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New Perspectives on Buddhist Modernism 

Jeff Wilson
Renison University College, University of Waterloo

THE SPECIAL SECTION of this issue of Pacific World began as a session at 
the Buddhism in the West program unit of the American Academy of 
Religion. Formed in late 2006, the Buddhism in the West Consultation is 
designed to provide a forum for new studies on Buddhism outside Asia, 
which often end up as orphans: the West is not a traditional concern of 
Buddhist studies, and Buddhism is not always seen as important within 
North American or European religious history. Yet Buddhism is unde-
niably a rapidly growing phenomenon outside of Asia. The encounter 
of “East and West” has implications for both the evolution of Buddhism 
and the future of Western culture, which increasingly includes not only 
actual Buddhist populations but also measurable impact from Buddhist 
influences in pop culture, medicine, psychology, and other areas.

The first session of the consultation was held at the 2007 AAR an-
nual meeting in San Diego. The topic of discussion was “New Perspec-
tives on Buddhism Modernism in the West.” “Modern Buddhism” is a 
term increasingly used to describe and analyze certain developments 
within Buddhism since approximately the mid-nineteenth century. It 
was an apt initial topic for the Buddhism in West unit because while the 
creators and proponents of modern Buddhism have not always been 
Westerners, they have all operated in the period of significant contact 
with the West, and Western influence—sometimes positive, sometimes 
imperialistic—is one important stimulus for the rise of modern Bud-
dhism.  

Modern Buddhism is described in slightly different ways by differ-
ent scholars, but in general it is ably characterized in the following de-
scription taken from Donald Lopez Jr.’s A Modern Buddhist Bible, which 
presents selections from major figures in the movement:
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Modern Buddhism shares many of the characteristics of other proj-
ects of modernity, including the identification of the present as a 
standpoint from which to reflect upon previous periods in history 
and to identify their deficiencies in relation to the present. Modern 
Buddhism rejects many of the ritual and magical elements of previ-
ous forms of Buddhism, it stresses equality over hierarchy, the uni-
versal over the local, and often exalts the individual over the commu-
nity. Yet…modern Buddhism does not see itself as the culmination of 
a long process of evolution, but rather as a return to the origin, to the 
Buddhism of the Buddha himself…. For modern Buddhists, the Bud-
dha knew long ago what Europe would only discover much later. Yet 
what we regard as Buddhism today, especially the common portrayal 
of the Buddhism of the Buddha, is in fact a creation of modern Bud-
dhism. Its widespread acceptance, both in the West and in much of 
Asia, is testimony to the influence of [its] thinkers.1

These attitudes are often portrayed as emerging from changing 
social situations originating in or provoked by the West, especially 
in relation to the industrial revolution and colonialism, and as Lopez 
notes, the Buddhist developments parallel similar phenomena in other 
religions and movements affected by modernism. Steven Heine and 
Charles Prebish summarize some of the most important influences as 
“intellectual trends such as scientism and rationalism; changes in life-
style such as secularization and an increasing dependence on technol-
ogy; the rise of ideologies that present alternative or rival standpoints 
to traditional religion ranging from Marxism to psychotherapy, as well 
as the influx of syncretic and new religious movements; and the effect 
of ethical crises raised by medical and environmental concerns.”2  

Modern Buddhism, then, is a hybrid product of both Buddhist Asia 
and the West. It occurs in both Asia and the West, and exists alongside 
others forms of Buddhism, including groups that are less interested in 
reform or even harbor explicitly anti-modern viewpoints. From some 
perspectives it operates almost as a separate, self-sufficient form of 
Buddhism that partially transcends traditional sectarian or geographic 
boundaries.

In the following four papers, all taken from the 2007 AAR session, 
several scholars tackle modern Buddhism from a variety of approach-
es. In the first article, Wakoh Shannon Hickey discusses the influence 
of Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772) on several of the most important 
early disseminators of Buddhism in the West. Because Swedenborg died 
well before Buddhism came to the West, and does not appear to have 
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been directly influenced by Buddhism, his role in Buddhism’s modern 
history may come as a surprise. However, as Hickey demonstrates, a 
number of key figures combined Swedenborgianism with Buddhism 
in their approach to religion, at times allowing elements of the Swed-
ish mystic’s philosophy to enter into the stream of modern Buddhism 
that developed in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century North 
America. 

