wiebe and Smart proposed in
order to be able to have a scientific study of religions.

2.3.2 Learning through experience in ‘tradition’ as learning
environment

Let’s see how Ingold interconnects this ‘learning as experience’ of the individual with
the notion ‘tradition’. We take the concrete experience of bilum-making skills. How is
this skill passed on from generation to generation? It is the result of a process of
‘guided rediscovery’ in which the role of the experienced bilum-maker cannot be
underestimated. He is part of the ‘learning environment’ of the novice and is setting
up a learning environment in which the novice can gain in proficiency for himself
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(Ingold, 2000p). Again we can parallel this example with Buddhism, in which the role
of the teacher is crucial. The key to fluent performance in bilum-making lies in the
ability to co-ordinate perception and action as well as the gradual attunement of
movement and perception (Ingold, 2000p). As in any craft, the skilled maker is
continually and subtly responsive to the modulations of her relation with the
material. This involves the alignment of one’s movements through observation and a
focusing of attention with that of the expert. It is about a re-enactment. Verbal
instructions are a steppingstone, which get meaning from their positioning within a
field of practice or taskscape. Except for the fact that meditation itself cannot be
learned through observation, the example perfectly parallels the role of the learning
environment Buddhism as a ‘tradition’, plays for the Buddhist novice in learning the
skill of meditation. The constant feedback, readjustment and verbal instructions,
which are further applied immediately (re-enacted) in the context of the mind during
meditational practice are crucial to the learning process.

This stands in sharp contrast with the cognitive model that Ingold (2000p) criticizes.
In this model, the novice is first observing, and internalizing the movements. Thus by
watching the activity of her mother, a young girl absorbs and assimilates the intrinsic
rules of the craft. Once these are firmly implanted in her mind, she can proceed to
execute them in the production of her own work (Ingold, 2000p). In order to show
the shortcomings of this model and to show how for example only verbal instruction,
without this living ‘learning environment’ cannot do, Ingold (2000p) set up an
experiment. The goal was to try making a completely unfamiliar and rather
complicated knot, guided only by a manual which provided detailed verbal
instructions and step by step diagrams. The problem they experienced while
attempting to make the knot, lay in converting each instruction, whether verbal or
graphic, into actual bodily movement. The only escape was patient trial and error. By
this Ingold (2000p) showed that by having a verbal program in the mind, this doesn’t
mean that one is a skilled practitioner. Knowing how to make knots cannot be
handed down as a package of rules and representations, independently and in
advance of their practical application.

Ingold (20000) tries to open up a new perspective on all kinds of skilled practices
and not only to this concrete example of bilum- or knot-making. A representation or
mental model in the imagination of the practitioner, prior to its execution in the
material will not do. Even in a skill like basket-making, the form is not simply
impressed upon the material from a pre-existing image in the maker’s mind. The
actual concrete form of the basket does not issue from an idea, but rather comes
into being through the gradual unfolding of that field of forces set up though the
active and sensuous engagement of practitioner and material. It emerges through a
pattern of skilled movement (Ingold, 20000). A skill in this sense is neither about
something in the memory or the head of a person, but about a flexibility and
sensitiveness to a changing environment, whether in basket-making, hunting, pot-
baking, or even in meditation and post-meditation time as we will see in a detailed
way later (part 111).

Crucial elements in this view of skilled learning are the person’s experience, including
his body, senses and the attention pervading these perceptual systems. The
environment as well as other carriers of the tradition can neither be omitted in the
study of these skills. They are inherently related to each other, or in Smith’s words:
‘cumulative tradition’ and ‘faith’ cannot be studied separately. Using ecological
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psychology, we are able to make Smith's proposals understandable in non-religious
terms.

2.4  Summary: new concepts for the study of Buddhism

As we discussed in part 1, Wiebe (1977) acknowledges the point of the non-
cognitivists: religion is more than a cognitive interest in the world. The problem for
him is however that we cannot study these non-cognitive, non-symbolical
experiences in an objective way. For Wiebe (1992) however, we can study the
significations they carry for the subjects. The essernce of religion for Wiebe is and
stays the doctrines, the ‘belief system’ (Wiebe, 1977). Smart also wanted to give the
religious experiences a place in his theory, but the solution he came up with could
neither do to study Buddhism as we saw in part I. With Smith we found an opening
for studying religion in another way than what Smart and Wiebe proposed. But Smith
was criticized enormously and his proposal for the study of religion got
misinterpreted by many authors. So while Smith stepped out of a paradigmatic
thinking in which these authors were stuck, he caused us a lot of problems, being so
difficult to understand with his religious language. To overcome this problem we
used Ingold’'s conception of ‘tradition’ and learning processes in order to make
Smith’s point more clear in a non-religious language. Now let us resume what we
have come up with in order to look at Buddhism in a scientific and non-reductive
way. In this way we hope to have found a solution which would be both satisfying
for Wiebe, who was looking for a scientific way to look at religion; for Smart who
wanted to look at religion in a non-ethnocentric way and for Smith who wanted to
look at religion in a non-reductive way.

In our solution we don’t want to look at religion as a body of externalia, doctrines,
beliefs and convictions people hold. We want to see religion as a ‘tradition’ which is
containing a body of symbols as means, tools or instruments to facilitate a learning
process in the individual. The symbols of the ‘tradition’ therefore cannot be studied
as would they contain the entire signification in themselves, as a static body of
knowledge, or as a content. We have to look at what the ‘tradition’ and its symbols
do in the lives of religious individuals. This is where we find the signification of the
symbols, as what process they facilitate in individuals. So if we want to study the
Buddhist tradition, we have to study it in re/ation to the people who are part of the
tradition. We see tradition as such as a relational term. People are part of the
‘tradition’ as well as the ‘tradition’ becomes part of a people’s lifes. Person and
‘tradition’ are part of a broader ‘field of relationships’. Through the person’s
wayfinding in life he goes into interaction with his social and physical environment
and through this experience he grows further into his tradition. The experience of
the person is also part of the process that the tradition facilitates in his life. The
tradition as well as the social and physical environment of the person are part of a
‘learning environment’. This is how we would like to use the concept ‘tradition’, as a
‘learning environment’ which sets up situations into which a person can discover and
feel things for himself. We also want to take the contribution of other experienced
practitioners in this process into account. We see ‘traditions’ as ‘learning traditions’,
who pass learning tools from generation to generation, by which the person can find
out things for himself in his experiences in life. We cannot separate the transmission
of the tradition from the ‘field of relationships’ to which the person belongs. In this
way tradition is present in the life, in the practices and experiences, or in short, in
the learning process of the person. The tradition cannot be passed on as a corpus of
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knowledge standing in itself, present in a library for example. The transmission of a
‘tradition’ happens through people who are becoming part of the tradition.

We can find the tradition in the processes of individual's lifes. It is also not just
present in the people their lifes in the form of convictions held in their heads. We
don’t want to study the person as a passive receiver of these convictions, but we
want to study the activities of the people, by which they participate in a tradition.
The tradition is acted out in a process. Experience is not present in some internal
subjective space, but in the practical engagement of the person. What does the
person do with this tradition in his personal life? The process in which an individual
grows into a tradition is affecting the whole person as a living being in his
environment. This process is changing the individual as a whole. Whatever the end
result of this process is, is what is interesting us in the study of Buddhism as well as
the processes themselves that people undergo. Is the person for example being a
Buddhist by reading books and what does this bring to the person? Or is the person
being a Buddhist by discussing about Buddhist themes with his friends and relatives
or on discussion forums on the internet? And what does this bring to the person? Is
the person being a Buddhist while reciting Buddhist puja-texts? And how does this
affect the person? Is the person especially being Buddhist through burning candles in
front of the Buddha-images in his house? Is the person for example practicing
meditation? What meditation and how does he practice meditation, and how does
this meditation affect him and others in his life?

Tradition and traditional knowledge are regenerated in the experience of people. So
there is not only one way in which a tradition can take form, but there are maybe as
many ways as there are Buddhists. People engage in an interaction with a tradition
without knowing where this will bring them. This depends namely not only on the
tradition, but also on the person and how he uses the tradition in his life*. Therefore
we will study the experiences and activities of the people, in what way they relate to
the Buddhist tradition and what they learn through that.

Gibson's ecological psychology and Ingold’s analysis of enskillment will prove very
useful in our study of Buddhist practices of meditation. We were confronted with the
limits of Smart and Wiebe’s methodology of studying the human being as a Aomo
symbolicus, in the study of meditation. It is here that the psychology of Gibson will
allow us to study those things which go beyond words. We will look at meditation as
a specific learning process, namely as enskillment in which the whole person is
involved. By person we mean a ‘field of relationships’ in which are involved his heart
(emotions), body and perceptual systems, which relate him to his social, physical and
psychological environment. The mind and the attention are pervading this field of
relationships. Also in the study of meditation, the ‘environment’ and ‘perceptual

* We agree with Smith that in the study of religion we should not judge whether this is the
right way or not to participate in a tradition. We leave that question open.
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systems’ are very important concepts. In part Il we will find out how we can apply
the notion of ‘perceptual fine-tuning’ and the ‘education of the attention’ in this
practice. The knowledge meditation practice generates, will be better understood
with Gibson and Ingold’'s conception of knowledge than with the conception of
knowledge within cognitive psychology. See appendix 1 for an extensive discussion
on knowledge as conceptualized from a cognitive psychology versus an ecological
psychology. What Smith tried to explain with his notion of ‘faith’, which would be left
out in the study of Smart and Wiebe, can be translated as human experience as
knowledge, perceptual knowledge or habitual knowledge within an ecological model
of knowledge, rather than cognitive knowledge. Also Norris (2005) tried to point out
the importance of different modes of cognition of the body and feelings and
particular qualities of perception and memory in religious processes. The emphasis of
verbal description and mediation from the intellect in our Western frame of thoughts
is less dominating in these concepts.
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3 A middle way: Buddhist psychology and perception

We have addressed the underlying ontogenetic presumptions in our Western
psychological models and their influences on the concepts we want to use in our
study of Buddhism. But what justifies us to take ecological psychology as well as its
theory of direct perception and the possibility to educate the attention and the
senses, as a framework for our study of Buddhism? Let us now first take a look at
Buddhist psychology in order to get a clearer view of these three psychologies and
the way they are or aren't related to each other. We showed a short overview of
cognitive psychology and ecological psychology. Both are very interesting
approaches and seem to address the empiric phenomena in a plausible way.
However they seem to be contradicting each other strongly. In scientific debate they
have also relentlessly attacked each other. The cognitive model argues that human
perception of the environment is mediated by cognitive models and representations
and is mostly a process of construction in the mind. Ecological psychology rejects
this view entirely and argues that information is directly retrieved from the
environment, without the need of any mediating models in the mind. We will see
how Buddhist psychology uses a completely different theoretical framework and
approximation of these phenomena, but seems however to be able to include both
direct and mediated perception into its theory. We can see similarities, but also
important differences with both Western psychologies.

In this chapter we will take Buddhism as a partner in questioning the human mind.
Mignolo (2000) argued that it is interesting for Western science to take a look at
non-Western ways of thinking. Mignolo calls these ‘border thinking’ because they are
situated at the periphery of the hegemonic Western discourse. According to Mignolo
these kinds of ‘border thinking’, however, have the potential to broaden our Western
theories and the often paradigmatic thought frames in which we are trapped. So this
chapter is multifunctional in that it will help us to put Buddhist psychology in the
context of the psychologies which are permeating our concepts in the study of
Buddhism (as our object of study). It also has to help us justify the turn we have
taken to take ecological psychology as our starting point. And next to that, taking a
look at Buddhist psychology could throw some new light on our own, Western,
contradicting psychological theories about the human being and perception in
particular.

It is only in part 111 that we will take Buddhism as the object of our study, using the
concepts outlined in chapter 2 of part Il. In part IV we will justify using Buddhism as
a partner in Western psychology.

There is an enormous body of Buddhist literature concerning the subject ‘perception’.
For example in the Abhidharma literature we can find a psychological model of the
mind (Geshe Rabten, & Batchelor, 1978) and a detailed overview of the different
kinds of perceptual consciousness (deCharms, 1999). There are two sets of
Abhidharma literature: the lower-set based on Vasabhandu’'s Treasury of Abhidharma
and the higher-set based on Asanga’s Compendium of Abhidharma (Geshe Rabten et
al., 1978). The Abhidharma literature had become elaborated into eighteen different
schools that debated each other on various topics (Varela, et al, 1993). The
Sautrantika literature, which is situated within the Gelug pa branch of Tibetan
Buddhism, along with their oral commentary, are valued for detailed descriptions of
how thought and direct perception know their objects (Klein, 1991). The Sautrantika
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system also explains the relationship between intellectual and meditational
understanding of reality (Klein, 1991). In the Madhyamika philosophy of Nagarjuna,
which originated 500 years after the Buddha's death, we can find a teaching about
emptiness (‘sunyata’) and its relation to the perception of reality. This understanding
of perception and cognition approximates Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology and the
more recent ideas in psychology of cognition as enaction (Varela et al., 1993).

Buddhist philosophy and psychology however should not be seen as an abstract
theory, because it is not to be divorced from meditational practices or from daily
activities of life. The texts including the philosophy also included meditation manuals
(Varela, et al, 1993). The Mahamoudra tradition within the Kagyu pa branch of
Tibetan Buddhism also includes interesting opinions and practices concerning
perception.

In this article we will restrict ourselves to using secondary literature of these
Buddhist texts or translations of primary texts which include oral commentaries. In
Buddhist tradition, oral commentary from respected practitioners is considered an
important source of knowledge and these days, they are often also published. We
want to respect this in our article. Next to that we will also make use of oral
commentaries of texts, like for example the Ocean of Definitive Meaning from
Wangchoug Dordje on Mahamoudra, since the Kagyu pa order is mainly an oral
tradition and texts are not playing such a central role as they do in Gelug pa
tradition. Klein and deCharms extensively studied the primary texts of the
Sautrantika system and their oral commentaries. Komito studied the middle way
philosophy of Nagarjuna. Geshe Rabten and Lati Rinbochay are authorized Buddhist
practitioners. Traleg Rinpoche is a well-respected teacher within the Kagyu pa
Tibetan branch of Buddhism. Also Lama Karta is a well-respected Kagyu pa teacher.
de Wit is an authorized meditation teacher, but also a scientist who extensively
studied Buddhist psychology. Varela also was a Buddhist practitioner and student of
the Dalai Lama, who as a neuroscientist also studied meditation in a scientific
manner.

Since the bodies of literature concerning the topic of perception of reality are so
enormous, we will only be able to give a short overview of it in order to give the
reader an idea of some similarities and subtle differences with Western psychology.
Buddhist psychology proves to show a bridge between the perceived contradicting
statements of cognitive psychology and ecological psychology. This is important to
our thesis since in chapter two we have contrasted cognitive and ecological
interpretations of concepts such as ‘tradition’, ‘faith’, experience, learning processes,
knowledge and so on. We have preferred the ecological interpretation in these
concepts over the cognitive interpretation, since it is able to include certain
phenomena (such as non-conceptual experiences) in Buddhism, which were only
reduced to cognitive schemata in the cognitive approach. Just as in ecological
psychology, in Buddhist psychology the unmediated interaction with the environment
is seen as a possibility. This theory will also be important in the understanding of
meditation.

Buddhist psychology doesn't reject the cognitive thesis that perception is also
mediated by cognitive schemata. However Buddhism conceptualizes these processes
in a subtly but very important different way than cognitive psychology. Buddhist
psychology tends to speak more about a mixing of mental and perceptual objects. In
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order to do this, they make an elaborate classification of ‘perceptual
consciousnesses’ and ‘conceptual consciousness’ and how the objects of these six
different consciousnesses are perceived. Both aspects of mediated and unmediated
perception and experience (which we also find in ecological and cognitive
psychology) are important aspects of Buddhist theory of mind and the meditational
practices coming forth from these. So if we are willing to study Buddhism as an
object, we should be able to include both aspects in our concepts. Since cognitive
psychology couldn't do this, we reinterpreted our concepts with ecological
psychology, even if we didn't want to throw cognitive psychology overboard, as
Gibson (1979) did.

In Buddhist psychology for example the mixing of mental images with direct
perception is considered ignorance and is identified as the key factor in human
suffering. This elaborated Buddhist theory on perception comes close to cognitive
psychology. Meditation techniques are designed to break through these conceptual
frameworks in order to train the mind to gradually have direct access to reality. For
example the method of stabilizing the attention and cultivating mental balance in
shamatha meditation is a way to unravel the confusing (symbolical) network in our
minds. Meditation will help us to gradually overcome the fixation on mental
constructs, on our stream of thoughts narrowing our consciousness. It points the
way to lively, direct and unmediated perceptions. The disciplines of the attention we
can find in Zen, mindfulness-awareness training, shamatha and other meditation
techniques are meant to overcome perceptual ignorance (as an important cause for
suffering).

3.1 The human consciousnesses

The human being in Buddhist psychology is conceptualised as a creature of both
conceptual thought and direct experience (Klein, 1991). Here we can see the links to
both cognitive psychology (perception is mediated with cognitive schemata) and
ecological psychology (information is immediately picked up from the environment
without any intermediaries). These two ways of knowing are considered
fundamentally different, yet also inextricably related (Klein, 1991). Buddhist
psychology is taking a totally different turn than Western psychology. It is not only a
matter of knowing the world in either a direct or a mediated way. Corresponding to
these two ways of knowing, we distinguish two sorts of thinking and two sorts of
corresponding objects (deCharms, 1999). Both ways of knowing, in Sautrantika have
their shortcomings and useful sides.

On the one hand we have an ‘ultimate mind’ (also called ‘direct perceiver’), which
has access to ‘ultimate truths’ or has impermanent or ‘specifically characterized
phenomena’ as its objects (Klein, 1998). This is a ‘perceptual consciousness’ which is
free from conceptuality and is said to have direct access to reality. This aspect of
Buddhist theory of perception comes close to the point of view of ecological
psychology which claims direct, unmediated perception of reality to be possible. On
the other hand we have a conventional or ‘conceptual mind’ which has access to
conventional truths or has ‘generally characterized phenomena’ as its objects (Klein,
1998). The conventional mind is any conceptual state of mind. It is a mental
cognition that does not behold its objects (of perception) immediately or barely as
the direct perceiver, but cognizes them via the media of mental images (Geshe
Rabten et al., 1978). In contrast with ecological psychology, Buddhism also seems to
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recognize the existence of intermediaries in perception, as we can find
representations as intermediaries in cognitive psychology. We will explain these two
ways of knowing and their objects in a more detailed way below.

