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Erosion of traditional cosmological thinking is a well-attested and
significant strand in the recent history of religion in Europe and
America. Undoubtedly, all of the major traditions have retained
well-defined zones of resistance against the prevailing current of
modernity, Christian creationism being a good example in this
connection. However, as the current has grown in vigor, religious
modernists have, at times reluctantly though often with enthusiasm,
abandoned long-standing views on the place of the earth and the
position of humanity within the created order—some of the most
cherished beliefs of their tradition—and accepted, with few modifi-
cations, the modern scientific picture of the universe. Such capitula-
tions are now, by and large, accepted and consigned to the historical
past. However, the battle over humankind’s position in the natural
order, an order rendered incompatible with any conscious sense of
meaning or responsible agency by the inexorable logic of the
modern scientific method, has not yet been conceded by theologians.
Under such circumstances it is perhaps unsurprising that a discourse
of environmental concern, in part aimed at reintroducing meaning
and purpose back into the bleak vastnesses of the modern €osmos,
has taken such a prominent place in the pronouncements of leading
theologians the world over.

Of course, Christianity is not the only religious tradition engaged
in this rearguard action. Buddhism, too, has its eco-advocates.
Indeed, Buddhism is often invoked as a far more environmentally
beneficial set of beliefs and practices than Christianity could ever
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be, some writers going so far as to suggest that, of all the major
religious traditions, Buddhism is the best equipped to form the heart
of a new global environmentalist ethic. Now, positive environ-
mentally oriented discourse does not have its origins in any
specifically religious domain, although it is beyond the scope of this
essay to discuss the romantic movement’s repudiation of the
scientific project that so clearly contributed to its emergence.!
Nevertheless, the politization of this discourse has become a
significant theme, particularly in the latter part of the twentieth
century, and no world-historical religious movement would wish to
jeopardize its standing by failing to endorse such a “self-evident”
collection of truths about the world and our place within it. It is
clear that the benefits of taking such a stance will be considerable.

There is now much good evidence that a significant number
within Buddhism? itself, plus those who give intellectual assent to
selected elements of the Buddhist tradition as part of their armory
in the fight against the worst excesses of “technological society,”
have declared themselves favorably disposed to ecologically
motivated activity, whether it be of the shallow or deep variety.
Organized Buddhism undoubtedly embodies virtues that appear, at
least from the superficial perspective, in tune with the discourse of
environmental concern.? The task of this essay will be to assess the
tradition as a whole, and the methodological presuppositions
underlying ecoBuddhism, and to confirm or deny the truth of these
impressions. My central contention will be that, with one or two
notable exceptions (Schmithausen* springs to mind here), supporters
of an authentic Buddhist environmental ethic have tended toward a
positive indifference to the history and complexity of the Buddhist
tradition. In their praiseworthy desire to embrace such a “high
profile” cause, or, to put it more negatively, in their inability to
check the influence of a significant element of modern globalized
discourse, Buddhist environmentalists may be guilty of a sacrificium
intellectus very much out of line with the critical spirit that has
played such a major role in Buddhism from the time of the Buddha
himself down to the modern period.

A fundamental problem confronting any serious examination of
the Buddhist tradition’s “attitude to nature” is philological. The most
obvious starting point ought to be the identification of a Buddhist
term or terms equivalent in range of meaning to our word “nature.”
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However, this is more complex than it seems on the surface. In the
first place, there are many canonical languages to choose from. We
could simply choose to differentiate between Indic terms, on the one
hand, and those originating in the East Asian area, on the other, but
even if this was deemed a suitably sophisticated methodology, and
I am not sure myself that it would be, a further difficulty presents
itself. Each of these languages is bound to cultures that possess their
own specific modes of development. Indeed, the original attempts
to translate Sanskrit technical jargon into Chinese are known to have
encountered many intractable difficulties, not least because of the
existence of a sophisticated philosophical vocabulary in China prior
to the arrival of Buddhism. Moving to the contemporary setting, we
must not forget that the interpretation of textual material can never
be a culture-free exercise, whether it be done by contemporary
Buddhist themselves or by those who seek corroboration of their
own ideas from the Buddhist tradition. As Hans Georg Gadamer has
pointed out, we must be aware of the prejudgments we bring to the
understanding of a text and must acknowledge the distance in
historical terms between us and the text’s author. Without this we
are likely to deceive ourselves into thinking that we can uncritically
“stand in immediate relation with the past.”> Also, let us not ignore
the fact that the languages of canonical Buddhism reflected the
concerns of a segment within the wider culture and, by and large,
are to be identified with the worldview of small but influential elites.
The question must arise as to how far the sacred writings and their
commentaries represent the understandings and practices of ordinary
people who, after all, will be the prime agents in the interaction of
Buddhism and the natural world, for monks, by virtue of their
disciplined existences, are practically restrained from most poten-
tially damaging activities, such as agriculture and the like. It is clear,
then, that all of these matters must be examined more rigorously
than has been done to date before we can confidently assert that
Buddhism, of whatever form, possesses the necessary philological,
cultural, and philosophical structures to accept the imposition of a
discourse of environmental concern without undue distortion.
Another element, this time relating to the range of meanings the
term “nature” has come to represent in the West, must also be
considered. Kate Soper® identifies three ways in which nature has
been conceptualized in modern environmentalist discussions, of
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which the first, or metaphysical, relates to that part of the world
which lies beyond the human or merely artificial. The nature/culture
dichotomy is clearly at the heart of this definition. The second
meaning is associated with “the structures, processes and causal
POWErS. . .operative within the physical world” and therefore
represents that sector of existence understood as the proper object
of study in the natural sciences. The final “lay” or “surface” concept
is concerned with the distinction between the “natural” as opposed
to urban or industrial landscapes and is intimately bound up with
aesthetic judgment. Soper accepts that the third meaning dominates
the discourse of the green movement, although it is clearly depen-
dent on and interrelated with the others.