In the second article, David McMahan traces the fascinating trans-
formation of dependent co-arising into interdependence in modern 
Buddhist discourse. Under the influence of Transcendentalism, envi-
ronmentalism, and related intellectual/spiritual movements, discus-
sion of this key Buddhist concept has shifted considerably. Whereas 
dependent co-arising was related to negative valuation of the self and 
world (since all things are transient and unsatisfying), the rise of in-
terdependence as the main terminology indicates a reformulation that 
is world-affirming and wonder-producing. McMahan expands on this 
discussion in his recent book, The Making of Buddhist Modernism (Oxford 
University Press, 2008).

Richard Payne, in the third article, presents a critique of the role 
that Traditionalism has played in the depiction of Buddhism in the 
modern era. Traditionalism combines the concept of a single, univer-
sal, esoteric insight or religious truth with opposition to modernism. 
Yet Traditionalism is itself a product of the modern world, not a genu-
ine recapture of the pre-modern, and it actively uses traditionalizing 
language in innovative ways that speak to contemporary concerns and 
attitudes. Though it is not the main subject of Payne’s essay, it is worth 
noting that many people manage to simultaneously combine elements 
of modernism and Traditionalism in their understandings or approach-
es to Buddhism, especially in the West. Thus Traditionalism comes to 
be a strategy by which some contemporary Buddhists or Buddhist sym-
pathizers assimilate Buddhism to meet their modern circumstances, 
even as they assert their adherence to unmodified buddhadharma.

In the fourth essay, Natalie Quli examines how the jhāna medita-
tion stages and techniques have been approached by various figures 
important to Theravāda Buddhism in the West. Because these teach-
ers are often portrayed as modern Buddhists opposed to traditional 
understandings of cosmology and supernormal consciousness, hostil-
ity to jhāna meditation is normally assumed on their part. But in fact, 
Quli shows how attraction to the Buddha’s use of jhāna in his teachings 
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allows more traditional viewpoints to be partially affirmed by some 
of these Theravāda teachers, while others labor to make them more 
symbolic or psychological in interpretation. She asserts, therefore, the 
need to pay attention to how modernism within Buddhism displays 
multiple facets.

Richard Jaffe of Duke University provided a response to the papers 
at the session, and his helpful comments have informed the revisions 
that went into these final versions. Together these essays help to fur-
ther chart the complexities (and especially the genealogies) of modern 
Buddhism in the West.  

NOTES
1. Donald S. Lopez, Jr., ed., A Modern Buddhist Bible: Essential Readings from East 
and West (Boston: Beacon Press, 2002), ix–x.

2. Steven Heine and Charles S. Prebish, eds., Buddhism in the Modern World: 
Adaptations of an Ancient Tradition (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2003), 4.
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Swedenborg: A Modern Buddha?

Wakoh Shannon Hickey
Alfred University

WHEN PEOPLE INTERESTED in American Buddhism think about its lit-
erary and philosophical roots, the eighteenth-century Swedish mystic 
Emanuel Swedenborg is not the first person who leaps to mind. During 
the early stages of research for this article, I queried various special-
ists about possible Swedenborgian-Buddhist connections, and all said, 
“There aren’t any.” As it turns out, however, there are. Swedenborg 
himself was not directly involved in popularizing Buddhism to Europe-
ans or Americans, but his ideas influenced many aspects of European 
and American thought and culture, and he was an important influence 
for some of the key people who did popularize Buddhism in the West 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. With few ex-
ceptions, scholars have overlooked this influence. This article is one 
attempt to address that oversight.

I will focus on four writers: Albert J. Edmonds, Herman Carl Vet-
terling, Warren Felt Evans, and D. T. Suzuki. Because many people are 
unfamiliar with Swedenborg, and he is a complicated figure, this essay 
will begin with some general background on the eighteenth-century 
scientist, mystic, and theologian, before turning to Edmunds, Vetter-
ling, Evans, and Suzuki.