3.1.1 ‘Perceptual consciousnesses’

‘Perceptual consciousness’ is considered to be a ‘direct perceiver’ that has direct
access to its objects. The definition of a direct perceiver is: “a non-mistaken knower
that is free from conceptuality” (Lati Rinbochay, 1980; deCharms, 1999; Klein,
1998). This definition was posed by Geshe Jambelsampel in his Presentation of
Awareness and Knowledge and stands in direct contrast with the ‘conceptual
consciousness’. ‘Perceptual consciousness’ or the ultimate mind is a non-conceptual
state of mind which perceives visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory or tactile sense
cognitions and immediate, non-mediated mental cognitions (!) (Geshe Rabten et al/.,
1978). Here we cannot but notice the unusual, (read: totally different conception as
in Western psychology) classification of mental phenomena, as objects of direct
perception. We also found this idea above, with Ingold® who considered
representations, not as the intermediary between the human and the world, but as
co-arising phenomena in human experience. Mental objects such as thoughts,
memories, phantasies and so on can thus, according to Buddhist psychology, also be
perceived in a direct way. In Buddhism, different kinds of mental events are
recognized. For example one can have a mental perception, which is similar in nature
as a sense-perception (Geshe Rabten et al, 1978). Both can be objects to the
‘perceptual consciousness’. The difference between mental- and sense-perceptions is
that sense-perceptions depend upon a physical sense-organ as their dominant
condition (and are ‘specifically characterized phenomena’), whereas the dominant
condition of mental perceptions is said to be the mental organ (Geshe Rabten &
Batchelor, 1978). This is not a physical organ but simply whatever state of cognition
that immediately precedes the mental perception (Geshe Rabten et a/., 1978).

Perceptual consciousness is called ‘direct’ and ‘non-mistaken’ because it is a
trustworthy perception of its object, as if a mirror would give an exact image of that
which is before it (deCharms, 1999). ‘Direct perception’ is also called a ‘complete
engager’, because when it perceives for example a table, it sees all the factors
involved with it (Klein, 1998). Also Gibson (1979) stressed that the amount of
information available in a flowing stimulus array is limitless and the human being just
has to pick it up there without any mental models to interfere. The direct perceiving

® Representations in this view emerge together as complementary moments of the process of
people’s life in the world (Ingold, from the transmission). Representations are not
representing the world, they are not the expressions of what one knows, they are not the
intermediaries between the mind and the world. Rather they co-exist in the field of
experience and are part of the lived-in-world, as well as the body and the senses are part of
this world.
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consciousness of a normal human being, however cannot capture the more subtle
aspects of the objects (deCharms, 1999). According to Buddhism, ‘perceptual
consciousness’ does not confuse aspects or factors of one object with those of
another, as does conceptual thought (Klein, 1991). No interpretation based on
former experiences is involved (deCharms, 1999). ‘Perceptual consciousness’ is free
of thoughts (Komito, 1987). Therefore it is also called a ‘bald consciousness’,
because it is standing in near contact with reality (deCharms, 1999). The eye and ear
consciousness are ‘perceptual consciousnesses'. Like this they are the same kinds of
knowing, but they are considered different consciousnesses because they collect
their knowledge in their very own way (Cabezon, 1988).

The possibility of human beings to perceive their environment in a direct way is
considered possible in Buddhist psychology, which is not done in cognitive
psychology. The description above is based on the Sautrantika system which differs
on the topic of direct perception with the Prasangika-Madhyamika system, which
asserts that all phenomena are just imputed by thought (Klein, 1991). As in
Gibsonian psychology, in both the Sautrantika as the Madhyamika system we can
find the idea that perception can be educated. We will come back to this in a more
detailed way below. However, it is not because Buddhism recognizes direct
perception as a possibility for human beings, (both as a phase in perception, but not
only as a phase in perception), that it rejects the ideas we find in cognitive
psychology, of mediated perception.

3.1.2 Objects of perception of ‘perceptual consciousnesses’

The objects of perception of the ‘perceptual consciousness’ are called ‘specifically
characterized phenomena’ (Klein, 1991) or ‘ultimate truths’ (deCharms, 1999; Geshe
Rabten & Batchelor, 1978). They appear only to direct perception and not to
conceptual thought (Klein, 1991). They are immediately experienced without
intermediaries (deCharms, 1999). These objects appear from their own side in their
totality, in all the richness of its details to the direct perceiver (Klein, 1991;
deCharms, 1999). They are established by way of their own nature, without being
imputed by thought (Klein, 1991; Klein, 1998; deCharms, 1999). Therefore it is said
that they are a bald conscious of the object, without any additions by the conceptual
mind (Klein, 1991; deCharms, 1999). ‘Tathagata’ is a Sanskrit metaphor for the
reality which appears in direct, immediate experience (Hagen, 2003). Everything is
nothing else then an endless ongoing stream. It is that reality which is perceived,
before we start thinking, before perception is coupled to words (Hagen, 2003). There
is no mixing (in place, time and nature) with mental objects (Klein, 1991). For
example when a pot appears to direct ‘perceptual consciousness’, its appearance
does not depend on any other pots, like the concept pot does depend on other pots
in its appearance (Klein, 1991). That is why it is said that there is no difference
between a ‘specifically characterized phenomenon’ and an ‘objective specifically
characterized phenomenon’ (Klein, 1991). It refers to the actual, genuine object.
This consciousness perceives reality in this very clear way. This stands in direct
contrast with objects which are constructed in our thought, like concepts, mental
images and so on (deCharms, 1999). That is why the ‘perceptual consciousness’, in
Sautrantika literature, is considered an unmistaken consciousness, which is not
contaminated by any errors (Klein, 1991).
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3.1.3 ‘Conceptual consciousness’

‘Conceptual consciousness’ is defined in terms of the types of phenomena that are its
appearing objects: ‘generally characterized phenomena’ or ‘conventional truths’ (in
contrast with ‘specifically characterized phenomena’ or ‘ultimate truths’ as objects of
‘perceptual consciousness’) (Klein, 1998). These are mostly meaning-generalities
which are derived from actual experience or passed experiences (deCharms, 1999).
The conceptual mind is not limited to objects within sensory range (Klein, 1998). An
object of conceptuality can also be induced by a process of thinking or reasoning. In
that case, a meaning-generality is immediately retrieved without being induced by a
perception at the moment itself. Conception is a responsive and reflective way of
knowing (Geshe Rabten et al., 1978). ‘Conceptual consciousness’ has the possibility
to judge something ‘this is a form’, ‘this is not a form’ (Gen Damcho, 1999). The
conceptual mind is considered as a specific mental moment and not as the
fundamental nature of the mind itself (deCharms, 1999). This is an important
difference with cognitive psychology which sees the mind as existing entirely out of
mental representations. However in Buddhism, it is recognized that in one day we
are constantly forming new conceptual thoughts, without end (Lati Rinpochee,
1999b).

3.1.4 Objects of perception of ‘conceptual consciousness’

When one sees with one’s eye consciousness (i.e. ‘perceptual consciousness’, a
direct perceiver) a gold pot inside a temple and proceeds to another location, the
shape, colour, and so forth of that former gold pot appear distinctly to the mind. The
mind to which such appears is a ‘conceptual consciousness’, not a direct perceiver
(Klein, 1991). The appearance which appears to that thought consciousness is the
meaning-generality of the gold pot, not the actual golden pot (Klein, 1991). That is
why the objects of ‘conceptual consciousness’ are called ‘generally characterized
phenomena’; they are realized by way of a meaning-generality (Klein, 1991). The
definition of ‘generally characterized phenomena’ is that which is merely imputed by
thought, without being an entity whose mode of subsistence is established from its
own side (Klein, 1991). ‘Conceptual consciousness’ is a mind which realizes an object
which has been created by the mind itself (deCharms, 1999). The concept which is
being created by the mind, is similar to the object of perception only in a general
way.

Impermanent objects or ‘specifically characterized phenomena’ cannot appear as
fully to thought as they do to direct perception, but thought does actually cognize
them and words do actually describe them (Klein, 1998). Also Gibson (1979) stressed
how speech and language only convey a certain sort of information, which has been
put into words and which doesn't contain the limitless information available to
perception. Even if the mental similarity of a ‘generally characterized phenomenon’
doesn’'t have all the characteristics and richness of detail as the actual object, they
do have a certain connection with the ‘ultimate truths’ or ‘specifically characterized
phenomena’ (deCharms, 1999). Only ‘specifically characterized phenomena’ can be
appearing objects of ‘direct perception’ and not of ‘thought consciousness’ (Klein,
1991). ‘Specifically characterized phenomena’ can be cognized by ‘conceptual
consciousness’, through the medium of an image or meaning-generality. For example
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the meaning-of-the-term ‘table’ differs from an actual table that appears to ‘direct
perception’.

An image lacks the vivid detail of the ‘specifically characterized phenomena’ and does
not function as an actual table (Klein, 1998). This mental image doesn’t have the
inherent characteristic that it disintegrates from moment to moment as does a
‘specifically characterized phenomenon’ (deCharms, 1999). They are permanent and
static in nature and do not undergo change (deCharms, 1999; Klein, 1998). This
non-detailed and possibly abstract image serves as generality (Klein, 1998). All
conceptual cognitions are said to be mistaken because reality is impermanent in
nature and continually changing. Conceptuality for example makes us mistake
phenomena as permanent and substantial, whereas they actually disintegrate from
one moment to the next and are insubstantial (Klein, 1998).

3.2  Processes involved in perception

Both ‘perceptual consciousnesses’ as well as ‘conceptual consciousness’ and their
respective objects are involved in the complex perceptual process (Klein, 1991). In
this chapter we will explain how conceptual thought (mediated perception) and
direct perception can operate simultaneously during the process of perception.

Perceiving depends on three conditions. Without these conditions no perception can
take place. We need an actual object, a sense and a previous moment of
consciousness (deCharms, 1999). This causal status of the previous moment of
consciousness, the observed object and the senses are gaining more interest within
Western neuro-scientific research (deCharms, 1999). This previous moment of
consciousness as a ‘knower’ is an important factor in the process of perception,
because it is this one that we can intentionally influence. For example, a trained
mind can perceive objects in a condition of mental stability and concentration
(deCharms, 1999) and this way of perceiving will be different than the perception of
an untrained mind as ‘knower’.

The coming together of these three conditions (an object, a sense and a
consciousness) is called ‘reg pa’® or ‘contact’ (Komito, 1987). In this first moment of
seeing an impermanent object (‘specifically characterized phenomena’) such as a
tree, a table or a river, eye-consciousness arises (Waldron, 2002). This is a moment
of direct perception (Klein, 1998) in which the ‘conceptual consciousness’ and its
mental objects haven't played any role yet (Komito, 1987). This ‘direct perception’

6 This Tibetan term is derived from the Buddhist theory of the twelve chains. We don’t have the time nor place to elaborate on this theory but it
indicates how different elements in our existence are causing an endless chain of suffering. The sixth chain, ‘contact’, along with this view on

perception are playing an important part in the Buddhist understanding of suffering.
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will immediately after become itself the object of a very small moment of ‘mental
direct perception’ (deCharms, 1999). This moment of ‘mental direct perception’
usually cannot be noticed by an untrained mind (Klein, 1998).

Following this, conceptuality begins to operate (Klein, 1998). Here, the subjective
mental factors (memories, emotions, ideas, presuppositions, etc.) start to play an
important role. They create a ‘mental image of the tree, table or river’ (Komito,
1987). This ‘mental image’ will subsequently be mixed with the mental
consciousness, thereby creating a ‘conceptual cognition’ in ‘conceptual
consciousness’ (Geshe Rabten er al., 1978). These discursive, conceptual ideas come
into existence immediately after seeing the table with the eye (Lati Rinpochee,
1999a). The most distinctive element within a ‘conceptual cognition’ is its
apprehension of the object by means of mixing it with a ‘mental image’ (Geshe
Rabten et al., 1978). This ‘mental image of the tree, table, or river appears to the
thought consciousness as mixed with the actual ‘specifically characterized
phenomenon’ ‘table’ (Klein, 1998). Our ‘conceptual consciousness’ is like a kind of
boss which is getting involved in everything we do (Geshe Sonam Gyaltsen, 2000).
In this way, sensory impressions will become ulted by the overlay of various layers of
conceptual categories-frameworks, so that the perceived becomes ulted (Traleg
Rinpochee, 2004).

The visual ‘direct perception’ will be mixed with the ‘conceptual consciousness’
(Komito, 1987). It is said to be the nature of ‘conceptual consciousness’ to operate
in this manner (Klein, 1998). Therefore the table | see today (i.e. a ‘specifically
characterized phenomenon’) appears mixed with tables of other places, times and
natures and it seems to be one with the image of the table (Klein, 1998). So when
an actual object appears to the ‘conceptual consciousness’, it is mixed with a
‘meaning-generality’, it is not the actual object, the ‘specifically characterized
phenomenon’, appearing to the conceptual mind, but an image, a ‘generally
characterized phenomenon’ (Klein, 1998), while to the eye-consciousness they are
not mixed in place, time and nature, it is the actual object, the ‘specifically
characterized phenomenon’ that appears (Klein, 1991). The ‘conceptual cognition’ is
thus no exact reproduction of the object it refers to, but is based on ‘mental images’
(Komito, 1987).

We do not only perceive phenomena, but are injuring reality by this process. We are
giving it an extra reality, which in reality it doesn’'t have (Traleg Rinpochee, 2004).
These two appearing factors, the actual table (SCP: ‘specifically characterized
phenomenon’) and its imputation: the ‘image of a table’ (GCP: ‘generally
characterized phenomenon’) are undifferentiable from the viewpoint of appearance,
despite the obvious difficulty that an object such as a table is impermanent, but its
image is permanent (Klein, 1991). This mental or ‘conceptual consciousness’ is
unable to distinguish between the direct perception of an object (SCP) and the
mental image of the object (GCP) (Komito, 1987). The conceptual cognition is unable
to distinguish between the object as it objectively exists and its own subjectively
projected image that appears mixed together with the object (Geshe Rabten et al.,
1978). Therefore it is said to be a deceived state of cognition (Geshe Rabten et al.,
1978).

For example when we observe a flowing river, what actually appears to the eye
consciousness are just the minute, presently appearing particles of water (Klein,
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1998). This is direct perception. Those present particles of water are ‘specifically
characterized phenomena’. The minute particles which have already passed and
those yet to come do not appear at all to direct perception. Nevertheless, when
someone whose sandal was carried off by the river, earlier in that day, later returns
to that spot, he feels “there is the river which carried away my sandal” (Klein, 1998).
Although the particles of water that took the item have long since passed, it appears
otherwise to the mind because earlier and later parts of the water’'s stream appear
the same for the ‘conceptual consciousness’ (Klein, 1998). This is a case of thought
superimposing a mixture of former and later times onto a present object observed in
‘direct perception’ (Klein, 1998). What is merely imputed by thought often seems to
be established by way of its own nature, just as an imputed stream stretching from
morning to evening only seems to appear to the eye consciousness which in fact,
explicitly perceives only presently existing particles of water (Klein, 1998). The
collection of particles at any given time are the ‘specifically characterized
phenomena’ as appearing objects to ‘direct perception’ or the ‘eye consciousness’ (as
perceptual consciousness’), while the stream is a ‘generally characterized
phenomenon’ appearing to ‘conceptual consciousness’ (Klein, 1998). The conceptual
mind is deceived because it mistakes the mixing of the actual object (the river) and
the incomplete mental image of the river (which mainly exists of imputations of the
mind) for the actual object (deCharms, 1999). The conceptual mind doesn’t imagine
them to be mixed, it simply appears to the mind in that way (deCharms, 1999).

This is a long explanation for what actually happens at the moment of contact
between an object, a sense and a consciousness. After this process of deluding direct
perception with the layers of conceptual excretions, ‘mental fixation’ occurs (Traleg
Rinpochee, 2004). We stay attached to this interpretation of reality (Pema Chodron,
1991). While summarizing different phenomena in one concept or meaning-
generality (as we saw earlier), the mind tends to also go a step further, namely to
appoint an objective existence to what the concept refers to (i.e. mental fixation) (de
Wit, 1998). For example when we are dreaming, our bodies and experiences are
nothing but ‘mental images’, but while dreaming we are usually not conscious of
that. Instead we concretise our experience as if it was pure objective reality (Sogyal
Rinpoche, 1992). We fixate on a ‘meaning-generality’, which was fabricated in the
mind. We form mental images in our mind and then get stuck in our head (Traleg
Rinpochee, 2004). People perceive reality so differently, depending on their concepts
and by this we all live in our unique reality (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992).

Because of this habit of the conceptual mind to impute extra meaning and to see
phenomena as permanent, the reality as we perceive it, is called a ‘relative reality’
and not an ‘ultimate reality’. These fixed images we have of people, situations, ...
then develop clusters of strong emotions’ (Traleg Rinpochee, 2004). It is because of

" In Tibetan this good, bad or neutral feeling is called ‘tsor ba’, the seventh chain in the
theory of the twelve chains (Komito, 1987). These mental movements (in Western
psychology considered as cognitive and affective) are creating and deforming our reality (de
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‘mental fixation’ that we are trapped in ‘Samsara® (Traleg Rinpochee, 2004). It is
conceptuality that is considered responsible for all our mentally disturbing thoughts
and emotions (Geshe Rabten et a/., 1978). This is the condition of existence wherein
suffering and discontent are unavoidably experienced (Geshe Rabten et al., 1978).
The internal emotional responses we have to our experiences, whether wholesome
or unwholesome, are also regarded as conceptual forms of cognition (Geshe Rabten
et al., 1978). Feeling arises not only on the basis of the eye consciousness, but also
on the basis of thought, on what is remembered about or imputed onto that object.
The feeling doesn’'t depend only on the actual object, but also on the internal image
that appears to thought (Klein, 1998). For example, when we see a person, we often
(if not always) make a selection of certain aspects of him. The eye consciousness
sees the colour and shape and the conceptual, mental consciousness takes the
badness of that person as its object (Klein, 1998). Someone else, seeing the same
person, might see him as good (Klein, 1998). One is in fact largely reacting to an
image in one’s mind, even though there may be no awareness that such an image is
present (Klein, 1998).