The evolution of the modern ecological definition of “nature” and
“the natural” can only be fully understood against the background
of the history of Western thought itself. With this in mind, it would
be unwise to neglect two other crucial distinctions: the Aristotelian
tension between “nature” understood as the totality of all that exists
and “nature” as the essence or active principle of things; and the
medieval nature/supernature dichotomy. Although the term
supernaturalis only seems to have emerged fairly late in the history
of Christian thought, most notably in the work of Thomas Aquinas,
the modern manner of construing reality entails assent to, or at the
least criticism of, the notion that nature lacks many of the clues
necessary for a full understanding of things. The scientific world-
view, then, is clearly a rejection of the supernaturalist claims of
theism, but, intriguingly, environmentalism——particularly of the
ecospiritual type,” a form that has had a sizable impact on contem-
porary ecoBuddhism—represents a reappropriation of prescientific
modes of thinking with its Spinozist insistence on narura naturans
as an almost pantheist power of nature.

Buddhist scholars and activists have, in recent times, offered a
range of Buddhist technical terms that they deem to correspond with
the English term “nature.” An obvious question in this context is,
what sense of this richly nuanced term are they thinking of and are
they all in agreement on the matter? I do not believe that this
question has even begun to be answered, and this essay may be seen
as a humble and highly provisional attempt to get such a debate off
the ground. A list of the most commonly mentioned Indic equiva-
lents of the term “nature” includes samsara, prakrti, svabhava,
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pratitya-samutpada, dharmadhatu, dharmata,’ and dhammajati.®
The range of significances covered by such terms is vast and
detailed analysis is beyond the scope of our present discussions,
although sustained work on the topic would undoubtedly do much
to advance our present understanding. One example will have to
suffice. Samsara in its usual sense denotes the totality of sentient
beings (sattvaloka) caught in the round of life after life, although
it may also encompass those parts of the cosmos that fall below the
level of sentience and, as such, act as the stage or receptacle
(bhajanaloka) on which the beginningless cycle of life on life
unfolds. However, even in this extended manner, samsara can hardly
be regarded as natura naturata in any obviously Western sense for
it contains hell-beings, gods, and ghosts quite apart from its human
and animal residents. Indeed, above this region of physicality and
gross desire lie two other more subtle regions of reality, the 'wl.lole
comprising the traditional Buddhist triple-decker universe. Built into
this model is the possibility of movement from one level to the other
through the activation of mental powers gained in meditation.
Samsara, then, incorporates elements which, from a Western
perspective, encompass both the natural and the supernaturgl.
Consideration of other terms offered by scholars as Buddhist
equivalents of “nature” tend to reveal similar mismatches.
Statements of the kind “Buddhism is. . .” are problematic in that
they very often fail to take account of the historical, doctrinal, and
cultural diversity of the tradition. For instance, a fundamental
distinction needs to be maintained between Buddhism in its Indic
forms (in this category I include the Theravada traditions of South
and Southeast Asian as well as the Mahayanist Tibetan forms of
Buddhism) and the Chinese and East Asian transformations of the
Indic tradition. It also makes good sense to distinguish between the
historical phases in the development of Buddhist thought aI‘ld
practice. Heinz Bechert, for instance, chooses to divide Buddhist.

- history into canonical, classical, and modern phases,!? while

Charles F. Keyes, in a manner possibly more conducive to our
investigation of Buddhism’s understanding of the “env.ironment,”
distinguishes between a premodern cosmological Buddhism, on the
one hand, and modernist forms, influenced by aspects of Western
thought and social organization, on the other.!! Whatever ‘classifi-
catory scheme we choose to use, the generalization of ideas or
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practices from one historical, geographical, or cultural phase of the
tradition, in an attempt to justify some monolithic Buddhist position,
will be largely illegitimate.