EMANUEL SWEDENBORG (1688–1772)

Swedenborg was the son of a pietist Lutheran bishop of Uppsala. 
He studied mathematics, physics, chemistry, and engineering through-
out Europe and, for most of his career, served as chief assessor for the 
Swedish Bureau of Mines. He published books and pamphlets in the 
fields just mentioned, as well as in anatomy, biology, mineralogy, and 
astronomy. Some of his scientific and engineering works were re-
markably prescient. Swedenborg’s Principia, a cosmological treatise 



Pacific World102

published in 1734, “anticipated the modern picture of the galaxy by 
painting the Milky Way as a vast collection of stars wheeling about a 
common center.”1 He also identified the cerebral cortex as the locus 
of cognitive and volitional activity, and recognized that the right and 
left hemispheres of the brain function differently. He designed a fixed-
wing aircraft, and a one-person submarine for attacking enemy ships 
underwater.2

At age fifty-six, Swedenborg began to have a series of visions in 
which he spoke to angels and other spirit-beings, visited heaven and 
hell, and received revelations about the hidden meanings of Christian 
scripture. For the rest of his life he devoted himself to theology, and 
his writings in that field were published in thirty hefty volumes. Fully 
half of Swedenborg’s theological corpus is devoted to verse-by-verse 
exegeses of Genesis, Exodus, and Revelation. He believed that his own 
writings constituted the Second Coming of Christ.

Among the most popular of his theological works, all written in 
Latin, were the Arcana Coelestia, a multi-volume exegesis of Genesis 
and Exodus; Apocalypse Revealed, a multi-volume exegesis of Revela-
tion; Heaven and Hell, which Swedenborg visited in his visions; Conjugal 
Love, in which the lifelong bachelor discusses the spiritual meanings 
of gender, sexuality, and marriage;3 and The True Christian Religion, a 
summary of his ideas composed at the end of his life. Swedenborg’s key 
doctrines include divine influx, correspondence, spiritual progression, 
free will, and social use. He saw the cosmos as “a single dynamic en-
tity created through successive emanations from a unitary life force.”4 
This view of divine emanation is a feature of Neoplatonic thought, the 
European Hermetic tradition, and both Jewish and Christian Kabbalah. 
Swedenborg almost certainly studied Kabbalah as a student in Sweden, 
and again in London during midlife.5 According to Swedenborg’s doc-
trine of divine influx, “all power to act flows into all of creation from 
God, constantly and unceasingly.”6

Swedenborg saw the cosmos as organized hierarchically in an or-
derly, tripartite structure: the triune God; three realms of existence 
(celestial, spiritual, and natural); and three aspects of a person (soul, 
mind, and body). The spiritual and natural realms are related through 
a correspondence between macrocosm and microcosm. He believed 
that the purpose of human life is to progress toward union with God, 
through a process of study and self-discipline. He rejected the doctrine 
of original sin and asserted that humans were free to choose evil or 



Hickey: Swedenborg 103

good. Evil was self-love, turning away from God toward selfishness. 
Spiritual progress required gradual relinquishment of self-centered-
ness. Essential to this process was “use,” or good works for the benefit 
of society.7

Swedenborg’s theological works were extremely controversial. For 
the first seventeen years of his career as a theologian (1749–1766), his 
books were published anonymously. All of his theology was published 
outside his native Sweden, in England, the Netherlands, or Germany. 
After the publication of Conjugal Love, the first to appear under Sweden-
borg’s own name, his exegetical method and challenges to Lutheran 
orthodoxy were the subject of a heresy trial. (He was eventually exon-
erated.) Within two or three decades after his death, however, all of his 
theological works had been translated from Latin into English. By the 
1790s the first Swedenborgian churches had formed in England. His 
ideas also attracted scathing criticism, the most influential of which 
was penned by Immanuel Kant, who, like other detractors, denounced 
Swedenborg as a madman.

Gradually, Swedenborgianism fell into obscurity, and today it re-
ceives relatively little attention from scholars of religion, particular-
ly American religion.8 Although the denomination founded upon his 
teachings, the Church of the New Jerusalem, has always been small, 
Swedenborg’s direct and indirect influences in American religious 
thought nevertheless have been far-reaching. Traces of his ideas can 
be found in abolitionism, English Romanticism, Transcendentalism, 
Spiritualism, Shakerism, Mormonism, utopian socialism, homeopathy 
and other unorthodox medical theories, the New Thought movement,9 
art, and antebellum efforts to promote public education.10