3.2.1 Direct perception and mediated perception

Above we have discussed an essential epistemological classification within Buddhism
since the fifth century BCE (Klein, 1991). Directly perceiving consciousnesses take
only ‘specifically characterized phenomena’ as their appearing objects, while
‘conceptual consciousness’ takes only ‘generally characterized phenomena’ as its
appearing objects (Klein, 1991). The perception of ‘conceptual consciousness’ stands
in direct contrast to that of the ‘perceptual consciousnesses’ because they know their
objects on the basis of direct experience, and not on the basis of a mental
imputation (deCharms, 1999). The object of the ‘direct perceiver’ is not coming from
within the mind itself, but exists from its own side (Gen Damcho, 1999). Within the
conceptual mind, the action comes more from the side of the mind itself: a
‘meaning-generality’ functions as connection or /ntermediary between the mind and
the actual object (Gen Damcho, 1999). In this aspect of Buddhist theory we can
recognize the ideas we also found within cognitive psychology, namely that the mind
is playing an active role in perception. However the way Buddhist and cognitive
psychology conceptualize this working mechanism is of a different order.

The memory or ‘mental image’ we have of the taste of chocolate that appears to
‘conceptual consciousness’ is like chocolate but is far removed from the taste itself.

Wit, 1998). The next step is that desire starts to arise. This is the eighth chain in the theory
of the twelve chains, called ‘srid pa’ in Tibetan (Komito, 1987). Desire is also considered an
important factor in suffering.

8 Samsara indicates the cycle of suffering in which human beings are trapped, according to
Buddhism.
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What appears to ‘direct perception’ is the actual taste of chocolate, not something
that is merely like it. Only ‘direct perception’ knows its objects just as they exist
(Klein, 1998). Here, we can see a similarity with ecological theory of information-
pick-up, in which Gibson argues for the direct perception of phenomena and
immediate retrieval of information from the environment. This is making a big
distance between perception and phantasy. In Buddhist Sautrantika system there is
a great distinction between the objects of ‘direct perception’ and the ‘conceptual
mind’. As good as all Buddhist systems agree that the conceptual mind cannot
apprehend phenomena fully because it misses all the richness of direct experience
(deCharms, 1999). Direct experience cannot be fully apprehended by the conceptual
mind (deCharms, 1999).

Although ‘direct perception’ and conceptual thought operate separately in their own
spheres, according to Sautrantika, most types of experience involve some collusion
between the two (Klein, 1998). Once conceptuality begins, it operates simultaneously
with subsequent moments of ‘direct perception’. This means that while the eye
consciousness is apprehending the specific characteristics of is object, the thought or
‘mental image’ derived from the eye consciousness superimposes a ‘meaning-
generality’ onto that object as well. One feels one is engaging in and reacting to only
‘direct perception’, while actually a ‘meaning-generality’ interferes (Klein, 1998). The
‘meaning-generality’ can be considered as a veil, which is withholding the mind from
‘direct perception’ (Gen Damcho, 1999). It is like a piece of cloth between my hand
and my leg. The hand doesn’t hold the leg in a direct manner, there is some piece of
fabric between it (Gen Damcho, 1999). It is in this way that the ‘meaning-generality’
can also be seen as something between the mind and the object of perception (Gen
Damcho, 1999). This comes close to Bruner's example we discussed in the chapter
on cognitive psychology: where people extract some information from the incoming
stimulus and read the rest from the cognitive models in their mind.

The ‘direct perceiver’ realises the object in a direct and unmediated way, without
having to make use of an intermediary structure, ideas or mental models which
originated in the conceptual mind (cf. ecological psychology). The ‘conceptual mind’,
however can only realise its objects by way of an intermediary (deCharms, 1999).
The conception: “this is a colour” is a reflection upon an object already presented to
the mind by the visual sense perception. This is a simplified example of the way
conceptuality constantly accompanies our sense experience of the world within the
internal stream of thought (Geshe Rabten et a/., 1978). Our mind streams seems to
go on in an unbroken way. Because of this commenting, we are not aware of many
aspects in our stream of experience (de Wit, 2003). It is a veil hanging over direct
experience and obscuring it. The mediating images or ‘meaning-generalities’, which
are the objects of ‘conceptual consciousness’ are therefore also called an ‘obscurer’
in the process of perception, because compared with direct experience, it obscures
the object (Gen Damcho, 1999). If for example we look with our eyes at a form and
close them afterwards and try to call the form back to mind, it will be like as if
someone is throwing a veil over our view of the object (Gen Damcho, 1999). That is
because our conceptual experience is not as clear as our direct experience. With the
conceptual mind, we no longer have a bald or undressed perception of the object
(Gen Damcho, 1999).

In ‘conceptual consciousness’, there is always an intermediary factor, like as if we
are looking at the world through a glasses (Geshe Rabten et al., 1978). Just like a
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man wearing a glasses, is unable to distinguish between the objects he sees and the
lenses in his glasses, a conception of something is unable to distinguish between the
actual characteristics of its object and the subjectively imposed characteristics of the
mental image (Geshe Rabten et al., 1978). The tendency of conceptuality to blur or
generalize is considered a mistake if it goes unrecognized by the mind (Klein, 1998).
According to the Sautrantika system nearly all ordinary experience involves such an
unanalyzed mixture of conceptual thought and direct perception (Klein, 1998).
According to the Madhyamika system, normal, untrained mental consciousness is
always unable to perceive sensory consciousness or its appearing objects without the
superimposed mental images (Komito, 1987). This is in accordance with Western
neuro-scientific research which found that the brains capacity to grasp instant
meaning is a basic pre-attentive process: it is done long before attention itself gets
underway (Austin, 1998). The Sautrantika system, however, leaves the possibility for
direct, unmediated perception open.

Here we find that Buddhism is taking a middle way between the extreme positions of
cognitive versus ecological psychology. Even if Buddhist psychology recognizes the
interference of subjective elements within perception (like in cognitive psychology),
Sautrantika doesn’t exclude the possibility of direct perception for the untrained mind
(as in ecological psychology). All Buddhist systems however agree, that we can train
direct perception through meditational practices. Meditation helps to calm down the
mental internal chatter accompanying experience or perception, which helps us to
get a clearer view of reality. Furthermore meditation trains the attention in such a
way, that we become more sensitive to direct mental perception, something which
cannot be perceived by an untrained mind. In this way it differs from cognitive
psychology but comes closer to ecological psychology, and its theory of the
education of the attention and the senses.

3.2.2 The experience of reality: objective or subjective? A middle
way

In Buddhism, existence and experience are regarded as the results of the mental,
vocal and physical actions of the human being (Geshe Rabten et al., 1978). As we
saw earlier, our experience is usually influenced by the concepts in our minds
(deCharms, 1999). These preconceptions are the armour with which one habitually
distances oneself from immediate experience (Varela et al, 1993). These concepts
and convictions are distancing us from an unbiased and open-minded awareness of
the world (de Wit, 1998). Perception is mostly so completely submerged in erroneous
over-reification that phenomena are not perceived as they actually exist (Klein,
1998). Our daily experience comes into existence in dependence on the way we
conceptualise it mentally (de Wit, 1998). Therefore experience is given as conceptual
experience (de Wit, 2003). It is thus neither an exact mirror of nature which reflects
things ‘as they are’, nor is it a unilateral projection of a priori categories, since the
cognitive capacities of a sense organ are also correlatively defined by the kinds of
stimuli that may impinge upon it (Waldron, 2002). Cognition is neither purely
subjective or wholly objective (Waldron, 2002). The world of experience is a complex
enmeshment of objective and subjective elements (Klein, 1998). It is not an illusion,
nor the ultimate reality but an emulsion of both (de Wit, 2000). This also explains
why for some people this world feels like heaven and for others like hell. We make
the wrong assumption that what we see is objectively real (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992).
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Next to that there are certain thoughts which have received such a reality for us that
we have started to live in them. Not the world around us, but our thoughts have
become our psychological environment (de Wit, 2000). Our mind then loses itself in
this self-created and egocentric mental world, which is obscuring our perception as a
veil of projections we have laid over the world (de Wit, 2003). Because of that, we
don’t see the phenomena for what they really are and we don’'t have the mental
ability to distinguish between the objective and the subjective aspects of our reality
(de Wit, 2003). This has serious psychological and social consequences (de Wit,
1998). Let’s take an example from the teaching of Traleg Rinpoche (2004): “Today,
she came home late and before too. So what is going on?” And later we see her
laugh with someone and we think: “that’s it!”. We take what we see for granted and
think it is the way we see it, but it is not (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004). In our experience,
phenomena and the mind are not differentiated. The phenomena are understood in
terms of the mind (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004). So if our mind would not be so jealous,
then the man in the above example, would have a different experience, than that he
feels cheated on.

Our experience of reality will always be influenced by the kind of mind we have,
there is no bypass to that (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004). We should realise these
experiences are only appearances, but we are ignorant of this and take the
appearances to be the reality (Lama Karta, 2004b). Everything with which we are
confronted is a relative reality. This reality is also truly there and we do experience it,
but this doesn’t mean this corresponds to the ultimate reality (Lama Karta, 2004b). It
is here that we can situate the Buddhist concept ‘emptiness’ (Traleg Rinpoche,
2004). This concept is often used in the wrong context, from a wrong understanding.
Emptiness doesn’t mean that the trees and the rocks wouldn’t exist and would only
be mentally. ‘Emptiness’ doesn’'t mean that something would not be there, things do
exist (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004). ‘Emptiness’ means that one becomes sensitive for the
interrelational character of phenomena (Lama Karta, 2004b). When we analyse an
appearance or a phenomenon, we will see how it is a complex network of
relationships®. This stands in contrast with our habit to conceptualise phenomena as
static (GCP) (Lama Karta, 2004b). That the relative reality we create in this way,
doesn't correspond with the actual reality, is what is meant by the concept
‘emptiness’. We will furthermore fixate on this relative reality and this will influence
the way we approach the world (Lama Karta, 2004b). Whatever reality there is, will
not only reflect the structure of consciousness of the mind, but will only be able to
proceed from the structures the mind lays out (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004). Reality does
exist, but we help to create her as well. Just like in a dream, we create a reality for
ourselves (Wallace, 1993). We unconsciously allow our negative emotions to project

° The view on phenomena as networks of complex relationships is in accordance with the
ecological conception of a human being as a ‘field of relationships’, of which a tradition, the
environment etc. are a part. So ecological psychology as our starting point seems to be in
accordance with the Buddhist view on perception and reality.
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and crystallize entire realms around us and to define the style, form, flavour and
context of our life in it (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992). In the very act of interpreting the
universe we are creating our world (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992). This explains how the
world co-arises with our cognitive systems (Waldron, 2002). Therefore, everything
we experience is also dependent on the mind (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004).

We should break down our dualistic notion of subject-object, that our experiences
would exist independently of mind and that mind would exist independently of the
world and that there is contact, but they remain separate (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004).
Though the mind and the world are not separate, it just became a habit to think like
that (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004). One of the main characteristics of Buddhist psychology
is that it avoids to presuppose the existence of objects or subjects (de Wit, 1998).
Experience, according to the Sautrantika system, is influenced by on the one hand:
‘generally characterized phenomena’, which are merely imputed by thought, without
being an entity whose mode of subsistence is established from its own side; and on
the other hand: ‘specifically characterized phenomena’, which have a mode of
subsistence that exists from its own side (Klein, 1991). So experience both has an
objective and a subjective side. Also in the concept of ‘emptiness’, Buddhism is
avoiding both extremes of eternalism and nihilism (Lama Karta, 2004). Subject and
object are considered mutually dependent entities: we cannot consider one without
referring to the other (Geshe Rabten et a/., 1978). This is also what we have tried to
do in this article in part | and Il. While studying Buddhism, we also wanted to take
our own culture into considerance, because that would certainly influence our
outlook on Buddhism. What we have tried to do, however, is to at least try to be
aware of it.

3.2.3 Perception as a key factor in human suffering and happiness

In Buddhism suffering or happiness are seen as consequences of the mind (Lama
Karta, 2004b). We explained above how the conceptual mind starts to mix into our
direct perception, so that phenomena are not perceived as they exist (Klein, 1998).
Or in other words, because we interpret phenomena, we see them in a deformed
way and that is why consciousness is said to be biased by ‘ignorance’ (Komito,
1978). Next to that we fixate on our thoughts, convictions, hatred, preferences,
opinions, expectations, obsessions, and worries, in a way that we no longer realize
that they are only thoughts (Hagen, 2003). Earlier we already mentioned that
conceptuality and our fixation on this relative reality is considered responsible for all
our mentally disturbing thoughts and emotions and causes the condition of
existence, in which suffering and discontent are unavoidably experienced, also
sometimes referred to as Samsara (Geshe Rabten et a/., 1978). This misperception is
involved in ignorance and ignorance is considered to cause suffering in Buddhism
(Klein, 1998).

Buddhism distinguishes between different kinds of ignorance. ‘Conceptual confusion’,
for example is about dressing up reality with wrong and contradicting ideas, while
‘perceptual confusion’ is about confusing relative reality (in which we participate in
creating it), for the ‘ultimate reality’ (de Wit, 2000). Furthermore Buddhists
distinguish between ‘conceptual ignorance’, which is about missing the necessary
conceptual structures to understand reality and ‘perceptual ignorance’, when our
conceptual structures are leading us away from consciously experiencing the
phenomena in their fullness (de Wit, 2000). The latter is about seeing our thoughts
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about a situation for the situation itself. We see the map of the landscape for the
landscape itself, or confuse the mental representation for the represented (de Wit,
2000). Because we are not conscious for when we are using this inner map, it is said
that we miss the mental ‘ability of distinction’.

According to cognitive psychology, however, this would be structurally implicated in
the kind of psyche we have, with no bypass to that. It would be human nature to
perceive things only in this way, via our mental, cognitive models and
representations as intermediaries between the world and the mind. However, from
the point of view of mindfulness/awareness meditation —which is gaining more
terrain in cognitive psychology, humans are not trapped forever in this abstract
attitude of conceptuality, which is an obstacle to seeing reality in a direct way
(Varela, et al, 1993). This theoretical point is an aspect however which has not
found its way into cognitive psychology yet. Even if mainstream cognitive science has
found many positive effects of these meditations on human wellbeing, it still has to
find a theoretical fundamental to explain these.

According to Buddhist psychology, however mental fixation and mediated perception
are only mental habits, which have indeed gotten deep trails in the mind, and are
difficult to be changed (de Wit, 2003). Not only psychology, but a whole culture can
become therefore convinced about the unavoidability of these structures in the mind.
They are seen as absolute and become part of our image of the human being (de
Wit, 2003). It is this underlying image of the human being as a disembodied mind,
walking around with representations in its head about the world around him, that we
have found back in the study of religions in part | and that we have identified as
being part of a cognitive paradigmatic way of thinking and have tried to filter out of
our concepts in chapter 2 of part Il. This image of the human being has an influence
on the study of Christianity but also in the study of Buddhism, where authors, like
Steven Katz () start from the initial premise that conceptually unmediated
experiences are impossible, because human experience would invariably involve
memory, apprehension, expectation and language (Wallace, 1999). That the human
untrained mind operates like this is also recognized by Buddhism. According to
Buddhism however, this way of perceiving, along with its consequences of suffering,
are not seen as intrinsic properties of the mind. According to Buddhism, these are
also due to the way in which the mind has been conditioned and trained in the past.
It is possible to overcome any unwholesome and disturbing tendencies by training
the mind in another way (Geshe Rabten et a/., 1978).

3.2.4 Cutting through conceptual frameworks with meditation

In order to understand the ignorance claimed to be the root of all suffering, one
must investigate the objects perceived as well as the perceiving consciousnesses
themselves (Klein, 1998). Buddhist dharma is meant to help people in gaining insight
in how our experience comes into existence from moment to moment and how
experience is being coloured by certain ideas, feelings, preconceptions, hopes, fears,
convictions, whom mix with our direct perception of the ultimate reality (de Wit,
2005). The above articulation of the limitations and deceptions of what is also called
ordinary cognition or perception, leads us to depict a model of mental development
that purportedly leads to liberation from precisely those errors (Klein, 1998) of not
recognizing the role of the mind in our perception and therefore mistaken perception
with the ultimate reality. ‘Ordinary’ cognition, perception or experience stands in
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contrast with the cognition, perception or experience of well-trained minds within
this model of mental development. The concern in Buddhism was about overcoming
the limitations and errors of ordinary perception in order to gain a liberating
knowledge of reality (Klein, 1998). The goal of perception in Tibetan Buddhism
therefore is about training perception in order to get to a direct ultimate access of
the ground of human experience (deCharms, 1999). This is done through conceptual
as well as non-conceptual methods and methods which are both conceptual and
non-conceptual (de Wit, 2000). For a discussion on how conceptuality is used to cut
through conceptual frameworks: see appendix 2. But also correct conceptual images
must be taken away, because these are still obscuring a direct perception (Komito,
1987). To break away from the cycle of suffering, it is necessary to come to a non-
conceptual way of knowing (Komito, 1987). To stop our perceptual ignorance which
is caused by this veil of conceptuality, Buddhism developed disciplines which make
this direct perceptual knowledge possible (de Wit, 2003).