An example should give a good illustration of this point. Frank E.
Reynolds, in an important discussion of the three overlapping types
of cosmological thinking present in the traditional Buddhist
countries of Southeast Asia, points to the karma/samsara complex
of doctrines—his “samsaric cosmogony”!2—as the point from which
laypeople and monks orient themselves ethically one to another.
Such interactions generate a “total field”!3 system in which one’s
present existence is ethically enmeshed in a vast, causally
connected, and highly stratified cosmic order encompassing humans,
animals, gods, and so forth, arranged hierarchically from the realms
of the gods all the way down to the infernal regions. In the
Saddharmasmrtyupasthana Sitra (Sutra of the remembrance of the
good law),!* classified by Chinese tradition as a work of the
Hinayanist Abhidharma and mainly important because it provided
the basis for Genshin’s (942—1017) famous description of hell, the
Ojoyoshu,'s the eight levels of hell are further subdivided. Thus, a
subregion of the hell of repetition (samjiva) is called the “place of
excrement” because this is the place in which sinners who have
killed birds and deer without regret are punished by being forced
to eat dung that is crawling with flesh-eating worms. The “hell
yvhere everything is cooked,” a sublevel of the burning hell (tapana),
is reserved for those who have deliberately destroyed forests by fire,
while the “bird hell” in the hell of no interval (avici) contains
malefactors who deliberately caused famines through the disruption
of water supplies.!6 It may well be that the moral implications of
these doctrines did serve to inhibit environmentally destructive
pehavior in the premodern period, but we should be aware of two
issues before we try to import them into a modern context. First,
one of the cardinal features of modernist Buddhism is precisely its
embarrassment about traditional (mythological or prescientific)
cosmologies. As such, it represents an erosion of tradition and an
accommodation to the prevailing current of scientific thinking.
Indeed, the majority of social activist, including environmentalist,!”?
forms of Buddhism today can be seen to have arisen as a result of
these changes in emphasis. How paradoxical, then, that the claims
of modernist Buddhists to stand in good harmony with nature seem
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to be premised on the scientism of the Enlightenment, a movement
in European history that did so much to liberate the individual from
the “thrall of nature”!8 and opened up the forces that have now led
to its potential destruction. Second, until evidence is offered to the
contrary, we shall have to remain skeptical of the inhibitory power
of the Buddhist conception of hell, at least from the environmentalist
perspective, in a premodern Asian world that was fundamentally
unaffected by the factors that may have rendered large-scale
ecological degradation a realistic possibility.
Reynolds terms the traditional Buddhist world system the
“ripic,”!® or devolutionary, cosmogony. However, any positive
interpretation of this hierarchically organized and interrelated vision
of the universe—one is tempted to employ the term “nature” in this
context—is rather undermined by the tradition’s own assessment of
the radically unstable nature of all conditioned things. The Indic,
and specifically early Upanisadic and hence pre-Buddhist, roots of
this way of thinking now become plain. For traditional Theravada
Buddhism, the universe is a vast unsupervised recycling plant in
which unstable entities circulate from one form of existence to the
next—a Joycean “commodius vicus of recirculation.” This seems an
ideal metaphor from the environmentalist perspective, for, if
Buddhists envisage the world process in this manner, there is some
justification in the conclusion that we should seek to replicate the
processes of which we are such an intrinsic part. Two objections
immediately arise, however. In the first place, environmentalists are
certainly committed to the principle of the recirculation of inanimate
materials, such as wood products and the like, but how far are they
prepared to go in the direction of the recycling of sentiency itself?
It seems to me that there are few intellectual resources in the
Western thought universe to support such a move! In the second
place, and from the perspective of the “ultimate evaluation of
existence,”20 the Buddhist universe lacks any genuine telos. It is
dysteleological 2! As we have already noted, Reynolds employs the
term “devolutionary” in his discussion of the ripic cosmogony, a
term that implies a regular, though lengthy, degeneration of the
physical world, a process mirrored in the inevitable moral decline
of humans. The outworldly character of Theravada cosmology is
now apparent, although, to give a full account of this particular
interpretation of existence, we must introduce a final element into
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the equation, the moksal/nirvana complex. If we now return to the
environmentalist perspective, it becomes clear that recycling is
connected with samsara. This is the positive part of the message.
However, it is somewhat compromised by the fact that, ultimately,
the Buddha’s teachings point to a goal that represents the over-
coming of the restrictions entailed by samsara.