Swedenborg also influenced four men who wrote about both Swe-
denborg and about Buddhism for audiences in the United States, Eu-
rope, and Asia. Warren Felt Evans and Herman Carl Vetterling were, 
for part of their careers, Swedenborgian ministers. Albert J. Edmunds 
and D. T. Suzuki were regarded as experts in Buddhism. All four were 
also interested in Theosophy, which was influenced by Swedenborg’s 
reported conversations with spirits, and which was for many years the 
major interpreter of Buddhism in the West. Each of these writers is 
considered below.
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ALBERT J. EDMUNDS

Albert J. Edmunds (1857–1941) was a Quaker and a vegetarian who 
explored Theosophy, Buddhism, psychic phenomena, and Swedenbor-
gianism. He was born in England but spent much of his life in Phila-
delphia, where he worked as a librarian for the Historical Society.11 He 
lectured on Buddhism and wrote several books and articles exploring 
parallels he saw between Christian and Buddhist scriptures. He also 
produced an extensive bibliography of Buddhist literature then avail-
able in the libraries of Philadelphia.12 In 1903, Edmunds accepted a po-
sition as the American representative to the International Buddhist 
Society.13 Edmunds repeatedly argued for historical connections be-
tween Buddhism and Christianity, and believed that “When this link is 
recognized, as it is now in the process of being, the two great religions 
of the world, which have hitherto been hostile, will approach each oth-
er with respect, and the last obstacle will be removed to the founding 
of a modern world-religion based upon the facts of science, physical, 
historical, and psychical.”14

Like many people at the time who were interested in hypnosis and 
clairvoyance, Edmunds believed that Swedenborg’s visionary encoun-
ters with spirits supplied proof that the soul lives on after physical 
death. In one article, he compared reports on clairvoyance published 
by the American Society for Psychical Research with Swedenborg’s 
writings and various Buddhist scriptures. He argued that the super-
natural feats of Jesus, Buddha, and Swedenborg—such as casting out 
demons, recalling past lives, or communing with unseen spirits—were 
all confirmed by recent research on hypnotic trances and spirit medi-
ums.15 This research, he said, provided a rational, scientific basis for 
religious beliefs, and for rapprochement between different faiths.

Edmunds also claimed that Swedenborg had predicted Marc Aurel 
Stein’s 1907 discovery of the massive cache of Buddhist texts in the 
Mogao Caves near Dunhuang. In two books, Swedenborg claimed to 
have spoken with spirits from “Great Tartary,” a region that in his 
time was understood to encompass the whole of the eastern part of the 
Asian continent.16 These spirits, Swedenborg said, carefully preserved 
and guarded ancient scriptures and religious practices predating the 
Hebrew Bible. This so-called “ancient Word” provided the basis for 
later Judaism and Christianity. In True Christian Religion, Swedenborg 
described these spirit conversations as follows:
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[3] Of that ancient Word which existed in Asia before the Israelitish 
Word, I am permitted to state this new thing, namely, that it is still 
preserved there among the people who dwell in Great Tartary. In the 
spiritual world I have talked with spirits and angels from that coun-
try, who said that they have a Word, and have had it from ancient 
times; and that they conduct their Divine worship according to this 
Word, and that it consists solely of correspondences. They said, that 
in it also is the Book of Jasher, which is mentioned in Joshua (10:12, 
13), and in 2 Samuel (1:17, 18); and that they have also among them 
the books called the Wars of Jehovah and Enunciations, which are 
mentioned by Moses (Num. 21:14, 15, and 27–30); and when I read to 
them the words that Moses had quoted therefrom, they searched to 
see if they were there, and found them; from which it was evident to 
me that the ancient Word is still among that people. While talking 
with them they said that they worshiped Jehovah, some as an invis-
ible God, and some as visible.