We can see this development as a freeing oneself from the attitudes, ideas,
conceptions, opinions, views, convictions etc., which make us blind for the realities in
our lives (de Wit, 2003). For example the method of stabilizing the attention and
cultivating a mental quiescence (shamatha) is a way to unravel the confusing
network in our mind (de Wit, 2003). Yet beginning meditators are generally
astonished at how difficult it is to be mindful of even so uncomplex an object as for
example the breath. Meditators discover the mind is constantly seized by thoughts,
feelings, inner conversations, daydreams, fantasies, sleepiness, opinions, theories,
judgements about thoughts and mental events that the meditators do not even
realize they are occurring, except at those brief instants when they remember what
they are doing, namely being mindful for the breath as object of meditation (Varela
et al., 1993). These meditation techniques will help us to gradually overcome the
fixation on mental constructs, on our stream of thoughts, which is narrowing our
consciousness (de Wit, 2003). Also Zen is a way which will so reshape awareness
that it finally grasps the reality of things as they really are (Austin, 1998). It points
the way to lively perceptions, to have direct access which bypasses this mental
clutter (Austin, 1998). The disciplines of the attention we can find in Zen,
mindfulness-awareness training, shamatha, ... are meant to overcome perceptual
ignorance, which is the cause of not having access to ultimate reality, because of the
veil of conceptuality which is covering it (de Wit, 2003). It helps us to look at the
landscape, instead of looking at the map of the landscape, while thinking we are
looking at the landscape. Like this we are able to look in a new and unbiased way to
who and what we and others are now (de Wit, 2003). This means the mind is
present in embodied everyday experience. These techniques lead the mind back
from its theories and preoccupations, from this abstract attitude, to the situation of
one’s experience itself (Varela et al, 1993). If you meditate regularly you will
experience how the mind indeed becomes clearer and less beclouded. For example
when you talk to your friend in the train, you will have more eye for her actual state,
you are more present with her in that actual moment, rather than talking to a mental
image in your head, which you have built up in the past and appears mixed with
your actual friend to your mind. You will notice changes in her more quickly and will
not fixate on an image built up of the way she has been in the past. For example
when someone we have known to always be a rather depressed person, suddenly
gets over her depression, it will be difficult for us to notice these subtle changes,
because we associate that person with an image in our heads (i.e. mental fixation).
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While if we are able to be present with that person in a more direct way (as a
consequence of our mental training), we will be able to notice those subtle changes.

If we suspend this mental fixation and are able to hold phenomena vividly present in
our field of attention and judgements don't enter in it, we will have a primordial view
of phenomena (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004). For well-trained minds it is possible to be
very mindful of the conscious process of direct perception, from moment to moment
(deCharms, 1999). That is because these meditation techniques are influencing the
consciousness, the ‘knower’, as one of the three dependent conditions for perception
to arise (object, sense and ‘knower’) (deCharms, 1999). The result is a more
nuanced experience of self and world (de Wit, 2003). An untrained mind usually
doesn’'t have this way of experiencing because of the habit of the mind to impute
concepts on the phenomenal experiences that aren't really there (Traleg Rinpoche,
2004). Through meditation you can cut through these conceptual frameworks
(Traleg Rinpoche, 2004).

These methods are helping us to get a more direct access to our experience on the
one hand, but on the other hand they should render visible in what way our own
thinking is author of our experience of reality (de Wit, 2000). The clarity of mind we
develop helps us to recognize the relativity of our experience of relative reality or
conceptualized experience (de Wit, 2003). This kind of clarity is comparable to a
young child looking in a non-judgmental and unbiased way at the frescos in a
temple. Meditational training helps us to become conscious of the way we interpret
our experience from moment to moment (de Wit, 2003). We become more aware of
the actual experiences, as well as the thoughts which are accompanying them and
the influence these thoughts have on our behaviour and on our relationships with
other people and thus also on the behaviour of these other people’. This is called
the ‘faculty of mental distinction’. It is the mental ability to survey and have insight in
the interdependence of phenomena (mental as well as perceptual phenomena) which
are occurring in the stream of experience (de Wit, 2003). This ‘faculty of mental
distinction’ helps us see the effect of our interpretations on our experience of reality
(de Wit, 2003). It is also making us more able to be aware of our own participating
influence in creating our reality. In Mahamoudra meditation there are many
technigues by which one learns to see that the mind is creating these relative
realities (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004b).

Usually (for an untrained mind) the faculty of distinction is making use of labels,
language (Komito, 1987). After extensive training this is considered to be possible
without the interference of language (Komito, 1987). This is also an idea which is
totally new to cognitive psychology and psychoanalysis. For them the main
characteristic of human consciousness is that direct perceptual thinking is coupled to

1% This mechanism is known in mainstream psychology as the mechanism of the self-fulfilling
prophecy.
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words (Verhaeghe, 2002) or to representations (Anderson, 1995). According to the
Dalai Lama (2002) the misleading thoughts and concepts which are running after the
objects of our perception is not the inherent nature of our mind but they are like
waves which obscure the true nature of our mind. This idea is rather alien to
cognitive psychology and psychoanalysis, which are seeing these cognitive,
conceptual, symbolical representations as the funding structure of the human
psyche. According to the Dalai Lama (2002), however, if we can tie up these levels
of the mind, which are confused in thoughts and concepts, we will have access to
the fundamental state of mind, which is said to be illuminating like the clarity of light.
This refers to a non-conceptual way of knowing which is leading to happiness instead
of suffering. In order to understand this latter aspect of Buddhism, ecological
psychology as underlying our new concepts (worked out in chapter 2 of part 11) will
prove very useful (see part 111 chapter 2).

In Buddhist meditation it is not about either becoming unconscious or either
incorporating new /deas about being human. It is about making us conscious of the
way we interpret and not about exchanging our former interpretations with new ones
(de Wit, 2003). Because of seeing the influence of our fixation on conceptualised
experience, it loses its driving power (de Wit, 2000). And from the moment we
recognize the relativity of reality and don't mistake it any longer for an ultimate
reality (cf. ‘perceptual confusion’), we are said to live in an ultimate reality (de Wit,
2003). By taking away, what is according the Buddhism the cause of unhappiness,
people’s beliefs in a self-created reality and the ignorance for their own implication in
this, we can come to a way of experiencing which is not in the grip of conceptuality
(de Wit, 1998).
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3.3 Conclusion

In the above we showed how Buddhism can be seen as a complementary theory to
Western theories, yet also a totally different theory. Buddhist psychology touches
aspects of cognitive psychology as well as aspects of ecological psychology, without
seeing these as contradictive within the theory, but seeing them as contrasting
aspects within human experience. Just like in Western psychology we find
differences and debates, these can also be found between different Buddhist
psychological traditions. There has been a lot of debate in Western psychology and
philosophy as well as in Buddhist psychology and philosophy about whether human
beings do or don't have direct access to reality. In some Western theories it was
claimed that human beings can by definition not have any direct access to reality,
because of their mental structures. We can find these ideas in the main trends of
cognitive psychology as well as in psychoanalysis. This was strongly contested and
even rejected in ecological psychology which developed an alternative theory about
the human being in his environment and perception. In Buddhist systems we find
different opinions. Some systems, like the Sautrantika system do leave the possibility
open that an untrained person could have direct perception. Other systems like
Nagarjuna’'s Madhyamika philosophy, claim that having direct access to reality is
impossible. There is always an objective as well as a subjective aspect involved. The
Madhyamika system however makes two exceptions. A child which doesn’'t know
language and a trained mind, do have direct and unmediated access to reality. All
Buddhist systems, however agree on the fact that direct perception can be cultivated
in different ways through meditation.

In chapter 2 we have filtered out the cognitive influences in our concepts of religion
studies, because we didn't want our study of Buddhism to be biased by age-old
Western cultural presumptions, which we traced back to the origin of science and
Descartes and even before that, when Christianity was still having hegemonic
influence in intellectual life. Cognitive schemata in symbolical or conceptual forms are
central in cognitive psychology. Ecological psychology will come in very handy in
studying those aspects of Buddhism beyond conceptuality. Even if Buddhist theory
about perception seems to come closer to cognitive psychology in recognizing the
mixing of subjective (‘conceptual consciousness”) and objective elements (‘perceptual
consciousnesses’) in perception, ecological psychology will be useful in our study of
Buddhism since an important aspect of Buddhism is the cultivation of direct
perception. To justify the use of concepts, influenced by ecological psychology in
studying Buddhism, we elaborated on these meditational methods and the way they
are situated within Buddhist psychological theory of perception, namely to cut
through conceptual frameworks.

Here we also bump into an important difference between Buddhism and Western
science, namely that Buddhism is not only interested in abstract theories in order to
find out the truth about reality. The theory doesn’t stand on itself as something we
can get to know, but is meant to create an effect in the lives of human beings.
Happiness.
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Part 11l1: TAKING A SECOND LOOK AT BUDDHISM

In part 1 we showed the shortcomings and problems in some concepts in religion
studies to study Buddhism. We identified the underlying problem to be the limits of
the cognitive paradigm within which these concepts were formulated. In part 1l we
have uncovered this cognitive paradigm in these concepts and proposed new
concepts, using Smith’s concepts and ecological psychology as a starting point. We
have contrasted cognitive and ecological psychology without devaluing one over the
other. We chose ecological psychology as a starting point for our concepts in
studying Buddhism (chapter 2 of part Il), because it can contain the relational aspect
of a living tradition and the non-conceptual learning processes inherent in Buddhism.
There is a lot of debate between cognitive and ecological psychology about whether
perception is mediated or not. In Buddhist psychology (chapter 3 of part IlI) both
direct and mediated perception are recognized as possibilities but very different
possible ways of perceiving of human beings. We discussed how this Buddhist theory
is placed in the Buddhist project of overcoming suffering and how meditation is
related to this.

In part 111, we want to apply the concepts worked out in chapter 2 of part Il to
Buddhism. We will conceptualise Buddhist tradition as a learning environment
(chapter 1). In chapter 2 we will conceptualise meditation as an education of the
attention and discuss the 9 stages of Shamatha meditation as the heart of this
thesis. Here we will show how meditation can be seen as a fine-tuning of the
attention and the creation of a new ‘learning environment’ in the mind as well as the
development of a fine-tuned instrument for investigating the mind. In chapter 3 we
will elaborate on the shamatha mind as a new ‘learning environment’ and a
‘technology’ through which the mind can be further investigated. By using these
concepts in taking a second look at Buddhism, we will have a totally different outlook
on Buddhism, than the image the comparative religion studies presented to us of
Buddhism, namely as a religion, ‘belief system’ or worldview. Suddenly Buddhism
appears to us as a cultivation and a systematic investigation of the mind. This raises
the question whether Western science of mind could learn something from this
century-long Buddhist investigation of the mind. In part IV we will discuss how
Buddhist psychology and meditation has inspired Western psychology and
neuroscience and in part V we will have a meta-discussion on the position Buddhist
knowledge and practices can have in the ‘scientific’ study of the mind.

Buddhism is a name which covers many traditions, in many different countries. Some
traditions focus on some particular practices, while others emphasise other practices.
Therefore it is impossible to include all these in this article. This would make it too
general. We don’'t want to give a general overview, but want to give an idea of
Buddhism in practice. We will focus especially on Tibetan Buddhism since that is the
branch of Buddhism I am acquainted with. Tibetan Buddhism came over from India
and now consists of three main branches: the Gelug pa, the Kagyu pa and the Sakya
pa branch. Even if these branches differ from each other in their focuses on certain
practices, they are seen as compatible and also respect each other’s practices and
theories. Teachers from the different branches of Tibetan Buddhism will further
guide us on this journey.
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1 Buddhist tradition as ‘learning environment’

In chapter 1 we will discuss how the starting point of Buddhism is suffering. The
cause of suffering is that the mind is obscured by conceptual consciousness (as we
discussed elaborately in chapter 3 of part Il). The Buddha discovered how the true
nature of mind is the Buddha-nature. Buddhism as a learning environment offers a
framework which should help people to uncover or to discover this true nature of the
mind. Suffering and happiness are seen as the results of a network of causes and
patterns of co-dependent arising of phenomena. The experience of reality is a very
important aspect in this and is considered depend on the world and our own mind.
Ignorance as a cause of suffering lies in the mechanisms of the mind to fixate on
conceptual ideas in our heads (for example the ‘self’) rather than staying open and
being aware to an ever-changing reality and the interrelatedness of phenomena (for
example the nature of the mind). Suffering is inherently related to conceptualized
experience of reality. Buddhism as a learning tradition offers a set of teachings,
techniques, instruments, skills, rituals, deity’s, ... to purify the mind of those clouds
which temporarily obscure the true nature of the mind. Perception is a skill that can
be improved by meditation.

Buddhist teachings and practices aim at ‘mind training’. This refers to different
interrelated meanings such as training, habituation, cultivation and cleansing. All
these meanings carry ‘transformation’ in them. We will discuss three main trainings:
ethical, attentional and wisdom training. Symbols such as the visualisation of
Buddha-deity’s are conceptualised as means to cultivate the positive qualities
inherent in the true nature of the mind. The dharma is not present in the Buddhist
theories or books. Dharma is something the Buddha discovered in his mind. It was
put into words because he started to teach about it to help people overcome their
suffering. Words are only the instruments passed on to help people discover the
dharma for themselves. It is about a learning process or transformation process in
which the whole person, his body, mind, heart and perceptual systems are included.
Buddhist tradition creates the conditions for this learning, passing on learning tools
and creating a learning environment through which the person can discover for
himself what the Buddha referred to.

The oral transmission and the embodiment of the dharma by teachers and students
is very important in this learning environment. Books cannot replace the relational
dimension and the beating heart of this tradition. The unbroken oral transmission
and the transmission of the dharma in the experiences of Buddhists, is what makes it
into a ‘warm’ tradition. We can distinguish between different kinds of teachers and
different kinds of students in Buddhism. If students are interested in Buddhism as a
way of developing oneself, they need a dharma-instructor who knows the positive
qualities of the true nature of the mind from his own experience in order to be able
to point towards these in the lives of the students. The personal contact with the
dharma is made within this personal relationship between student and teacher. The
teacher must be able to touch the heart of the student and give him the courage and
power to let go of his limited points of view. He will give personal instructions,
suitable for that student in that phase of his life. This way the student will gradually
get in touch with that reality in himself. Finally the mind of the student will become
his own mentor.
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In this way Buddhism is laying out a path which is to be traversed. Buddhism as a
living tradition provides the direction while one is walking the path. The mentor
functions as a guide in unknown territory. The travel instructions don’'t reach further
than that point which lies just in front of us. The instructions are not meant to
describe the road or the experiences, but to transform the listener. Some instructions
only reveal their meaning, once a certain point has been reached. The key in
understanding them lies in the personal traversing of the road.

A person can do many different things with Buddhism. For example the relationship
with a mentor can receive symbolical meaning within the conceptual framework of
the basic phantasm (or cognitive schema) of someone with a borderline personality
structure. Buddhism, however, aims at breaking through these conceptual
frameworks and the discovery of the true nature of the mind. However, all these
different aspects in Buddhist experiences must be included if we want to study
Buddhism. Meditation aims at developing a clarity of mind, reaching a way of
experiencing which is less obscured by conceptuality and leads to a more direct
perception. The training of the attention is important in this. Because of the training
of the ‘faculty of distinction’, one learns to recognize the interplay between direct
perception and conceptuality in the creation of our experience. The mentor provides
the individual meditation instructions orally. The kind of knowledge this generates is
knowledge that cannot be passed on through words. The novice discovers this
knowledge for himself through his immediate experience.

In this chapter we will listen to what well-respected Buddhists tell us about
Buddhism. The Dalai Lama (also sometimes referred to as Tenzin Gyatso) is the head
of the Gelug pa branch of Tibetan Buddhism and received an extensive theoretical
and practical education in Buddhism since childhood. Rangdjoeng Dorje Karmapa 111
was an important lineage-holder of the Kagyu pa tradition in the fourteenth century.
Tsong-Kha-Pa was a very influential teacher and practitioner in Tibetan Buddhism.
Traleg Rinpoche is an important teacher in the Kagyu pa branch of Buddhism. Sogyal
Rinpoche and Geshe Sonam Gyatso are also authorized teachers in Tibetan
Buddhism. Next to them, we will use many other Buddhist authors. Thupten Jinpa for
example is a Buddhist who also has a scientific interest in Buddhism. Furthermore we
will use some Western authors such as Alan Wallace, Francisco Varela, Han de Wit,
who had extensive training in Tibetan Buddhism, who are authorized teachers and
are also scientists studying Buddhism from a scientific point of view. We will also use
other Western authors who extensively studied Buddhism such as Batchelor, Hagen
and Cabezon.

1.1 Buddha’s teachings as a ‘means to discovery’
1.1.1 Suffering and interdependent arising

It is said that Buddhism has found its roots in the life of prince Siddhartha who
decided to give up his happy princely life, at the moment when he got confronted
with the suffering of people. As a consequence of this confrontation, he devoted his
life to discovering a way to overcome suffering. The dissatisfactory mode of
existence is thus an important starting point in Buddhism (Dalai Lama, 1997). The
Buddha had discovered through his practice that suffering was a result of the mind
being obscured. In chapter 3 of part Il we extensively discussed this theory on
perception and the obscuration of the mind by conceptual layers. The fundamental
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nature of the unobscured mind is the Buddha-nature (Dalai Lama, 1997). As we
discussed earlier in part 1, we cannot study Buddhism, Buddhists and Buddhist
experiences from an underlying view on the human being as homo symbolicus since
that would only include the conceptual aspects of Buddhism, while Buddhism exactly
aims beyond that. Even if conceptuality is also important in the Buddhist tradition,
non-conceptuality deserves an important place in the study of Buddhism. With the
new concepts we discussed in part Il we are able to include all these aspects in our
study of Buddhism (see chapter 2 of part I11).

Buddhism is a teaching about what the Buddha had discovered to be the true nature
of the mind. It is difficult to find descriptions of what is exactly meant by this true
nature, because that nature is supposed to exactly transcend the conceptual mind by
which we try to describe things (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992). Therefore the conventions
which are created by the conceptual consciousness will not be able to describe them
(Dalai Lama, 2002). It does not fall into any kind of category (Sogyal Rinpoche,
1992). “Nothing can describe it as being that. Nothing can describe it as being not-
that.” (Rangdjoeng Dorje Karmapa 111, 14° A.C.: p. 8). To talk of this nature of mind
is only a metaphor that should help to imagine its all-embracing boundlessness
(Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992). According to Sogyal Rinpoche (1992) it is difficult to
imagine that enlightenment is the real nature of our mind because it plays no role in
popular culture. Modern culture doesn’t create a context or framework in which to
compret;snd the glimpses people are said to sometimes do have of this true nature
of mind™".

Buddhism is offering a framework which should help people to overcome the
obscured mind as a source of suffering and to uncover the true nature of the mind.
The concept of learning tradition as a learning environment which helps the Buddhist
subject to discover something for himself, which is not present in the tradition
standing on its own, is very useful in this context. It is in the relation between
subject and tradition, that ‘something else’ can be discovered. By studying Buddhism
as a tradition in itself, we would not see this something else. It is in studying the
activity of Buddhist subjects and what effect the interaction with the tradition (for
example: the practice of meditation, or the burning of candles in front of a Buddha-
statue) has on them, that we can see the learning processes or processes of change
they actively initiate in themselves.