Ecology, even in its so-called deep form, must be premised on
some distinction between nature and humanity, for without it our
activities become, by definition, “natural” and, under such circum-
stances we can be held no more responsible for the adverse effects
of our activities than can any other species. However, Martin
Heidegger, among others, has pointed to the difficulties inherent in
this fundamental distinction, For him, the problem of “construing
the humanity-nature relationship as a Subject-Object antithesis is
that it already preésupposes a division between ‘subjects’ and
‘objects’ that is, strictly speaking, illegitimate. 22 Heidegger’s point
is that scientific modes of thinking, while “deeply counter-
intuitive”? have accustomed us to regard the things of the world
as “objects,” with the result that we, as heirs to the Western
intellectual tradition, have become alienated from an earlier,
premodern “pre—understanding of the world.” This is interesting
because it seems to tie in with the Buddhist Yogacara/Vijiianavada
view that the imagination of the subject/object dichotomy (grahya-
grahakakalpana) is a function of mental processes contaminated by
ignorance (avidya). The attainment of nirvana as a return to this

primitive mental purity, then, represents the uprooting of samsaric
addiction. In Vasubandhu’s words:

From the non-perception of the duality [of subject/object] there
arises the perception of the dharmadhatu. From the perception of
the dharmadhatu there arises the perception of splendour,24

The term dharmadharu represents the “realm of dharmas,” those
elements of existence that are held to comprise the totality of things,
including human knowledge, culture, artifice, and so on, that make
up the Buddhist universe, and we might, therefore, be tempted (as
indeed some contemporary Buddhists are) to translate dharmadhary
as the “natural realm.” The Japanese philosopher Nishida Kitarg
(1870-1945) seems to adopt a Yogacarin line in his distinctive
development of a doctrine of pure nondual experience. He is carefyl
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to note, however, that this experience will be “incpmpatible with
Western naturalism.”?’ I take this to mean that Nish%da understands
Buddhism’s ultimate goal as a pure, nature—transcendln‘g subjectivity, _
This certainly meets the criteria of Heidegger’s .antltechnological
vision of reality, but it hardly qualifies as the k1r}d of concept to
act as the basis for an authentically environmeqtallst eth}c. Indeed,
the splendid perceptions of the enlightened saint are dlscgssed at
some length in Yogacarin sources and they are not of _th? kind that
offer much comfort for the environmentalist. The Yogacara scholar
Sthiramati (ca. 510-570), for instance, tells us that fo‘r a Bu@dha
whose vision is purified in this way “the external world is perceived
as consisting not of clay, pebbles, thorny plants, a‘t')ysses, etc. 'but
of gold, jewels, etc.”26 Of course, we may cl}opse to interpret claims
like this in an entirely metaphoric light, but it is surprising how w.ell
the purified vision of the Mahayanist saint does. c’(,)rrespond vfuth
Reynolds’s third and final Theravadin “dhamnpc cosmologlc?ll
type.2’ There is undoubtedly some overlap here with the later Tantric
notion that, while the things of the world may appear to be
conventionally “natural,” from the ultimate perspective, th_ey are
merely parts of the body of the cosmic Bu(-idha (di;c;rmakaya) in
one of its many forms, for example, as Valrocana.. 'Indeed, the
Tantric view of the world, with its origins deep w'1tl.11n. the Indic
tradition, contains much that appears to be rather 1n1m1c§l to Fhe
environmentalist project, not least its emphasis on th(;gsubjufgatlon
of—or, at any rate, the gaining of power over—nature.‘ In this way
Tantricism, and perhaps the whole of the Buddhls.t 'dhammlc
cosmology, focusing as it does on the otherworlidly vision qf Fhe
completed saint, has something in common with thq dommlog
ideal®® that has been seen from the ecolofgl(.:al perspe.ctlve as suc
an unhelpful strand within the Judeo-Christian tradition. '
Just to add one further complication, let us now turn to Buddhism
in its East Asian forms. It is clear that the outworldly char.ac.ter of
the Indic karma/samsara complex of docFrines had some d1'ff1cu'lty
in being accepted in China during the period of the initial c'hffus1'(:E
of Buddhism, not least because of its appar?,nt 'co‘n‘fhc”t wi
established Confucian social ethics. The “morblq n1h11'1sm assoi
ciated with the new ideas in the minds of the Chmgse intellectua
elite has led to a tendency within East A31.an Buddhism to ch;r%flc;
terize the “natural world” in a manner distinct from that found, fo
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instance, in the Hinduized states of Theravadin Southeast Asia. Of
course, concern for the welfare of animals, for example, is attested
in the earliest Indic canonical sources, as it is in the edicts of Asoka,
and this attitude transplanted itself easily in the Chinese context,
no doubt because it harmonized with indigenous traditions. It also
seems to have counteracted the negativity of Indic otherworldliness.
Thus, the Liang emperor, Wu Ti (502-550), is said to have fed fish
held in a monastery pond as part of his Buddhist devotions, while,
in 759, the T ang emperor is reported to have donated a substantial
sum toward the construction of eighty-one such ponds (fang sheng
ch’ih) for the preservation of animal life. Johannes Prip-Mgller,3!
in his classic account of Chinese Buddhist monasteries, reports that,
as late as the mid-1930s, the National Buddhist Association
broadcast radio lectures on the need for animal protection, particu-
larly around the period of “animal day,” a date that traditionally
coincided with the Buddha’s birthday festivities. Even today, after
the traumas of Buddhism’s recent past in China, ethno-botanical
evidence3? exists to support the notion of monastery as nature
reserve. However, not all of the evidence points in the same
direction. We know, for instance, that during the high-water mark
of Chinese Buddhism in the T’ang period, monasteries “engaged
in multifarious commercial and financial activities”33 that may very
well have had an adverse influence on the natural environment. So,
4 monastery near Ningpo, having fallen on hard times around 836,
was able to recoup its losses by large-scale deforestation of
surrounding hillsides, while a few years later, in 841, another
monastery connived with commercial fuel-gatherers to exploit
timber and other forest resources for financial advantage.3* It seems
that at least some of these environmentally damaging commercial
enterprises may have been associated with entrepreneurs already
engaged in environmentally dubious undertakings—we could call
them “monks of convenience,” who seem to have opted for the
monastic life as a kind of tax-avoidance strategy. Still, it would be
unwise to jump to general conclusions about the activities of the
monastic order on the evidence of a few bad apples.