[4] They also told me that they do not permit foreigners to come 
among them, except the Chinese, with whom they cultivate peaceful 
relations, because the Chinese Emperor is from their country; also 
that the population is so great that they do not believe that any re-
gion in the whole world is more populous, which is indeed credible 
from the wall so many miles in length which the Chinese formerly 
built as a protection against invasion from these people. I have fur-
ther heard from the angels, that the first chapters of Genesis which 
treat of creation, of Adam and Eve, the garden of Eden, their sons and 
their posterity down to the flood, and of Noah and his sons, are also 
contained in that Word, and thus were transcribed from it by Moses. 
The angels and spirits from Great Tartary are seen in the southern 
quarter on its eastern side, and are separated from others by dwell-
ing in a higher expanse, and by their not permitting anyone to come 
to them from the Christian world, or, if any ascend, by guarding them 
to prevent their return. Their possessing a different Word is the cause 
of this separation.17

Edmunds believed that Swedenborg had actually conflated two differ-
ent spirit-conversations about separate bodies of sacred literature. “My 
thesis is…that Swedenborg had two visions which he mistook for one: 
viz., 1. A vision of a lost sacred literature which was the lineal ancestor 
of the Old Testament, and which was destined to be found in Babylo-
nia; and 2. A vision of a far more epoch-making discovery of a lost sa-
cred literature in Chinese Turkestan which was to connect Christianity 
and Buddhism and lay the foundation for the coming world-religion.”18 
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Edmunds argued that the first vision involved what he described as 
“Chaldean Creation and Deluge legends”—possibly a reference to the 
Epic of Gilgamesh, which recounts a flood similar to the one described 
in Genesis 6–9, and the Enuma Elish, a creation story. These ancient 
Mesopotamian mythological texts predate the biblical material.19 Swe-
denborg’s second vision involved the Buddhist and Nestorian Chris-
tian texts found in China at Dunhuang. Thus, Edmunds asserted, Swe-
denborg had accurately predicted later archaeological discoveries of 
both kinds of manuscripts, although the predecessor to “the Israelitish 
Word” actually differed from the “ancient Word” of Great Tartary. Ed-
munds also asserted that the Buddhist texts discovered at Dunhuang, 
in Sogdian and Tocharic languages, proved that Swedenborg’s Asian 
spirit-informants had been talking about esoteric Buddhism.

Several years before the discoveries at Dunhuang, Edmunds had 
argued that the pre-Israelite “ancient Word” was the esoteric Bud-
dhism of Tibet and Nepal. Tibet was indeed isolated, as Swedenborg’s 
informants had said—although by the Himalayas, rather than the Great 
Wall.20 He also claimed that the text called “Enunciations,” which Swe-
denborg had mentioned, really referred to the Udāna (“Exclamations”), 
the third book of the Khuddaka-nikāya in the Pāli canon; that the “Wars 
of Jehovah” referred to the Māra-saṃyutta of the Saṃyutta-nikāya; and 
that Genesis corresponded to the creation story in the Aggañña-sutta, 
found at Dīgha-nikāya 27. 21

Edmunds’ contortions of the literary and geographic evidence, 
and his claim that the ancient Word of Great Tartary meant Tibetan 
Buddhism, were not entirely original. In at least three books and two 
articles between 1877 and 1897, Helena P. Blavatsky asserted that Swe-
denborg’s revelation about Great Tartary referred to the esoteric Bud-
dhist and Hindu teachings of Ascended Masters in the Himalayas, the 
purported source of Theosophical teachings.22

HERMAN CARL VETTERLING

A man who took this argument even further was Herman Carl Vet-
terling (1849–1931), a.k.a. Philangi Dàsa. He was a Swedenborgian min-
ister, a homeopathic doctor, a Theosophist, and the publisher of The 
Buddhist Ray, the first English-language journal of Buddhism. Although 
relatively little biographical information about him survives, recently 
published electronic databases, including Census data and immigra-
tion and passport records, have made some new details available.23 
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Born in Sweden in 1849, Vetterling emigrated to the United States in 
1871 and settled in Minnesota. He became a naturalized citizen in 1880. 
Ordained a Swedenborgian minister in 1877, he served congregations 
in Pittsburgh, Ohio, and Detroit until 1881, when a Detroit newspaper 
accused Vetterling of misconduct. Although members of his congre-
gation and an investigation by another newspaper supported his as-
sertion of innocence, he nevertheless left Detroit and the New Church 
ministry. In 1883 he graduated from a homeopathic medical school, 
Hahnemann Medical College of Chicago, and by 1886, he was practicing 
homeopathic medicine in Santa Cruz County, California. He married 
Margaret Pitcairn around 1890; she died in 1915. The couple sold their 
Santa Cruz property in 1894, and by the time of the 1900 Census, they 
lived in San Jose, California. Vetterling, a generous patron of local Hu-
mane Societies, died in 1931.