The Buddha has challenged people to understand what suffering is, what the cause
of suffering is and to let go of that cause of suffering. He has challenged people to
make an end to suffering by developing a certain way of life (Batchelor, 1997) which
would lead them to enlightenment. This is what the theory of the four noble truths,

1 According to Sogyal Rinpoche (1992) even the idea of meditation or hearing the words
‘egoless’ or ‘emptiness’ is scaring people. They think experiencing those states will be like
being thrown out of the door of a spaceship to float forever in a dark, chilling void.
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which is central to the Buddha's teaching, is about (de Wit, 1998). It is about the
causal associations of happiness and suffering (de Wit, 1998). We should understand
this causality in terms of the systematic relations in which they are embedded and
the patterns of dependence upon which they arise (Waldron, 2002). This focuses our
attention upon patterns of arising rather than on actions or agents (Waldron, 2002).
The theory of ‘dependent arising’ makes us think of the world and ourselves in terms
of patterns of relationships, rather than of reified essences or entities (Waldron,
2002). It dispenses the notion of fixed entities or unchanging essences altogether
(Waldron, 2002). Phenomena (such as the self, suffering, happiness, tradition, or
anything else) only appear as if they bear their own inherent existence,
independently of the conceptual frameworks within which they are apprehended, but
nothing as such has an independent existence (Wallace, 2001). The world, ourselves,
our experience, any phenomenon is a result of a field of relationships on which they
are dependent for their arising.

All phenomena are dependent upon: the causes and conditions that gave rise to
them, their own parts and attributes and the conceptual imputations by which they
are demarcated (Wallace, 2001). The very absence of an inherent identity (standing
in itself, independent of other phenomena) of any phenomenon is called ‘emptiness’
(Wallace, 2001). Our experience of reality is dependent on the world, but also on our
mind and what our mind makes of the world. The world and perceiver influence each
other'? (Varela et al., 1993). The human being perceives not only the world, but has
an influence in creating this world and his perception of the world is also dependent
on his own mind and the state of his mind. As we discussed earlier in chapter three
of part 11, it is a fundamental characteristic of the conceptual mind to interpret things
almost similarly to the moment of perception itself (Tolle, 1999). Through our
interpretation, we build up an image of ourselves and the world and we think reality
equals these conceptual ideas in our heads. We don’t see the world and ourselves as
a field of relationship, as interdependently arising. Instead we reify the existence of
ourselves, the world, the other, ... while in reality they are constantly moving and
influencing each other. That is why in the texts, it is said that all phenomena are
projections of the mind (Rangdjoeng Dorje Karmapa Ill, 14° A.C.: p. 7 bis). Because
of the habit of the mind to fixate on concepts, the mind becomes temporarily
obscured by thoughts. This is the cause of suffering (Rangdjoeng Dorje Karmapa Ill,
14° A.C.: p. 6). Because the mind is obscured, it is ignorant of interrelatedness and
impermanence of the ultimate reality of phenomena, but reifies phenomena to have
an inherent existence of their own. The root of all problems is this ignorance, like for
example the belief in an existing self (Tenzin Gyatso, 1984). We have to give up
these causes of suffering and cultivate those causes of happiness (Tenzin Gyatso,
1984). One can only reach this by spiritual practice (Tenzin Gyatso, 1984).

12 This theory comes close to Ingold’s conception as the world and the person as a field of
relationships and his inspiration from Heidegger who states that the self and the world merge
in the activity of dwelling.
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In Tibetan we call this mind which is temporarily obscured by thoughts and dualistic
perceptions of objects and subjects: ‘sem’ (Dalai lama, 2002). The Tibetan word
‘Rigpa’ in contrast to ‘sem’, refers to pure awareness of phenomena, free of thoughts
which obscure the reality of phenomena (Dalai Lama, 2002). The true nature of the
mind is hidden in our own mind, just as clouds can be shifted by a strong gust of
wind to reveal the shining sun and wide-open sky (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992). So the
true nature of the mind is found in the midst of these conceptual frameworks we
build about the self, the world, ... these thoughts which are imputed on the objects
of perception, which are obscuring our view of reality with a veil of ignorance. In
Buddhism it is claimed to be possible to transcend this conceptual mind, purify the
mind of incidental thought patterns, and come face to face with the true nature of
the mind.

In the ordinary mind, we perceive the stream of thoughts as continuous, but in
reality this is not the case (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992). In reality there is a gap between
each thought. So under certain special circumstances, some inspiration may uncover
for us glimpses of this nature of mind. Sogyal Rinpoche (1992) describes this gap as
a sheer immediate awareness of the present, fresh, virgin, free of any clinging,
simple, naked, unaltered by even a hair's breath of concept, and a fundamental
radiant clarity of awareness. According to him, that naked simplicity was also radiant
with the warmth of immense compassion. As long as we haven't realized this true
nature of mind, we will be trapped in our existence of suffering (Rangdjoeng Dorje
Karmapa I, 14° A.C.: p. 8 bis). Thoughts and conceptual frameworks are all that
block us from always being simply in the absolute (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992). However
uncovering this nature of Rigpa is not the goal in Buddhism. Staying in the ground of
‘Rigpa’, without getting attached to thoughts, is considered only the base for Nirvana
(Dalai Lama, 2002).

We don’t have to passively wait for such a special circumstance to occur, which will
reveal ‘Rigpa’ to us. The Buddhist tradition as learning tradition contains a whole
system of instruments, methods, practices, skills, teachings, rituals, deity’s, which
are supposed to help Buddhists to discover the true nature of their minds. This
applies for the basic exercises like shamatha and vipassana meditation, but as we
will see below also for the more advanced ritualistic tantra meditations. We can
dissolve those conceptual frameworks by meditation.

The ‘self’ as an obscurer of the true nature of the mind

The self in this theory of ‘dependent arising’ is neither seen as an enduring entity
(Waldron, 2002). It is also a result of interdependent processes (Dalai Lama, 2002).
The teaching that beings are empty of a self, doesn't mean that there is no
subjective ‘I', but that there is no inherently existing person, independent of anything
else, to which the concept ‘I' could refer. There is only the idea of a self, which is
being put on phenomena as a label (Komito, 1987). The self is brought into
existence by the power of conceptual imputation (Wallace, 2001). This conceptual
imputation of ‘self’ stands far off from what we ultimately are (Epstein, 1995). The
fact that we truly believe in a self and take this for reality, is also what is meant by
ignorance (Komito, 1987). The mind is obscured by the veils of conceptual
frameworks like ‘the self’ and is therefore ignorant for the constantly interdependent
arising of phenomena. Clinging to a permanent self-feeling is what is leading us to
negative mental states and suffering (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004).

130



The antidote of ignorance is to gain insight in the interdependent existence, or
emptiness of the self (Komito, 1987). The way towards liberation of suffering is said
to pass through letting go of these wrong ideas about who we think we are (Wallace,
1993). Therefore it is not enough to just beflieve that there is no self (Dalai Lama,
2002). To overcome the illusions created by the conceptual mind, it is not enough to
understand the interdependent arising of phenomena (ourself, the world, etc.) in a
conceptual way. We need to investigate the self and analyse it, not only by thinking
about it, but also in a non-conceptual way, without making use of words (Geshe
Sonam Gyaltsen, 2000). It is only through meditation that one is believed to be able
to undertake the journey to discover one’s true nature (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992).

Rangdjoeng Dorje Karmapa Il (14° A.C.: p. 6 bis) describes this as three ways of
knowledge. First one is studying the texts to liberate oneself from not-knowing,
followed by thinking about the instructions to conquer one’s doubts. But finally only
the light of meditation clarifies the true nature of the mind. Meditation is said to be
the way to bring us back to ourselves, where we can experience and taste our full
being (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992). Meditation is said to awaken in us the sky-like nature
of mind (Sogyal Rinpoche, 1992). To realise the absence of an intrinsic existing self
in this non-conceptual understanding is said to have a transforming effect on the
mind (Wallace, 1993). Someone who has reached such a non-conceptual insight is
called an Arya (Wallace, 1993). So studying the Buddhist as a homo symbolicus (as
in Smart and Wiebe’s methodology) cannot include these aspects of Buddhism. The
Arya is said to remove these points of view of inherent existence on the path of
meditation (Komito, 1987). When these are removed one is said to have reached ‘the
path of no more learning’ or Buddha-hood (Komito, 1987). At this point there is no
longer a distinction between the state of mind during meditation and in post-
meditation time (Komito, 1987).

1.1.2 Training the mind

According to the Buddhist teachings, suffering and ignorance are inherently
connected with conceptualized experience of reality (de Wit, 1998). Those processes
underlying the flow of human experience are not psychological absolutes (Pickering,
1995). As we discussed earlier (chapter 3, part Il), according to Buddhism,
perception is a skill that can be improved by meditation. When we learn to see
through our blinding misperception we can become enlightened (Thurman, 1999).
The Buddhist project is a systematic attempt to discover the true nature of reality
and the mind (Thurman, 1999). Buddhist practice aims at becoming more skilled in
managing human mental life, resulting in a more satisfactory life (Pickering, 1995).
We can see Buddhist traditions in this respect as learning traditions. Walking the
path of the Buddha means to cultivate a mental transformation, to discover and
cultivate a way of living (de Wit, 1998). This goes a lot further than studying
Buddhist texts and holding Buddhist convictions in one’s head (de Wit, 1998). Smart
and Wiebe wanted to study religions as the convictions people have, the human
being as homo symbolicus. This would clearly be a reductive way to study Buddhism.
An extensive training of the whole person is involved and his way of life is affected
by the Buddhist tradition. So studying Buddhism as a ‘tradition’ standing apart from
the experiences of Buddhist subjects (cf. Smart and Wiebe) will not include all
aspects of Buddhism.
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Mind training or ‘Lojong’ refers to a specific approach which entails the
transformation of the self-centeredness into an other-centered altruism, however all
the teachings of the Buddha and their associated commentaries can be characterized
as mind training (Shénu Gyalchok & Koénchok Gyaltsen, 2006). ‘Lo’ refers to the
mind, thoughts, attitudes, while ‘Jong’ has several interrelated but distinct meanings,
such as training, habituation, cultivation and cleansing (Shénu Gyalchok et al.,
2006). This refers to training, in the sense of acquiring a skill or mastering a field of
knowledge (Shonu Gyalchok et al., 2006). Habituation refers to a familiarization with
specific ways of being and thinking and cultivation refers to cultivating specific
mental qualities, such as universal compassion and the awakening mind. Cleansing
refers to purifying one’s mind of craving, hatred and delusion (Shénu Gyalchok et al.,
2006). All these different meanings carry the salient idea of transformation, whereby
a process of training, habituation, cultivation and cleansing induces a profound
transformation from the ordinary deluded state to a fundamentally changed
perspective of enlightenment (Shonu Gyalchok et al., 2006). We will conceptualise
this transformation as a specific kind of learning process or process of change. We
can categorize all the Buddhist techniques in three trainings, which are
interconnected with each other: ethical discipline, concentration and wisdom (Tsong-
Kha-Pa, 2000; Wallace, 2006b). We will discuss these three trainings below. Wisdom
training must be supported by a high degree of attentional balance (i.e.
concentration training) and this requires systematic training (Wallace, 2006b) (for
example with Shamatha meditation, which we will discuss in chapter 2 of part IllI).
The fundamental basis for this training however is an ethical lifestyle (the first
training).

In the present psychological interest in Buddhism, we tend to de-emphasize the
importance of ethical training, all our interest tends to go to meditation techniques to
cultivate attention and insight. But ethical training, in Buddhism, is considered to be
the base for the development of concentration and mental stability through
meditation. Without ethical training, the cultivation of these skills is considered
impossible. Without ethics one cannot succeed in training the attention to a high
degree of concentration (Wallace, 2006a). The cultivation of compassion and
friendliness as skills are very important in Buddhism (Cabezon, 1988). In Buddhism
we know many different techniques for the cultivation and training of compassion
and loving kindness (Tenzin Gyatso, 1984). Compassion or loving kindness are not so
much the objects of meditation, rather the person seeks to cultivate these qualities
(Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). In the Mahayana and Vajrayana path, the Buddhist has even
made the bodhisattva-vow, in which he promises to become enlightened, not for the
sake of his own happiness, but in order to free all sentient beings from suffering,
which is a rather ambitious project of course. The sutra’s contain the fundamental
teachings of the Buddha about the methods to develop these positive qualities, such
as moral self-discipline, compassion, but also concentration (the second training), the
understanding of emptiness (the third training) and the cultivation of the Buddha-
nature (Berzin, 2000). These meditative practices for cultivating concentration and
understanding emptiness are, in their turn again having a progressive influence in
cultivating experiences of compassion, empathy, and altruism (Kristeller, 2005).

To clarify the meaning of the sutra’s, Indian and Tibetan masters collected
comments and subcomments (Berzin, 2000). The Tibetans also archived summaries,
books on logic and systematic comparative presentations of Indian schools about
their philosophical statements (Berzin, 2000). However all these texts are considered
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as no more than study aids. So if we want to study Buddhism as a tradition we
inherently have to study the interrelation between this tradition as a collection of
study aids in relation to Buddhist subjects and the way these aids are used in the
lives of these subjects and the effects they elicit. In order to reach certain
understandings or realisations, students need directions from spiritual masters. One
cannot just learn this matter through reading the texts (Berzin, 2000). Buddhism as a
‘tradition’, includes the embodiment of the ‘dharma’ in those teachers as a ‘learning
environment’. This relational aspect of ‘tradition’ is very important in living Buddhism
and was overlooked by Smart and Wiebe's interpretation of Smith’'s concept
‘tradition’.

It is generally accepted that there are three different phases to this learning process:
listening or reading, achieving insight, contemplation (Balagangadhara, 2005). First,
the practitioner develops wisdom by hearing the teachings, then by thinking it
through and later by meditating on it (Tenzin Gyatso, 1984). Each phase consists of
another level of understanding. We first hear or read about the teachings. Here our
understanding sticks close to the words themselves. Then one is playing with the
material, making it one’s one understanding, analysing and questioning it, testing it
into one’s own life, etc. One then contemplates the insights achieved and observes
its impact on experience (Balagangadhara, 2005). To do so, one has to learn new
skills other than the cognitive skills one used in the previous phase (Balagangadhara,
2005, my italics). And it is especially in this latter kind of understanding that
cognitive psychology falls short. This is where the meditative techniques come in: it
is about the ability to think without thinking about. (Balagangadhara, 2005).

When speaking of meditation in the contemporary cultural context, we often forget
that meditation is actually an English term (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). In the classical
Buddhist context the term meditation is used to translate the Sanskrit term ‘bhavana’
or the Tibetan equivalent ‘gom’ (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). The Sanskrit term
etymologically connotes the notion of cultivation, while its Tibetan equivalent ‘gom’
carries the idea of developing familiarity (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). Together they imply
the idea of some kind of repetitive process of cultivating familiarity, whether it is with
respect to a habit, a way of seeing or a way of being (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). There
are different types of meditation in which one is training in ethics, concentration or
wisdom, such as meditations which make use of visualizations, or praying for the
welfare of countless sentient beings (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). So the Tibetan word for
meditation ‘gom’ refers to cultivation, visualization, aspiration, reflection, meditation
and so on, dependent of the contexts (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). Understanding this
diversity of meditation practices and their associated states is crucial, if we want to
avoid the temptation of viewing meditation as constituting some kind of homogenous
mental state, characterized primarily by absence of thought (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.).

The second training is absorptive meditation or ‘jog ‘sgoms’, with tranquil abiding of
the mind (shamatha or ‘zhi gnas’) as its epitome. Here, we train the mind in order to
reach a mind characterized by stability and clarity, which is necessary for the third
training, where we contemplate on our insights in a meditative way in order to gain
wisdom. The third training is discursive meditation or ‘dpyad sgoms’ of which the
epitome is insight (vipassana or ‘lhag mthong”) (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). The training of
mental stability and clarity however is a very extensive training, which demands a lot
of effort, patience and endurance. It needs to be practiced daily, which is asking a
big investment in one’s life. Shamatha meditation, is one example, used to calm the
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mind down and to stabilize the mind (de Wit, 2003). In this meditation one uses
mindfulness and awareness to reach these results. We will come back to this
extensively in chapter 2 of part I11.

In the classic mindfulness meditation (during the first phases of shamatha), the
individual learns to pay deep attention to the minute processes within the flow of his
breath or a mental processes as objects of meditation, while remaining undistracted
by other sensory or thought processes (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). The result is that we
are able to keep the mind where we want it to and concentrate on that point. There
are different phases which one is going through when practicing shamatha
meditation. In the later phases of shamatha, the mind is also developing a certain
clarity. Which in turn is than used and further cultivated in insight meditation and the
cultivation of wisdom (vipassana). The training during meditation practice also has its
effects in the lives of people. The goal of mindfulness-awareness training is not to
retreat from the world towards the meditation cushion. It is supposed to enable the
mind to be fully present in the world (Varela et al, 1993) instead of being locked up
in a head, surrounded by its mental models and psychic environment, disconnected
from the world. Usually we are not connected with our present actions at the present
moment, but we think about something else, for example, about what we are going
to do next (Wallace, 1993). Our mind is jumping from one thing to another (Wallace,
1993). Meditation brings the mind back to the ‘here and now’ and pulls it out of this
network or stream of thoughts and imaginations. It is through the practice of
meditation that we educate the attention in this specific way. This training has an
influence on the quality of our attention in post-meditation time. The goal is not to
avoid action, but to be fully present in one’s actions, so that one’s behaviour
becomes progressively more responsive to and aware of the world (Varela et al.,
1993). We become an embodied mind instead of a disconnected mind.