There can be little doubt that the environmentalist discourse of
Westernized cultures forms part of a broad critique of negative
aspects of the capitalist/technological nexus and, in particular, of
the twin system of mass-production and consumption wholly
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oriented toward the satisfaction of material desires that has emerged
most fully in recent times.3% It is not unreasonable _to .suppose that
the genealogy of this critique will be located w1th1n.the .broad
pastures of European intellectual history. To illustrate th}S point we
need only look to a figure like Arne Naess,3¢ who, Whlle pod@1ng
sympathetically but rather uncritically in the Buddhist3’ direction,
has successfully erected his system of “deep ecology” on almost
purely Spinozan foundations. This is not surprising, for the classwgl
forms of Buddhism emerged as the result of social and economic
factors that were uniquely Asiatic. Of course, we shall have to adnpt
that Asia has lacked any overarching homogeneity in terms of its
means of production, and this should make us suspicious of terms,
such as “the Asiatic mode of production,” “semi-feudalism,”38 or,
indeed, “oriental despotism,”3 employed to describe the premodern
economies of India and China. Nevertheless, there is little hard
evidence to suggest the presence of indigenous ef:on(.)mic systems
that depended on high levels of industrial production in prempdern
Buddhist cultures, although the situation has been drastically
different since the advent of the modern period.

In this light, it would be unwise to claim, as do many exponepts
of an environmentally engaged Buddhism, that Buddhism contains
the intellectual and practical resources necessary to counteract the
adverse effects of modernity. My response to such high levels of
confidence is to raise two further questions: Can the supporte.rs of
Buddhism’s claim to represent an authentic environmental ethl‘c‘be
certain that they have not fallen prey to “the myth'of primitive
ecological wisdom™0 that seems a common ingre'dlent of some
recent critiques of industrialism? And, have they given sufficient
thought to the genealogy of modernist Buddhism, of which they are
generally a part? For, when this is done, it becomes clc?ar that a
range of features alien to the abiding character.of class1c§l Bud-
dhism—features that tend to be connected with the arr}val (?f
Westernized forms of religion and socioeconomic organizatlon—ls
deeply embedded in the contemporary Asian Buddhist heartlanfis.
Thus, if we turn to recent Thai Buddhist critiques4! of th.e negative
environmental consequences of multinational logging aCtl'VltICS .and
the like, we can observe that the arguments have no discernibly
Buddhist character. The rhetoric employed is actua}lly a blend gf tl}e
sort of globalized environmental discourse we might meet with in
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any part of today’s world—in effect a romantic “summons to. . .
discover in ‘nature’ both inner and outer, the source of redemption
from the alienation and depredations of industrialism and the ‘cash
nexus’ deformation of human relations,”#? leavened with a good
dose of nineteenth-century nationalism.

Japan provides a particularly apt illustration of the ways in which
Buddhism, nationalism, and environmental discourse can mesh
together. In a revealing passage, D. T. Suzuki, probably the greatest
of all modern Buddhist propagandists, contrasts the occidental and
oriental attitudes to mountains, concluding that Europeans have
characteristically sought to “conquer” them on climbing expeditions
and the like, while the Japanese treat mountains, indeed the whole
of the natural realm, in a far more respectful manner. He writes:

The idea of the so-called “conquest of nature” comes from
Hellenism. . .in which the earth is made to be man’s servant, and
the winds and the sea are to obey him. Hebraism concurs with this
view, too. In the East, however, this idea of subjecting Nature to
the commands or service of man according to his selfish desires has
never been cherished. For Nature to us has never been uncharitable,
it is not a kind of enemy to be brought under man’s power. We of
the Orient have never conceived Nature in the form of an opposing
power. On the contrary, Nature has been our constant friend and
companion, who is to be absolutely trusted in spite of the frequent
earthquakes assailing this land of ours. The idea of conquest is
abhorrent.43