The tantra’s contain the more advanced methods as additions to the sutra-teachings,
with the aim to get to enlightenement in a faster and more efficient way (Berzin,
2000). Tantra-yana or Vajrayana Buddhism originated in India from the fourth
century and spread all over the Buddhist world (de Wit, 1998). From the seventh
century on, Vajrayana Buddhism was carried to Tibet over a period of about four
hundred years (Klein, 1998). The Hinayana, Mahayana and Vajrayana teachings are
not contradicting each other, the boddhisatva (Mahayana path) still must practice the
teachings found in Hinayana scriptures (Tsong-Kha-Pa, 2000). Furthermore the
Vajrayana tantric practices rely on, rather than negate the Mahayana teachings
(Tsong-Kha-Pa, 2000). The methods within Vajrayana typically involve the
imagination to transform the image a person has of himself into an image of a
certain Buddha or deity which represents certain qualities of the mind, or the
enlightened state of the mind (de Wit, 1998). For example the deity ‘Tchenrezig’
represents the compassionate aspect as, what is according to Buddhism the
fundamental nature of the human mind. Like this there are many different deities,
yidams and buddha’s which are all representing certain experiential aspects of the
true nature or the vajra-nature of the mind (de Wit, 1998). In these meditations, the
ordinary perception and points of view are left behind and one is identifying oneself
with one of the images, which are representing the pure and perfect aspects of our
own mind (Dalai Lama, 1997).

We could say that these visualisations are as much a self-created reality, as our own
relative reality. But this is said not to be true. Our relative reality is one we created

134



ourselves, while these visualisations are considered to represents the absolute reality
of our mind and are designed to bring us closer to those aspects within ourselves.
The experience of the tantric meditation is withdrawing the person from his relative
reality, the world as we think it is, and as we are mostly misconceiving it (de Wit,
1998) and it brings us in touch with fundamental positive qualities of the mind such
as compassion, clarity and so on, dependent on the kind of meditation and the yidam
used. The elaborately structured visualisations are precisely supposed to elicit certain
kinds of experiences (Gyatso, 1999). The rituals surrounding it are meant to help the
students not only to see themselves as the appropriate Buddha or enlightened deity,
but also to have its experiences and realizations and to further cultivate these within
oneself (Gyatso, 1999). The Vajrayana vehicle is containing an enormous variety of
meditational techniques and is therefore sometimes also called the upaya-yana (de
Wit, 1998). Upaya-yana means the path which contains the means or the
instruments. Our conceptualisation of ‘tradition’ as a collection of means or
instruments fits very well to these data.

1.1.3 The role of symbols

In part Il (chapter 2) we discussed how we shouldn't look at symbols of a tradition
and the meaning of them. We discussed how symbols are tools, which receive
meaning, only when related and used by the practitioner and the effects (i.e.
learning processes) they elicit in his life. Symbols such as Buddha images or
visualisations, don't just represent certain ‘Gods’ one has to worship or respect. They
don’t carry meaning in themselves and we should believe in their existence. Whether
they exist or not, is not the point in Buddhism. Their truth lies in what experiences
they elicit in the person while practicing the tantric meditations, or while burning a
candle in front of a Buddha-image. In Chinese Buddhism, for example, the
compassionate aspect of the mind (known as Tchenrezig in Tibetan Buddhism) is
represented by the statue of Guan Yin (Chin Kung, 1989). This statue is a means
designed to help people remember to apply compassion when dealing with the world
(Chin Kung, 1989). In Buddhism it is believed we have infinite capabilities within our
true nature of mind and this cannot be expressed by just one single term, therefore
there are developed different statues as teaching aids, which represent our nature
and are instruments for the cultivation of virtue (Chin Kung, 1989). The statue
doesn't just carry the meaning of ‘compassion’ in itself. It is meant to elicit
compassion within the person burning a candle in front of it, or paying respect to it.
The symbols here are instruments to facilitate a certain learning process in the
person himself.

For example if one reads a story about a certain yogi who lived hundreds of years
ago, the truth doesn't lie in the story, whether it was truly possible that Milarepa,
could for example fly. The signification lies in the experience the reading of the story
elicits in the reader. For example one can read the book and judge it to be “entirely
superstitious and not meant for a rational person to believe in that kind of shit”. Or
one can be touched by the love and compassion Milarepa presented in his life
towards all sentient beings. The story is meant to bring to life something in the
reader which is transferred through the tradition, but which the person is supposed
to rediscover for himself, using the tools of the tradition, the story in this example.
The tradition is not only about intellectual understanding of certain insights or
theories, or even a meditative kind of understanding. It is about transferring the
beating heart of the tradition. It makes the tradition alive in the person his
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experience and his life, for example while reading Milarepa’s life story. In this way,
the tradition becomes part of the person and the person becomes part of the
tradition.

Also the execution of rituals are supposed to create a connection with the tradition,
because one is practicing it with other students and is doing the same rituals as
many generations have done in the past (Berzin, 2000). It is not only through the
stories, Buddhists know the effects these rituals and meditations have had on their
ancestors, but also because of the behaviour and attitude of the more experienced
practitioners and because the experiences they have through doing those same
practices themselves and recognizing glimpses of what those ancestors had reached
or what their current teachers have reached. The Buddhist tradition is acted out in
the life and experience of the person and is not a body of knowledge standing in
itself. The person and his experience are part of the tradition and cannot be seen
separate from the tradition. This relational aspect should not be overlooked.

What is passed on, in the tradition, through the symbols is more than only the
symbols. They are like gates, windows, tools, instruments, means by which the
Buddhist has access to ‘something else’ than the symbol. Therefore symbols
shouldn’t be studied in themselves, when we study Buddhism. We should study what
experiences and changes symbols bring in the lives of people, because what is
transferred is not about the texts. The texts, rituals, meditation techniques, etc. are
means to learn something transcending the texts, to use Smith’s words. The dharma
is about something which was present in the mind of the Buddha and which has
received words, because he started to teach about it, to help other people overcome
suffering (de Wit, 2005). The Buddha had reached a certain state of mind, while
trying to find a solution for the suffering of all the people. He finally decided to teach
about this, in order to help people. What he had discovered, however is not present
in the words themselves. The words are the means, by which the people can try to
discover the dharma for themselves. It took a few centuries before the Buddha's
words had been put into written texts. Those texts are only the words of a certain
view and aren't the view in itself. The dharma is a means to get to that view (de Wit,
1998). The teachings of the dharma, therefore aren’t comparable to other teachings,
for example at secondary school. They are not about some kind of truth, which we
should accept. Following teachings of dharma is about awakening something within
ourselves, which cannot be put into words or reduced to concepts. It is about
something the words point to (Hagen, 2003). It is another way of learning than
encyclopaedic knowledge which we can store in our heads. Therefore the Sanskrit
word ‘upaya’ is often used, to indicate that it is about a means or instruments, not
the goal. The dharma is an instrument to communicate a certain mode of being, an
awakened perspective and attitude in life (de Wit, 2005).

‘Guided rediscovery’

This corresponds to our ecological view on traditions, in which we see symbols not as
carrying meaning in the statements or theories themselves, but in the effects or the
learning processes elicited by them in the lives of the people. For Gibson (1979)
words don't carry information in themselves. They are teaching devices which aid in
perception and that is where the information lies, in what can be perceived. This
learning process shouldn’'t be seen as people who learn certain theories about
emptiness or perception. It is not a learning process by which only words are passed
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on. It is about a fearning process in which the whole person, his body, mind, heart
and perceptual systems are involved, which relate him to his social, physical and
psychological environment. The Buddhist tradition only creates the conditions for this
learning, passing on learning tools and creating a ‘learning environment’ through
which the person can discover for himself what the Buddha has taught. It is a
process of ‘guided rediscovery’. People, as part of the tradition are crucial in this
respect and cannot be neglected in the study of Buddhism. So if we use Smith’s
ideas as a starting point instead of Wiebe and Smart’s cognitive view on religion, we
will have a better outlook on what Buddhism is about. We don’t just focus on
Buddhism as a worldview or a collection of theories, but we will focus on the
tradition as present in the lives of people. The role of experienced Buddhists who
have gone through this learning process and have discovered and cultivated these
aspects of the true nature of the mind in their own lives, is important in the
transmission of this knowledge to the next generation.

1.2 Buddhism as a living tradition
1.2.1 Oral transmission in Buddhism

As we have tried to explain above, the dharma which was taught by the Buddha is
not about texts or words as separate from the people who are part of the Buddhist
tradition. The tradition starts to live in the connection between the texts and the oral
interpretation of them (Klein, 1991). One way to bring these texts to live is through
the practice of formal debate among members of the tradition (Klein, 1991). Dreyfus
(2003) presents an inquiry into the nature of debate and its function in Tibetan
scholasticism. It is through these dialectical practices, aimed at reaching greater
understanding and developing crucial intellectual habits, such as a spirit of inquiry,
critical acumen and creative reinterpretation that the authority of the tradition is
transmitted (Dreyfus, 2003). The idea of ‘guided rediscovery’ is also present in these.
According to him, practices of memorization, debate and oral commentary, assure
the continuity of the tradition.

It is through the oral transmission that the understanding of the student is
legitimized by a lineage which is claimed to be traced back to the historical Buddha
(Berzin, 2000). For example the practice of Dzogchen was passed on carefully by
some masters to only some practitioners, who in turn became masters who passed it
on to another select group and for the rest it was kept secret (Tenzin Wangyal
Rinpoche, 2001). This was passed on over several centuries in an unbroken line from
master to student and so on (Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, 2001). This kind of transfer
is called warm and this is what keeps the teachings alive, rather than something cold
and intellectual, passed on through books (Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, 2001). It is in
the discourse of the master-scholar that the tradition is conveyed to the next
generation (Klein, 1991). Klein, who studied the Sautrantika texts, along with
different oral commentaries, found considerable consanguinity of content and
uniformity in the oral commentaries. According to her this is evidence of a genuine
oral tradition of scholarship. Next to the individual questions which are entertained
by teachers, there is a general body of knowledge available orally (Klein, 1991).

The role of the teacher is in many respects crucial (Fenton, 1981). The teacher is the
one who explains the written texts of the dharma or gives oral instructions for the
practices (de Wit, 1998). According to the Buddhist tradition, the right interpretation
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of the text is one that drives the student in the direction of enlightenment (de Wit,
1998). Therefore the oral character of the transmission of the dharma is so
important, because there is only one right interpretation for one student at a specific
moment in a specific situation (de Wit, 1998). For that same student at another
moment in the same situation as he was in before, another explanation could be
more helpful. It is not about the letter of the dharma, but about the /iving dharma
and about the transmission of the living dharma in the lives of people (de Wit, 1998).
The mentor has the function of bringing the student to a personal experience (de
Wit, 1998). That is why the lineage in Tibetan Buddhism is so important. The student
needs the careful guidance of an experienced teacher (Gyatso, 1999).

The mentor himself has also learned in this way from his own master. He has
learned to use the dharma in his own life and he has experienced what it was about.
He has not just learned the words of the dharma. The mentor serves as a channel of
communication of reality (de Wit, 1998). Some of what he does could be comparable
to any kind of teaching, but in some respects he is like an athletic coach, with much
that he does comparable to the motor learning (Fenton, 1981) of for example bicycle
riding. It is while riding the bicycle that the student needs to receive instructions.
Much of the teachings cannot be expressed in words, lest the student confuse the
words with the learning (Fenton, 1981). It is about an /nteraction between what is
taught and what the student does with these directions in his own life, followed by
new directions of the master. This is how the lineage continues to develop from
master to student, who then in his turn becomes a master. So the dharma is not
something which can be learned from books. The tradition needs people who
embody the tradition, to both teach and learn (de Wit, 2000).

The Buddhist tradition needs people who know the road by walking it themselves. If
that is no longer present, than the tradition will lose its reliability and will instead rely
on speculation of what the theories might be about, rather than on personal
experience (de Wit, 2000). The tradition will no longer be alive, and will soon
become something impersonal and external (de Wit, 2000). The texts will only be
used in an intellectual and conceptual way. It will become like a memory amid many
other memories in our heads (de Wit, 2000). This conceptual surrogate is unable to
represent the experiential reality of spiritual life (de Wit, 2000). Books cannot replace
the personal guidance of the transmission from person to person in a lively tradition
(de Wit, 2000). So the oral transmission in which there is a constant feedback
between teacher and student and the tradition as present in the experiences of them
is crucial and constitutes a very specific learning process which is different from
having conceptual or cognitive ideas in one’s head. Like this the Buddhist tradition
and the dharma as its traditional knowledge is regenerated in the lives of people who
are the carriers of the tradition. In this way the Buddhist tradition has gathered
through the centuries an amount of knowhow, which isn’t based on convictions but
on experiential research (de Wit, 1998).

This research is not based on a prioris or convictions, but on unprejudiced
perception of reality, a way of looking at reality, experience and the mind (de Wit,
1998). We will discuss the training of this perception in chapter 2 of part IlI.
Convictions and conceptions could even be an obstacle to this way of looking at
reality (de Wit, 1998). The conceptual framework Buddhism presents can thus both
be a means to perceive the reality Buddhism is talking about, but could also become
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an obstacle to this. So the way Buddhism is used by the individual is important and
needs the careful guidance of a teacher who looks after this.

1.2.2 The role of the teacher in a process of ‘guided rediscovery’

We can distinguish between different kind of teachers, as well as different kinds of
students. For example there are a lot of people who are interested in Buddhism from
a more distant point of view. These students of Buddhism are usually interested in
gathering information. They can find answers in books or with a docent of Buddhism
(Berzin, 2000). Geshe’'s and kenpo’'s are well trained teachers who can teach
Buddhism as docents at universities. However they can also explain how one can
practice the dharma in one’s life. If students are more interested in Buddhism as a
way of developing themselves, they must work with a dharma-instructor. A dharma-
instructor gives his teachings from the point of view of their practical applications in
one’s life and is based on personal experience (Berzin, 2000). A Mahayana master is
someone who guides the student on the bodhisattva-path (Berzin, 2000). A Tantric
master is helping the student towards enlightenment, using tantric methods. Finally
we have a kind of teacher which is called the root guru. He is the one who knows
how to focus the heart and the mind of the student on the dharma (Berzin, 2000). A
lama in Tibetan Buddhism can be any of these. He has followed a three year retreat.
This means he has been in retreat for three years, three months and three days (de
Wit, 2005) and has had intensive training in the texts and practices under the
guidance of well-experienced retreat masters.

If we are interested in Buddhism as a way of cultivating the positive qualities of the
true nature of our mind, we need a teacher who knows contemplative life and whom
we can trust (de Wit, 2003). Because of the visible personal development of the
mentor, students develop trust in the teacher (Berzin, 2000). By his way of life and
his attitude in the personal contact with the student, the teacher is demonstrating
that the teachings are pointing towards something which can be brought into one’s
own life (de Wit, 1998). For example Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche (2001) reports how
every moment in the presence of his teacher was a teaching in itself. The teacher
embodies the dharma (de Wit, 1998). This means that he must be ethically
disciplined, accomplished in meditation and have extensive scriptural knowledge
(Tsong-Kha-Pa, 2000). He must know the positive qualities of the true nature of the
mind from his own experience in order to be able to point towards these in the lives
of the students. Therefore he must have learned to ‘faculty of distinction’ through
meditation from his own teacher, like the way a music teacher is training the
auditory faculty of distinction, which is putting the student in the position of being
able to hear the dharma and pass it on to the next (de Wit, 1998).

That personal contact with the living dharma is made within the personal relationship
between student and teacher and through the personal guidance of the teacher in
the practice of the dharma by the student (de Wit, 1998). The student doesn’t only
need to learn the texts or their oral explanation or to contemplate on them through
meditation. The student needs to be able to bring the dharma into his personal life
and therefore he needs a source of inspiration which can keep him going. The
mentor is someone who must be able to touch the heart of the student in a positive
way and to give him the courage and the power to let go of his limited points of view
and to let go of his negative habits (Berzin, 2000). In the traditional context in India
and Tibet the connection between mentor and student is considered very important
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(Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, 2001). The typical career of the Tibetan monk for
example is focusing particularly on his relationship with his teachers from the time he
arrives at the monastery through the course of his education (Dreyfus, 2003).

When inner stability develops from his practice, the student will also become able to
see that the mentor is living in a primordial nakedness and that he gives his
directions from this way of life. When the student sees with how much insight,
compassion and care the mentor is dealing with the manifestations of his ego, the
student will realise that his admiration for the mentor is actually a longing for a
veritable human existence (de Wit, 2003). The trust, the student had in the mentor,
will consequently become more characterized by a certain devotion (de Wit, 2003).
Devotion means that the student will become open-hearted, and will no longer try to
show himself from his best side and from there, will develop a true contact with the
mentor (de Wit, 2003). In this way, the mentor can see if and how the student is
evolving on the path of the Buddha (de Wit, 1998).

The mentor who knows his students well, can give personal instructions which are
suited for that particular student (de Wit, 2003). Just like a mother will not teach her
newborn child how to walk, a competent teacher will not ask the impossible to his
student (de Wit, 2003). For example, the yidam a student in Vajrayana Buddhism will
work with, is traditionally a choice of the vajra master (de Wit, 1998). He is the one
who knows the qualities of the yidam and can see what particular qualities the
student needs to cultivate at a particular moment (de Wit, 1998). That is why
Vajrayana Buddhism is particularly an oral lineage. The personal relationship with the
vajramaster is extremely important (de Wit, 1998). He can also concretely point out
the Buddha-state in the mind of the student, if it occurs (de Wit, 1998). In this way
he is able to have him recognize this state within himself and take it as a starting
point for his practice (de Wit, 1998). The mentor is not only a channel of
communication of this reality, but finally this reality of which the student becomes
more and more aware, will become the channel of communication of the mentor.
This is what is meant by the discovery of the inner mentor, also called the inner guru
(de Wit, 1998). The relationship with an external master is an important step in
discovering the master within (de Wit, 1998). Finally the mind of the student will
become his own master (de Wit, 2003).

1.2.3 Personal ‘way-finding’ of the Buddhist practitioner

A popular Tibetan category which is used to refer to Buddhism is: the ‘ground’, the
‘path’ and the ‘result’ (Thupten Jinpa, ). The ‘ground’ is the understanding of the
basic nature of reality, the ‘path’ is the meditation and ethical action based on the
insights of meditation and the ‘result’ is the attainment of full awakening or Buddha-
hood (Thupten Jinpa, s.d.). Buddhism as a ‘learning environment’ is passing on
means which are not only supposed to elicit insight in our minds and experience, but
is laying out a path which has to be traversed. It is about the transmission of skills
and methods which should point the way to enlightenment (de Wit, 2000). A
straightforward description of the stages of the path is often not possible, other
means of communication have been devised to give direction on the path without
describing the whole path (Fenton, 1981). Some of the transitions to be made are
abrupt and unprogrammable (Fenton, 1981). There is no book about the spiritual trip
to be made, therefore, the individual guidance on the road itself is important (de Wit,
2000). The conceptual framework of the Buddhist tradition doesn't deliver us what it
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is pointing to, but is rather about indications on the road we should walk (de Wit,
2003).

The metaphor of the road is often giving the suggestion that it is about a path which
has already been laid out, we just have to follow it (de Wit, 2003). However in other
times, going on a trip, meant to leave behind the known and to bring oneself in
danger (de Wit, 2003). The possibility to oversee the road did not exist (de Wit,
2003). It is about a kind of learning process, in which one doesn’t know ahead where
the learning will take you. Gampopa emphasized the necessity of the spiritual
mentor, just like a traveller needs a navigator when he travels an unknown route. He
needs a guide to walk the spiritual path to enlightenment (Berzin, 2000). The
Buddhist tradition is not like a map which is giving us the possibility to oversee the
road. We have to find our way, while walking it. 1t is in this way we should
understand the travel instructions of the tradition, they don’t reach much further
than that point which lies just in front of us (de Wit, 2003). Like in Smith’s concept of
‘human learning’, the student has to be prepared to open up, without knowing ahead
where this will eventually bring him. The idea of discovery is also implied in this
concept. One doesn’'t know beforehand where one will end up, therefore one has to
be prepared to go into the unknown (de Wit, 2000).

With Smith’s concept of ‘human learning’, we can make visible that in Buddhism it is
not only about the cultivation of knowledge, but about the cultivation of the knower
(de Wit, 2003). The Buddhist tradition is passing on an array of meditative
techniques directed at generating specific experiences in which the body, the senses
and the consciousness are reshaped in specific ways (Fenton, 1981). Tenzin Wangyal
Rinpoche (2001) for example reports that his practice during retreats brought about
an important change in his personality. The symbolic and mystical language is not
really used to describe the road or the experiences, but rather to transform the
listener (de Wit, 2000). The instructions are pointing the direction of the spiritual
way (de Wit, 2000). The meaning of them is only uncovered when one is bringing
the instruction into practice oneself (de Wit, 2000). According to de Wit (2000) it is
not possible to understand the spiritual prescriptions, if one has not experienced the
actions and the states which accompany them. One cannot know the road by
watching the road or the roadmap, one has to travel the road oneself. To understand
a certain instruction, it is also said that one has to find himself on a certain kind of
place on the way. For example if someone explains you the road to get to a certain
point, often the instructions the person revealed to us, will become clear, once we
have reached that certain point where they are needed. In this way it is said that
certain instructions, might only become clear, only once we have reached a certain
state of mind or once we have been confronted with certain situations in our lives.

The instructions are like guides in orienting ourselves in an unfamiliar territory. This
unfamiliar world is the one of our own experience (Balagangadhara, 2005). The
route descriptions encourage you to proceed thoughtfully on your journey
(Balagangadhara, 2005). You need to doubt and test them, to go about the world
experimentally (Balagangadhara, 2005). The experiments involve the experiences of
the world (Balagangadhara, 2005). The key to understanding the hermetical
language of tantric Buddhism lies in the personal traversing of the road as well as
the relationship between the student and the teacher (de Wit, 1998). It is only within
the context of the practice and experience of the student with the spiritual exercises
in Vajrayana, that the language receives its meaning (de Wit, 1998). If the personal
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relation or the personal way-finding is missing, then Vajrayana stays a closed book,
even if now we can buy a lot of books about it (de Wit, 1998).

The metaphor of the road is also useful to indicate the continuous changes in the
landscape (Reich, 2001). This indicates on the one hand the outer situations in the
lives of Buddhists, but on the other hand, also the changing perspective on one’s life,
because of the changes in the perception as a consequence of the training Buddhists
undergo (we will explain this aspect in more detail in chapter 2 of part III). It is by
moving on the path of life, that one gains the kind of knowledge, which also changes
the person who is going through this learning process. As in Ingold’s conception of
knowledge (see appendix 1), it is through this journey that we grow into a
knowledge. Proceeding on our way, things fall into and out of sight as new vistas
open up and others are closed off (Ingold, 2005b). It is through one’s own practice
that one should try to understand where the terms, used in the teachings, refer to,
we should connect them with our own experience (Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, 2001).
It is about the integration of knowledge along one’s own path of travel (Ingold,
2005b). As one gains knowledge: one grows, one changes.

In Vajrayana Buddhism, every situation in life can be used as fuel for the vehicle on
the road to enlightenment if one has received the instruction about how this
situation can be used as fuel and one can find the courage and alertness to also try
to bring it into one’s life (de Wit, 1998). The practices of Vajrayana Buddhism can be
compared with artistic activities, such as music or poetry, because it awakens
something, it changes something in our perspective (de Wit, 1998). We understand
it, not in an intellectual way, but it goes much deeper, affectionately and
existentially. Vajrayana aims at the transformation of the way we look at the world
and ourselves which will have a lasting impact in our way of life (de Wit, 1998). The
metaphor of the road is indicating this changing perspective on reality (de Wit,
2003). It is this perspective which makes how we experience certain situations in our
lives (de Wit, 2003). The experience of reality is an indication of the state, or of the
phase in which the person finds himself (de Wit, 2000). One sees the road from a
position, which belongs to a certain stage (de Wit, 2000). One needs a mentor who
knows the path, from his own experience, just like in learning an art like painting,
the attention and guidance of the master-painter is crucial (de Wit, 1998). He is the
one who knows the meanings and functions of the Vajrayana meditation forms from
his own experience and who knows at what moment, the learning of what
techniques are most effective (de Wit, 1998). It is thus not only about one kind of
experience (as in essentialism, cf. Part 1)), but different methods eliciting different
experiences and the place and the function these have in the phase of the actual
spiritual development of the person (de Wit, 2000).

1.2.4 Including the diversity of experiences in the study of
Buddhism

It is not about Buddhism an sich, but about the person, his experience and the
contribution of the tradition to this. There is an interaction between these three. The
person is a locus of growth and development within this field of relationships. The
contribution of the Buddhist mentor to one’s own knowledge and practice is one of
setting up the conditions in which growth can occur. The Buddhist tradition is meant
to help people on their personal way (de Wit, 2000). It is creating a learning
environment in which people can grow. The personal and active involvement of the
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student (as emphasized in Smith and Ingold’s conception of tradition and learning) in
this process of learning cannot be underestimated. Buddhism is not about waiting in
blind trust until something mysterious is happening, it is about actively working on
one’s own experience (Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, 2001). The student is the one who
finally has to do something with the teachings.

People are actually doing something with the Buddhist tradition, but what they do
with it, varies from person to person. If the meditation of Tchenrezig is for example
meant to elicit compassion in ourselves for the world around us, a person could also
use the image of Tchenrezig to ask for his compassionate care for oneself. One could
also burn a candle in front of a statue of Tchenrezig, as a way of paying respect, or
as a way to ask for the relief of suffering for all sentient beings, or for the relief of
one’s own suffering. The tradition is offering different kinds of means, which the
person can use in different kinds of ways. Which way is the right way or not is
judged by the effect it elicits in a person’s life. Buddhism is aiming at very specific
effects, namely the cultivation of the true nature of the mind. But where the
interaction of a person with the tradition will take him, differs from person to person.
For example the Buddhist tradition can become part of someone’'s compulsive
neurosis. In that case, a person can use the Buddhist tradition, to apply rituals to
diminish his fears. Or the relationship with the teacher, can become meaningful in
someone’s hysterical or borderline personality, which could lead to difficulties for
both of them and certainly will make the guidance on the path more difficult. Or a
person might want to become Buddhist in order to teach other people about
Buddhism, to feel important.

The teacher, however is there to point in the other direction, the direction of the true
nature of the mind, rather than our conceptual frameworks and cognitive schemes or
the basic phantasm, which constitutes the neurotic structures of people (cf. Chapter
1, part II). In this sense the teacher will compel respect and devotion. But the
devotion should not be in such a way that the teacher is put on a high throne, far
away. This devotion should help the person to overcome his resistances, and enable
him to consider what the lama points out in his life, that he might not really like to
hear and would prefer to deny. If the student only considers the teacher to be a
fishing pond, in which he gets some wisdoms, and devalues others and ascribes
them to the teacher’s misunderstanding, or the impure aspects of his religion, the
teacher cannot fulfil this function of pointing out the true nature of the mind.

When the lama tries to point out this ultimate reality of the mind in a compassionate
way, by teaching that we shouldn’t narrow our minds by focusing/fixating on certain
thoughts or emotions, or by practicing in a meditation retreat together with students,
this can have an enormous impact on the lives of individuals. The aim of meditation
is to practice this ‘keeping open of our minds’, rather than clinging to what this
means to oneself or to the experiences which were elicited by the practice. In that
case, they will become like a mental object in the ‘conceptual consciousness’, while
these means (the teacher, the meditation) are there to reach out for something
beyond the ‘conceptual consciousness’.

The discovery of the true nature of the mind beyond this conceptual clinging, is the
kind of learning processes we should not neglect in the study of Buddhism, since this
is what Buddhism aims at. It are these learning processes which should be mapped
and studied. The teaching about the ultimate reality is not only a ‘doctrine’ or to put
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it in secular terms, a theory within a certain worldview. It is about a process of
discovery the person is making within himself. The tradition is passing on the
learning instruments for this process and the relationship with the teacher is creating
the environment in which the student can further grow into the tradition. Therefore,
in order to study Buddhism we should study the experiences of the people and the
processes of change this elicits in the person’s life. The tradition as ‘learning
environment’ is meant to create these experiences and to cultivate the true nature of
the mind. When the person has discovered and cultivated this in himself, he is
starting to embody the tradition more and more. It is only if the person has enough
expertise through his own experience and has cultivated the true nature of his mind,
that he can pass on the tradition to another generation.

However we should not only focus on the flowers of these learning processes, but
direct our attention to all aspects of spiritual development. The relationship with the
lama or ‘being a Buddhist’ could also receive meaning within the conceptual
frameworks, the mental or psychological reality of the individuals, as #Aomo
symbolicus, even if the teacher is aiming at cutting through these conceptual
frameworks. It is only human that students will also impute meaning on the reality of
the relationship with the teacher. However if we only study these meanings,
significations and interpretations, as Smart and Wiebe proposed, we will omit to
study the Ilearning processes involved in cutting through those conceptual
frameworks. In the study of Buddhism, we must keep our view open to all these
different aspects in the lives of people belonging to the Buddhist tradition. We should
have eye for all the aspects of change, the interaction with the tradition elicits in
people’s lives.

There are different ways in which we can map these processes of change. Some
ways which have been used are physiological parameters, or brain scans. It is now
also done by using questionnaires which are measuring the personalities of people,
their attitudes towards other people, towards their own thoughts and emotions. One
could also measure the person’s ability of empathy in various ways. We could even
use Buddhist theory to get ideas on how we could operationalize and measure the
changes Buddhism aims at in people’s lives. For example the Buddhist concepts of
‘sukkha’ and ‘dukkha’ could be operationalized. ‘Dukkha’ is about a certain attitude
towards life, which causes suffering. It is about grasping after one thing or an idea,
such as the ‘self’, while ‘sukkha’ is about an attitude of acceptance towards events,
people, thoughts, emotions, ... which is said to lead to happiness. An
operationalisation of these two concepts could make it possible to map the processes
of change in the direction of ‘sukkha’, as well as conceptualized experiences of
people involved in a ‘sukkha’ attitude towards life.

1.2.5 Meditation as ‘guided rediscovery’ of something beyond
conceptuality

As extensively discussed in chapter three of part Il, Buddhist psychology is about
how the conceptual mind exists in imputing conceptual frameworks such as a self, an
external world, on the flow of experience which arises dependently of many aspects
in a field of relationships. We have showed how this mind is itself part of this field of
relationships and is influencing and obscuring the perception of reality. The
conceptual mind is fixating and clinging to these reified entities and therefore has
only access to a relative reality. This functions as a veil which makes that a lot of
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aspects in our experience are not accessible and we have a poor, deformed or even
wrong view on ourselves, other people, situations or phenomena in general (de Wit,
2003). Buddhist psychology, however also recognizes the possibility in the human
mind to develop the faculty of distinction which can discover the working
mechanisms of this way of experiencing reality and to overcome it (de Wit, 2003).
According to de Wit (2000) the emphasis on conceptual strategies in Western
psychological science is a limited view, compared with the approach within the living
spiritual traditions.

The Buddhist tradition consists of methods to develop a clarity of mind which is said
to enable us to distinguish the how and where of this relativity in our experience of
reality (de Wit, 2003). The education of the attention is necessary in this (de Wit,
2000). This attention can go a lot further than merely thinking about it in a
conceptual way (de Wit, 2000). Meditation is about the training of this ‘faculty of
distinction’ and the ‘training of the attention’ (de Wit, 1998). It is about the training
of the perceptual systems that enable a perception of the mind and experience which
is unbiased by a priori ideas. Therefore the Buddhist tradition cannot be reduced to
these theories or to a worldview alone. These are only means to make possible an
unbiased perception (de Wit, 1998). We will focus on the precise mechanisms of the
training of the attention within shamatha meditation in chapter 2 of part IlI.
Shamatha and vipassana meditation aim at cutting through the fixation on profane,
but also the religious conceptual frameworks (de Wit, 2000).

In order to break through these clouds of conceptual thinking and uncover these
non-conceptual states, the relationship with a spiritual mentor is considered crucial
(Berzin, 2000). In Tibetan Buddhism there are non-conceptual methods by way of
which the lama introduces the student to ‘Rigpa’ in which the mind manifests itself in
a crystal-clear, lucid way, not deformed by thoughts or concepts of the ordinary
mind (Dalai Lama, 2002). There is for example a story about a well-accomplished
master and a famous student, which explains how the student reached
enlightenment because the master hit him on the head with his shoe! Whether this is
a joke or not is sometimes difficult to find out. The Tantric twilight language, as well
as jokes, used by teachers is meant to allow people to slip out of the conceptual
structures and limitations of their minds (Fenton, 1981) and to wake them up from
their familiar ideas and dreams. The relationship with the mentor is important in
discovering something beyond these conceptual frameworks.

The role of the mentor is to set up situations in which the student is afforded the
possibility of such unmediated experience. He is the one who provides the individual
meditation-instructions (de Wit, 1998). The student is instructed to attend
particularly to this or that aspect, so as to get the feel of it for himself. Guidance in
meditation is a personal and oral process which cannot be replaced by a book (de
Wit, 2005). These oral, personal instructions are called ‘zhal-lung’. Some of these
instructions given through oral teachings are now sometimes published in books
(Berzin, 2000). However reading about them alone, does not suffice (Berzin, 2000).
For a book to function as a teacher, it is said that one first needs to have received
personal instructions from a qualified master (de Wit, 2003). While much can be
learned from books about meditation, for dedicated sustained practice, there is no
substitute for a knowledgeable and experienced teacher (Wallace, 2006b). The
crucial details and correctives are always given orally, from teacher to student and it
is this which brings life to the printed page of written instructions (Wallace, 2006b).
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This personal guidance is necessary because every human being is dealing with the
instructions in another way and corrections by a teacher are necessary (de Wit,
2005). They are the reliable navigation systems which should enable the student to
reach his goal accurately and safely (Berzin, 2000). The student has to discover for
himself what this experience is about by practicing meditation using the oral
instructions as his guide (de Wit, 2003). The mentor doesn't immediately give all the
directions necessary (Berzin, 2000). Instead they give one single hint or give only a
fragment of an indication, which makes that the student has to put the pieces of the
puzzle together by himself (Berzin, 2000). The mentor gives some directions and
after putting them into practice, the student returns to his master to talk about his
experiences (Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, 2001). It is only after the student has done
something with the instructions and this has brought him up to a certain point in his
experience of the meditation that he is ready to receive the next instructions. Little
by little the students develop the ability to receive instructions and to understand the
instructions in a more subtle way (Berzin, 2000). Practicing meditation needs a
regular feedback from the mentor, just like when we want to train in gymnastics,
one cannot do this without the careful guidance of trainers (Berzin, 2000). He has to
follow up the progress the student is making and correct his mistakes (Berzin, 2000).
He has to drive away our fantasies and keep our spiritual practice realistic (Berzin,
2000).

As his experiences accumulate and as the techniques of meditation are increasingly
mastered, not only the instructions of the practice but also the kind of insight that is
sought as the goal, become increasingly comprehensible (Fenton, 1981). The
knowledge this generates is knowledge that the novice discovers for himself through
his immediate experience. In this way it is assured that meditation or the knowledge
derived from it, is not an imitation, but is something which originates from the
experience of the student himself. That which cannot be passed on through words, is
learned by the student within this learning environment, but by himself.

After we have done meditation, we should go to the lama and ask questions (Traleg
Rinpoche, 2004). Sometimes we conceptualise about our experience instead of
having genuine experience (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004). We have to be very careful
about forming concepts and how we describe our meditative experiences. If we read
a lot about meditation it is very tempting to try to make sense of what one is
experiencing with the vocabularies that we picked up in our education, instead of the
original experience. The lama can point this out to the student (Traleg Rinpoche,
2004). It is important to resist trying to express what we have experienced in
concepts and categories. Instead, one should do this as natural as possible, when
trying to answer what one is experiencing to the meditation teacher (Traleg
Rinpoche, 2004). We use a non-contrived style without being very sophisticated and
articulated in a well-exercised response (Traleg Rinpoche, 2004). The student has to
experience something by himself and learn by himself, from his own experience. The
conversations with the lama about this have to watch over it that we don't just
match our experience to what we have heard in the teachings. The experience has
to stay genuine and not a copy of what has been heard before (Traleg Rinpoche,
2004). It is not about implementing something in a mechanical way, but about
discovering it for oneself (cf. Ingold’s conception of knowledge, see appendix 1). The
lama has to watch over the fact that the student can truly discover things in a
genuine way, by himself.
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2 An education of the attention

In chapter 1, we used ecological psychology as underlying theory to our concepts, to
show how the Buddhist tradition is passed on from one generation to the next, and
to emphasise that it is not about passing on cognitive or mental contents. We
emphasized that the conceptual framework of Buddhism is more than just words, but
is creating a learning environment in which the student can discover the true nature
of the mind by himself. This learning process is exactly about discovering something
beyond the conceptual frameworks, beyond the mental models in one’'s own mind
and beyond the Buddhist concepts as well. The Buddhist tradition provides means,
which can help the student in that direction. Thus the tradition is more than a
‘symbolical system’. The student has to finally find his way by himself, making use of
the tools provided by the tradition. These means are the symbols used, the
mysterious language used, the guidance of the teacher and meditation. It is not
about the meaning of the words, but about the effects they resort in the student.