Let us note that Suzuki uncritically conflates a heterogeneous
collection of cultures, both Buddhist and non-Buddhist, under the
heading of the “Orient,” a sort of reverse orientalism. However, we
should not judge him too harshly, for such lack of precision is a
common foible and, in fact, Suzuki means something far more
specific by the term “Orient” than appears on the surface. For him,
the essence of the Orient is nothing other than the spirit of Zen.
Perhaps Zen, then, with its insistence on “naturalism,” particularly
in the arts, may hold the key to the development of an authentically
Buddhist ecological ethic.

In order to pursue this question in a more informed manner, it is
necessary to place Suzuki’s literary career as a Zen propagandist
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in its sociohistorical context. In the early part of Suzuki’s life
Japanese Buddhists were still coming to terms with the trauma
induced by the Meiji (1868—1912) persecution of Buddhism. In
order to reassert itself in the face of official hostility, a modernist
and nationalistic New Buddhism (shin bukkyo) emerged that placed
great emphasis on the essential dissimilarities between “oriental”
and “occidental” ways of thinking. The fundamental uniqueness of
the Japanese character (nihonjinron) came to be stressed, particu-
larly by members of the influential Kyoto school of thought, such
as Nishida. In a recent discussion of these nihonjinron thinkers,
Robert Scharf observes that they:

would assert that the Japanese are racially and/or culturally inclined
to experience the world more directly than are the peoples of other
nations.*

It is clear from our earlier quotation that Suzuki eagerly embraced
this style of thinking, and his significance, particularly for the
reception of Buddhist ideas in the West, is twofold. In the first place,
he was an active promoter of the notion that the Japanese uniquely
respond to nature along lines that now seem entirely compatible with
the aims and ideals of modern ecology. In the second, he identified
Zen as the prime factor in this attitude. Echoes of these ideas are
still found in the scholarly literature with social scientists and art
historians, for instance, regularly claiming that Japanese culture
promotes a “relative minimization of the importance of the subject
as against the environment. . . .”#> This is said to result in a
valorization of nature, or, as Augustin Berque observes:

Japanese culture . . . persistently placed nature and the natural at the
acme of culturalness. . .a sense of place (bashosei) is particularly
pronounced in cultures which, as in the Japanese case, do not
enhance the subject’s pre-eminence to the degree that European
culture has done.*6

This is an interesting corruption—“orientalization” is perhaps
a better term—of Nishida’s position as discussed above.?’
Nevertheless, it is generally agreed that the belief that all things,
including those associated with the “realm of nature,” possess the
capacity to gain nirvana is a distinctive feature of East Asian
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Buddhism. The idea that trees and grasses, indeed the land itself,
are destined for enlightenment is probably not found in Indic
sources, although a belief in the partial sentience of plants may have
been a feature of popular Buddhism from the earliest times.*8 The
doctrine is variously claimed to have its source either in the
Mahayanist Mahaparinirvana Sitra or in the chapter entitled
“Medicinal Herbs” of the Lotus Sitra.* The former text, concerned
primarily with the teaching that all beings are possessed of an
embryo of the Tathagata (tathagatagarbha), is claimed to have been
translated into Chinese in about 417 c.k. by Fa-hsien and Buddha-
bhadra. However, since no Sanskrit version is known, some scholars
believe that it may be a uniquely Chinese work without an Indian
counterpart. Now, while the idea of the “attainment of Buddhahood
by nonsentient beings” (Japanese, hijo jobutsu) may plausibly be
traced to the previously mentioned Mahayana Sitras, the first
explicit reference to the doctrine is found in disputations between
masters of the Sui period (581-617 c.E.), such as Hui-yuan and
Chih-i. These debates were further developed by Chan-jan, a T’ien-
t’ai writer of the T’ang (624-907 C.E.). Saicho (767-822) and Kiikai
(774-835) seem to have been the first to have imported the doctrine
into Japan, although it is to Annen (841-915), a prominent Tendai
Esotericist, that we should look in order to find full systematization
and defense of the doctrine of the innate enlightenment (hongaku
shiso) of all things. His Private Notes on Discussions of Theories
on the Realization of Buddhahood by Grasses and Trees (Shinjo
somoku jobutsu shiki)*® provides the most detailed presentation of
the notion, with a defense undergirded by appeal to the esoteric
teaching that “this phenomenal world is nothing but the world of
Buddhas.”