Above we talked about the training of the attention and perceptual systems during
meditation and the important role of the lama in this enskillment. However we have
not gone deeper into what the training of the attention (the second main training in
Buddhism) exactly is about, or what kind of perceptual systems need to be trained.
In ecological psychology the environment plays an important role in the training of
skills. During the education of the attention in meditation, the mind functions as
environment, while the attention can be considered as a perceptual system requiring
training. In Buddhism, the inner chatter in the mind, the thought-stream, the
emotions, the sleepiness in the mind and so on, are considered aspects of the
mental domain which can be experienced and perceived. We are able to observe the
movements in the mind. While the eye perceives colour, the attention as mental
sense, is the sixth perceptual faculty which can perceive what is going on in the
mind. So the mental domain is considered part of our environment and can be
perceived. Mental perception is not the same as the capacity to think or to
remember, it is about perceiving thoughts, memories, etc. in the mind.

According to Buddhism this mental perception can be enhanced through training by
shamatha meditation. After extensive training, objects of the six domains, including
the mental domain, will be perceived in a direct, unmediated way. We will be able to
distinguish between direct perception and the conceptual superimpositions. In this
way, conceptual consciousness no longer functions as a veil between the mental
sense and the perceived. In this chapter we will go deeper into what this skill is
exactly about and what the fine-tuning of the perceptual systems is about. We will
especially focus on shamatha meditation, because it is in this particular kind of
meditation that one is cultivating the attention. However it is not our intention to
give the impression that shamatha would be the essence of Buddhism. Shamatha
meditation is not even practiced in Buddhism alone. It is also practiced in Hinduism
for example (Tenzin Gyatso, 1984).

During shamatha meditation, mindfulness and awareness are trained, comparable to
the training of a muscle. It asks a lot of regular, well-aimed practice, repetition and
habituation to develop these capacities. We will conceptualise shamatha meditation
as an education of the attention in the Gibsonian sense of the education of the
perceptual systems. In shamatha meditation we can distinguish different aspects of
the mental sense as a perceptual system which is training the constant fine-tuning
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and readjustment to the mind as environment. We will discuss this fine-tuning in
detail and further discuss this for the different stages of shamatha meditation. In this
process the interplay of mindfulness and awareness and the tightening and loosening
method with respect to these in response to the momentarily state of mind as
environment are complex and need a skilful training. The result is a stable and clear
attention which has become skilled in the application of mindfulness and awareness
at the right moments. Also mindfulness and awareness themselves will become more
trained. Another result of shamatha meditation is that the mind as environment will
change, in the sense that it will become pacified.

We will further discuss how shamatha is not like the acquisition of any kind of skill.
Meditation techniques are about skills that cultivate something which is originally
already present in us. It is about cultivating the true nature of the mind. It is more
likely about the unlearning of habits such as mindlessness in order to let the mind
come back to its natural state, rather than grasping after all kinds of distractions. It
is rather about discovering the innate stillness and vividness of awareness rather
than developing something new. We recondition the mind, so that the habit of
conceptual grasping subsides. As a result of this, something is disclosed of the
conceptual veil which obscures experience and reality. The fundamental nature of
the mind will become manifest and is said to be clear, like light, lucid, spacious,
knowing. This facilitates another kind of knowledge. During meditation we don't
create a special state, something new: one cultivates what is natural. The dharma
and the practice are only means to manifest and foster this Buddha-nature.
Shamatha is a first step in this direction.

The Buddhist path is not ended once one has cultivated the attention in such a way
that one has reached shamatha as the result of shamatha meditation. As we have
pointed out in chapter three of part Il and in the beginning of part 111, Buddhism is
about a lot more than meditation. There are different kinds of meditation as means
to cultivate different positive qualities of the mind, which will help the Buddhist on
his path towards enlightenment. Shamatha meditation is important in this, because it
helps us to develop certain skills which are consequently further used on that path,
for example in ethical discipline (the first main training in Buddhism) and the gaining
of insight in the phenomena (the third main training), as well as many other
meditation techniques. In insight meditation, for example we will use the shamatha
mind in order to gain insight in the interdependent arising of experience, the mind
and other phenomena (also called ‘emptiness’). Without the ability cultivated in
shamatha meditation, we will usually not be able to distinguish between reality and
our own conceptual imputations.

2.1  Perceiving mental contents
2.1.1 Mental contents as psychological environment

As a human being we are surrounded by our environment, perceiving what is going
on around us. Usually there is a lot of inner chatter and comment accompanying our
experience. This commentator behind the stage of the theatre of our lives seems to
be distant from the situation itself, which it is commenting (de Wit, 2003). Have we
ever looked directly at this specific kind of activity of the mind or have we allowed it
only to look at ourselves and to think about ourselves? Have we ever looked at the
commentator or our thought-stream itself instead of listening to its comments (de
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Wit, 2003)? Academic psychology considers thinking as something which is more or
less standing apart from experience (de Wit, 2003). The hypothesis that thinking
and experiencing are very different and separated domains is widely accepted, also
in philosophy (de Wit, 2003). According to Buddhism however, this mental domain is
something we can experience, rather than it being something which is commenting
our experience and standing aside from the experience itself (de Wit, 2003). It is not
a domain which stands apart or above experience, but it is seen as part of the total
field of experience (de Wit, 2003). This commentator is part of the situation and is
influencing our stream of experience (de Wit, 2003). The mental domain is not a
hypothetical, un-experience-able, non-empirical domain.

In Buddhism, thinking is considered to be something we can experience, as part of
the total field of experience, it is not standing behind the stage of the theatre of our
experience. What we experience by means of our senses and the things we think
about it are standing together on stage (de Wit, 2003). It is thus not only a domain
in which we can think, fantasise, speculate, or reflect (de Wit, 2003). According to
Buddhism this mental domain can be perceived. Humans are able to perceive this
mental domain and observe the movements in their minds (de Wit, 2003). It has
something to do with being conscious and alert of what is going on in the mind (de
Wit, 2003). It is thus not only possible to think about the experience, but it is also
possible to experience what we think (de Wit, 2000). One is not hopping onto the
thought and thinking it through, and as such becoming the producer of it (de Wit,
2000). One becomes the public of the thought and simply observes it (de Wit, 2000).
What happens in the mind, can thus be considered as part of our environment, it can
be perceived. Just like our eye perceives the flowers in our environment, we can
perceive what emotions and thoughts are coming up in our mind, the mind as
psychological environment.

2.1.2 Mental perception

The idea of perceiving mental contents is most explicitly formulated where Buddhism
speaks of the sixth perceptual faculty (de Wit, 2000). This is the faculty which
perceives what is going on in the mental domain (de Wit, 2000). In terms of
Asanga’s Abhidharmasamuccaya, mental perceiving is defined as the function which
perceives conceptualised contents of the mind (de Wit, 2000). Mental perception is
viewed as being quite distinct from our capacity to think, remember, imagine, ... all
of which are conceptual faculties (Wallace, 2001). It is about perceiving thoughts,
memories, images, sense perceptions etc, by the mental sense. In this case the mind
is a psychological environment which can be perceived by the mental sense.
Buddhists regard the mental domain as perceivable through a mental sense, which
can be placed next to the other five senses (Garfield, 1995). Nagarjuna, in his
Mulamadhymikakarika which was translated by Garfield (1995: p. 136-137) puts it
this way:

“Seeing, hearing, smelling,
Tasting, touching, and mind
Are the six sense faculties.

Their spheres are the visible objects, etc.
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While the objects of the eye sense are visual objects, the objects of the mental
sense are thoughts, ideas, mental imagery, memories, moods, dreams, emotions,
etc. (Wallace, 2001; Komito, 1987). The mental consciousness is that which we
usually refer to as thoughts or the thinking mind (Komito, 1987).

According to Nagarjuna, carving up these six different components represents a
conventional taxonomy only. In reality they are interdependent phenomena, which
means that for their existence, they depend on each other (Garfield, 1995). The
interaction between what is perceived through these six senses is what is presented
to us as our experience of reality. That which is perceived through our five senses
becomes mixed with the objects from the mental sense, such as memories, hopes,
fears, ... (de Wit, 2003). As we discussed earlier, in chapter three of part Il, the
perceptions of the other five senses, become in their turn object of the mental sense,
since the mental sense is dependent on the previous moment of conscious (Komito,
1987). If this previous conscious was a sense conscious (the sound of birds flying
over), the perception of the sound, is one moment of perceptual consciousness and
this is the moment of consciousness exactly preceding the mental consciousness
(Komito, 1987). Our attention is not refined enough to directly perceive the sense
perception as object of the mental sense. Our attention can only capture the sense
perception after it has been mixed with the mental objects of the mental sense. Our
experience will not consist of the sound of the birds flying over, alone. We will see
the birds flying over in our mind, because we have coupled the sense perception of
the sound to the mental object (an image of birds flying over the sea). Our attention
jumps rapidly from one sense field to another, like a chimpanzee (Wallace, 2006b).
The so-called searchlight of attention is not a steady beam, it flickers on and off
(Austin, 1998). And it cannot distinguish which information it got from where, it just
sees the whole picture, but it doesn’t see how this picture came into existence, thus
creating our experience of reality. We will usually not stand still with this experience,
that what we have actually perceived, was only the sound. According to Buddhism:
the sound is perceived by perceptual consciousness and this perceptual
consciousness is perceived by the mental sense. Also the image of the birds flying
over is perceived by the mental sense. These two become mixed and are presented
to us as reality. But this reality we experience, is thus partly dependent on our own
mind which generated the image of the birds, perceived by the mental sense and
partly because of the outside world, the actual birds which generated the sound,
which was perceived by our perceptual consciousness and consequently also by our
mental sense. In this way everything we experience in life, is dependent on the mind
(Traleg Rinpoche, 2005).

2.1.3 Training the mental sense

Our faculty of attention affects us in countless ways. Our very perception of reality is
tied closely to where we focus our attention on (Wallace, 2006b). Each of us
chooses, by our ways of attending to things, the universe we inhabit and the people
we encounter (Wallace, 2006b). “Who am 1?”, consists of those things we have been
paying attention to over the years (Wallace, 2006b). The reality that appears to us,
is ot so much what is out there, as it is those aspects of the world we have focused
on (Wallace, 2006b). There are moments in our experience, where we become
conscious of our blindness and realize that we have an influence in our own
experience (de Wit, 2003). But this waking up can be cultivated to become a ‘faculty
of distinction’, by which we have a clear view on the way our experience of reality is
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presented to us and the influences which come from our own mind are being
perceived (de Wit, 2003). While the five physical senses can be corrected, enhanced
and extended by external technological means such as eyeglasses, telescopes and
microscopes, mental perception is not so easily amenable to technological
enhancement (Wallace, 2001). According to Buddhism, however mental perception
can be enhanced, refined and extended through mental training such as shamatha
meditation (Wallace, 2001). We can steadily enhance our capacity of attention,
strengthening this mental ability just as we can our triceps (Wallace, 2006b).

By cultivating our ‘faculty of distinction’, it becomes possible to distinguish objects,
without the use of language, thoughts, labels (Komito, 1987). Austin (1998) testifies
what the effects of a Zen meditation retreat, where the training of attention and bare
awareness were practiced, were. Before the retreat, a blur of perceptions had taken
in an ordinary world, while after the retreat, his perception was both sensitized and
subtly transformed: two eyes and both ears were wide open (Austin, 1998). With
one’s senses open and expanded, thoughts and actions also took on a lively efficient
quality (Austin, 1998). One is developing an instrument which will make it possible to
perceive things in a direct, unmediated way (Komito, 1987). It means taking in the
observed phenomena in a direct way, as fully as possible: both perceptually and
conceptually, while still being sensitive to practical distinctions between what is
presented to the senses and what is superimposed upon them by the mind its mental
contents (Wallace, 2001).

By cultivating the ‘faculty of distinction’, it becomes possible to have direct
perceptions of phenomena (presented to the 6 senses) and to see how these direct
perceptions are becoming mixed with objects from the mental sense and as such
giving rise to conceptual forms of consciousness (Komito, 1987) which consequently
functions as a veil which is obscuring a clear view of reality. One will become able to
distinguish between the phenomena that are presented to our six modes of
perception and the conceptual superimpositions that we often unconsciously and
involuntarily impute upon those phenomena, including labels, categories, and
thoughts aroused by our emotional reactions (Wallace, 2001). This means that the
conceptual consciousness no longer functions as a veil between the mental sense,
and the perceived.

This is often characterized as a de-automatization, an undoing of automatic
perceptual and cognitive structures, that permits a gain in sensory intensity and
richness at the expense of abstract categorisation and differentiation (Jackson, 1996:
p. 27). Shamatha thus brings an end to the fixation on the inner stream of thoughts,
which is usually narrowing our consciousness (de Wit, 2003). In order to accomplish
this, one has to train the attention (the mental sense), so that it is educated to
perceive in a better way. That is what we do in shamatha meditation. Through this
meditation we train the attention in such a way, that it becomes steady and alert and
becomes enabled to perceive what is going on in the mind as environment. Through
the training of the attention in shamatha meditation, one will become better in
observing one’s own thoughts, without getting dragged along with those thoughts,
thinking them through. The shamatha techniques cultivate the sensitivity for the
details in the mental activity (de Wit, 2000).

Western scientists; psychologists’ and neuroscientists’ focused on investigating
normal or impaired attention, and little efforts were made to investigate whether the
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attention can be trained (Wallace, 2006b). The cultivation of attentional stability has
been a core element of the meditative traditions throughout the centuries, producing
a rich collection of techniques and practices (Wallace, 2006b). Tibetan Buddhism
provides detailed instructions for achieving focused attention (Wallace, 2006b). We
cultivate bare attention, in which the mind is fully focused on the sensory
impressions appearing to it, moment to moment, rather than getting caught up in
conceptual and emotional responses to those stimuli (Wallace, 2006b). For example,
one learns to recognize the difference between the tactile sensations of the breath
(as object of the attention) as opposed to the mental images which are
superimposed by the mind (Wallace, 2006b). We integrate the quality of awareness
that we cultivate during meditation, with the awareness that we bring to our
activities in the world throughout the day (Wallace, 2006b). For example what we do
physically, verbally or mentally we should try to do it with awareness (Traleg
Rinpoche, 2005). We can be mindful of walking, eating, etc. Our perception will
become more refined and that has an impact on how we lead our life (Traleg
Rinpoche, 2005). Through the practice of the mind, we cause a transformation
(Traleg Rinpoche, 2005) in the whole person. It will not stay limited to the education
of the attention. This in turn will have an influence on the person’s path.

However when one stops meditating, all the ignorant views (confusing conceptual
superimpositions with perceptual information) will become manifest again, because
during the meditation they are only being bracketed (Komito, 1987). Shamatha
meditation is an important start, but it should be followed by analytical or vipassana
meditation in order to completely drive away this ignorant way of perceiving the
world (Komito, 1987). Once our attention is developed in a satisfactory way, one can
apply this in order to learn how our experience of reality is being formed to be
presented to us (de Wit, 2003). This spontaneously happens on the exact spot where
our experience is formed in daily life, as a result of the training of the mind (de Wit,
2000). But this is also what we do in vipassana meditation. Therefore it is necessary
to culivate the attention during shamatha meditation, in order to use this trained or
cultivated mind in the vipassana investigation of the mind and reality.

2.2 Shamatha meditation as an ‘education of the attention’

In order to describe what shamatha meditation exactly entails, we will be guided by
some authors who are considered authoritative to teach about this subject, because
of their own extensive experience in the field. Alan Wallace has practiced shamatha
extensively during many different years both in solitude where, he directed his whole
life single-pointedly to the training of shamatha, as well as during his married life in
the West, where he continued to practice and teach this skill. Han de Wit, studied
meditation with Chégyam Trungpa and has been authorized by him to teach
meditation. Chégyam Trungpa is a famous lama, who is considered as part of the
Indo-Tibetan lineage of Buddhism and plays a key role in passing on the lineage.
Furthermore we will use some of the oral transmission, typically for the Kagyu pa
tradition, passed on by Traleg Rinpoche, also a well-respected and famed holder of
the Kagyu pa lineage within Tibetan Buddhism, who is said to be part of the lineage
since many life-times. He received extensive training in many meditation forms, as
well as shamatha. We also used the Dalai Lama’s (here referred to as Tenzin Gyatso)
description of the nine stages of shamatha. The Dalai Lama is the head and holder of
the Gelugpa lineage of Tibetan Buddhism, and has received extensive training in
meditation, since childhood. He is also said to be part of the lineage since many
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lifetimes. His fame and authority is even known to any Western person and doesn’t
need any further explanation. We also used some comments of Francisco Varela,
who was a student of the Dalai Lama and who was a well-respected neuroscientist,
who did extensive research on meditation and initiated a dialogue between science
and Buddhism. Also the other authors referred to in these texts, are well-experienced
practitioners, whom because of that receive the authority to speak about shamatha
meditation.

2.2.1 Shamatha meditation as a skill

The practice of shamatha is something we can find in many traditions within
Buddhism: in sutra- and tantra-Buddhism, as well as in the Bon-tradition of ancient
Tibet (Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, 2001). Shamatha is considered as a necessary and
fundamental practice, in which one exercises skills, that are needed in other Buddhist
practices. The cultivation of meditative quiescence, during shamatha meditation is
regarded as an indispensable prerequisite for the cultivation of contemplative insight
(Wallace, 2001). In vipassana meditation one uses the attention, which has been
trained, in order to investigate the emptiness and interrelatedness or interdependent
arising of phenomena, such as reality, the self, and the mind. The purpose of
shamatha meditation is to develop stability and vividness of the attention (Wallace,
2006b). The practice of shamatha starts with a mind which cannot focus for more
than a few seconds and culminates in a state of sublime stability and vividness of the
attention (Wallace, 2006b).

In sham