In this connection, consideration of a painting entitled Yasai
Nehan (Vegetable Nirvana) by the Japanese artist Ito Jakucha
(1716-1800) may be instructive (see figure 1). At present housed
in the collection of the Kyoto National Museum, this scroll once
belonged to the Seiganji, a Kyoto temple of the Nishi Honganji form
of the Pure Land or Jodo Shin sect. Clearly Buddhist in one obvious
sense, then, the painting shows a variety of vegetables arranged
around a central image which happens to be a large radish (daikon)
laying on a mat or bed of some sort. A partial clarification of the
meaning of the piece becomes apparent when we realize that
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the composition is a coded reference to the Buddha’s death
(parinirvana) scene, which has customarily centered on a reclining
Sakyamuni surrounded by mourners, all within a vaguely sylvan
setting. A proper interpretation of the work is only possible once
we have factored in the previously mentioned doctrine of the
Buddhahood of plants (somoku jobutsu).’! We may also wish to
know why it is that the artist has chosen to represent the Buddha
by the humble—at least from the occidental perspective—radish.
This makes sense when we understand more about the rise and
subsequent ubiquity of the radish motif in Japanese painting from
the early thirteenth century, a subject exhaustively discussed by
Yoshiaki Shimizu.>? The obvious conclusion is that the painting is
a visual exposition of East Asian belief in the essential capacity of
all things, including those within the vegetable realm, to reach the
enlightened state. However, there is more to the painting than meets
the eye. It is likely that the painting was donated to the Jodo Shin
temple in 1792 in commemoration of the death of the painter’s
eldest brother. The painting thus serves as a twin memorial to the
Buddha and to Jakucht’s brother. The painter also happens to have
been a fourth-generation member of a family of greengrocers.33 The
work can also be read, then, as a celebration of the hereditary
occupation, an occupation with which Jakuchi, as the new head of
the family, will have to become more fully involved.

Yoshiaki Shimizu concludes his memorable study of Jakucha’s
work by noting that the complex metaphoric commemoration
alluded to above tends to be absent in other cultures and must be
regarded as “indigenously Japanese.”* If this is so, the question
arises for us as to how such works may best be categorized. Should
they be considered mainly under the heading of “Buddhism” or are
they primarily manifestations of Japanese culture? The answer to
such a question has a bearing on how evidence from the East Asian
cultural domain may be legitimately employed to advance the cause
of an authentic Buddhist environmentalism. Indeed, this is precisely
the point made by Ienaga Saburd in his consideration of the general
question of the salvific role of nature in Japanese religious thought.
In a discussion of such motifs in the work of Saigyd, the twelfth-
century Shingon-oriented poet, Ienaga notes that the absolutization
of nature as a religious category among some Buddhists of the time
created a contradiction between the desire for union with a divinized
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FiGure 1: Ito Jakuchit (1716-1800),
Yasai Nehan (Vegetable Nirvana), ca. 1792
(courtesy of Kyoto National Museum)
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nature, on the one hand, and a suspicion of “nature’s captivating
beauty,”> on the other. Ienaga links the former desire very firmly
with indigenous factors within Japanese culture, while the latter is
the Buddhist ingredient in the mixture.

At this point it might be worth adducing a further piece of
evidence that, to some extent, compromises the superficial interpre-
tation of the somoku jobutsu doctrine. Dogen, the S6t6 Zen author
of the Shobogenzo, though admittedly not an adherent of Tendai
(although he initially trained in the school), seems to allow the
doctrine only in a highly restricted sense. He argues that:

Since the plants and trees exist in [our] consciousness as reality,
they are part of the universal Buddha-nature.56

The idealism inherent in this pronouncement is hardly of much use
in supporting any conventional environment ethic. Indeed, the
ubiquity of statements like this in the East Asian Buddhist context
seems to reinforce the antirealist Indic and Yogacara-derived picture
of a world radically transformed in the understanding of the purified
saint.%’

What is apparent from the discussion so far is that the vegetable
world, as it appears in Japanese literary sources, may be read as
the locus of shifting significances. Another example of this is the
banana plant (basho) motif. Matsuo Basho (1644—-1694) is Japan’s
most celebrated poet. His name, which may be literally rendered
as “Master Banana Plant,”8 derives from the fact that he lovingly
tended such a plant, a gift from a disciple, in the garden outside
his hut. For Basho the banana plant is tender, exotic, and rare. Not
native to Japan, it is easily damaged by autumn winds and rains:

"The banana in the autumn blast—
the night I hear
rain [dripping] in a tub.%®

In a sense, then, the plant has been torn from its natural home in
warmer climes and must stand alone and defenseless in an envi-
ronment that renders it stunted and unable to set fruit. Tradition
informs us that the poet himself was constitutionally weak and prone
to various illnesses even though he conducted a life of rigorous
asceticism. In this way the banana plant speaks to Basho’s condition
and underlines the universal frailty of human existence. More
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generally, in Japanese literature basho is both a realistic manifes-
tation of vegetable existence and the metaphorical symbol of
insubstantiality. Thus, the No text Yokyoku talks of “the uncertainty
of human life, the way of this world of banana plants and foam,
yesterday’s flowers are today’s dream. . . .”%0 The connection
between the plant and evanescence derives from the fact that the
plant has a hollow core. On stripping away the outer leaves, the
center is revealed as devoid of solidity, a literary allusion that seems
to have its origin in the Vimalakirtinirdesa Sutra®! and, hence, in
the Indic tradition.? Basho’s composition—

The garden
Of this temple is full
Of basho.%3

—rather nicely illustrates the two primary meanings of this term.
One of the most striking differences between Indic and East
Asian forms of Buddhism involves their attitudes to the fine arts,
Both have customarily employed art for didactic purposes, and most
of us are familiar with scenes of the Buddha’s enlightenment and
death, celestial bodhisattvas, the realms of gods, yaksas, hell-beings,
and the like. However, it is significant that art depicting actual as
opposed to religious or imaginary subjects—that is, naturalist art—
is almost absent from Indian Buddhist sources, although one must
concede that naturalistic elements are sometimes employed to fill
in gaps between the main mythological elements of the work. On
the other hand, landscapes, perhaps the most celebrated of which
are associated with the Zen monk Sesshii (1421-1506), and related
forms of naturalistic art, like gardening, are almost a defining feature
of East Asian, and particularly Japanese, Buddhism.%* We should
not neglect the fact that elements beyond the strictly Buddhist,
notably Taoism, may be an additional factor here. Nevertheless,
there is little doubt that Indian Buddhist artists were largely immune
to the beauty of the natural world. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy’s
insistence on the primacy of iconography in Indian religious art
confirms this point. For him, the “Indian icon fills the whole field
of vision at once. . .the eye is not led to range from one point to
another”® in the manner demanded by the naturalistic artist. Instead
the work acts as a geometrical representation of a transfigured,
divine, and ultimately antinaturalistic realm, good examples here
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being depictions of ideal worlds, such as Sukhavati with its jewel
trees, artificial birds, and absence of women, or Shambhala, whose
landscape, at least in the Tibetan tradition, is subsumed into the
highly geometric mandala of Kalacakra.t¢

It is interesting that, while a considerable body of material on
aesthetics is preserved in the East Asian Buddhist tradition, nothing
of the kind seems to have been produced by Indian Buddhists,
although Indic, and specifically Hindu, works focusing on technical
as opposed to aesthetic matters are common.%” Of course, this must
be in part because of the early Buddhist teachings on the dangers
associated with sense desires. Consideration of the beautiful was
probably regarded as deeply suspect within a monastic tradition that
inclined toward moderate displays of asceticism and, in any case,
the world was seen as something to be abandoned rather than
aesthetically contemplated.®® If we turn to the forms of aesthetics
that flourished in Hindu contexts during the Buddhist period, the
same general conclusions can be drawn. Thus, the author of the
fourth- to fifth-century Natyasastra, the earliest work extant on the
topic, and Abhinavagupta (late tenth century), the figure who did
most to bring the discipline of Indian aesthetics to its zenith, agree
that the perception of beauty is a function of the emotions (rasa).
Of the eight or nine rasas mentioned in the literature, none appear
to be induced by contemplation of the natural world.%®

In conclusion, we have seen how influential segments of the
Buddhist world have responded to the challenge of modernity—in
particular the erosion of traditional cosmologies—by presenting a
positive ecological message for consumption both within and
without the tradition. This puts Buddhism in line with most other
major religions. While this is to be applauded in various ways, |
have sought here to suggest that uncritical endorsement of aspects
of a global environmentalist discourse rooted in the economic and
intellectual thought of European and American culture raises a
number of intriguing and difficult questions. The most important
of these is connected with the indifference, probably unconscious,
of ecoBuddhism to the historical, philosophical, and cultural
diversity of the Buddhist tradition itself. I have attempted to show
in this essay that a range of philosophical and philological issues
relating to the richness of meanings attributed to the term “nature”
inevitably emerge when the concept is translated into a Buddhist
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context. I have also pointed to the ambiguity of certain fundamental
Indic concepts, such as samsara or nirvana—mnot least the anti-
naturalistic flavor of the latter—when drawn into an environ-
mentalist context. Aesthetically, and in a number of ways related
to its history of doctrine formation, East Asian Buddhisms seem to
offer more promise in this regard. However, this should not blind
us to the equivocal nature of the East Asian historical record nor to
the ways in which a sort of “proto-environmentalist” Buddhism has
been employed in the service of Japanese and other Asian mani-
festations of nationalism.

Clearly there are difficulties involved in translating Western
environmentalist discourse into an authentically Buddhist setting or,
indeed, in calling on Buddhism to provide a rationale for ecological
activity. This does not mean that the task is hopeless. I, for one,
remain optimistic about the outcome. Nevertheless, it must be
admitted that the work, for scholars and scholarship, is only just
beginning.
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