The Theosophist published sections of his “Studies of Swedenborg’s 
Philosophy” over seven issues ranging from October 1884 to December 
1885.24 In 1887, Vetterling produced a fictional work titled Swedenborg 
the Buddhist, the subtitle of which is The Higher Swedenborgianism: Its Se-
crets and Thibetan Origin.25 It asserts that Swedenborg received instruc-
tion in esoteric Buddhism from spirits in Tibet, China, and Mongolia. 
The book was favorably mentioned in a number of American maga-
zines, and even in a Burmese Buddhist journal.26 In 1893, a Japanese 
translation was published in Japan.

The protagonist and narrator of the story, Philangi Dàsa, recounts 
a series of dreams. In the one that occupies most of the manuscript’s 
354 pages, he witnesses an extended theological discussion among 
Swedenborg, a Buddhist monk, a Brahmin, a Zoroastrian, an Aztec, 
a Confucian, an Icelander (who represents Norse mythology), and “a 
woman,” who expounds Kabbalah, ancient Egyptian religion, Western 
esotericism, and other traditions. This group, of which Swedenborg is 
clearly the star, considers a number of theological topics to demon-
strate the purported Buddhist origin of Swedenborgian thought, and 
the common core of all religions. This presumed common core was a 
popular Theosophical theme.27 

The Buddhist Ray, which Vetterling published monthly from 1888 
to 1895, had subscribers not only in the United States and Europe, but 
also in India, Japan, Ceylon, and Siam—including Crown Prince Chan-
dradat Chudhadharn of Siam and Ven. Hikkaḍuvē Sumaṅgala, one of 
the most senior Buddhist monks in Ceylon.28 Several Japanese Buddhist 
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journals, including Kaigai Bukkyō jijō, published articles from The Bud-
dhist Ray, including Vetterling’s articles on Buddhism and Sweden-
borg.29 These journals also published Theosophical writings that Vet-
terling provided.

On the front page of every issue, the Ray declared itself to be “De-
voted to Buddhism in General and to the Buddhism in Swedenborg in 
Particular.” For its first two years, all but one issue contained install-
ments of a sequel to Vetterling’s novel, titled “Swedenborg in the La-
masery.” This text underscored Vetterling’s belief that Swedenborgian 
ideas derived from Tibetan Buddhism, which Vetterling had read about 
in accounts of Jesuit missionaries to Lhasa and in various Theosophical 
texts. Like Albert Edmunds, Vetterling was also familiar with a variety 
of Pāli and Mahāyāna Buddhist texts translated by European Oriental-
ists.

While Swedenborg claimed to reveal the hidden meanings of He-
brew and Christian scriptures, Vetterling claimed to reveal the hidden 
meanings of Swedenborg. For example, he asserted that Swedenborg’s 
references to Jesus were really covert references to Urgyen, a.k.a. Pad-
masambhava, the legendary saint said to have brought tantric Bud-
dhism to Tibet in the eighth century.30

While that particular correspondence seems bizarre, if not hi-
larious, a few contemporary scholars have seen similarities between 
Swedenborgian thought and tantra. The idea that Swedenborg actu-
ally knew something about tantra, while far-fetched, is not beyond the 
realm of possibility. Marsha Keith Schuchard has argued that Sweden-
borg could have learned about tantric yoga from Moravian missionar-
ies who traveled to India, China, Tibet, Tartary, and central Russia, and 
from Moravian converts in the Malabar region of India, who traveled 
to London and Holland. In London, Swedenborg and his Moravian as-
sociates studied Kabbalist forms of meditation, visualization, breath 
control, and sexual yoga that were similar to tantric practices. His 
posthumously published diaries describe these in detail.31

Citing Swedenborg’s Journal of Dreams and Conjugal Love, Jeffrey Kri-
pal of Rice University, a specialist in Western interpretations of Hindu 
and Buddhist tantra, wrote that the seer understood divine influx to 
be 

intimately connected to the sexual powers, whose numinous energies 
he attempted to sublimate into spiritual vision by meditating on the 
Hebrew letters as male and female bodies, by regulating his breath, 
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by arousing himself to erection without ejaculation through control 
of the male cremaster muscle, and by something he called “genital 
respiration.” Such techniques led to a kind of erotic trance in which 
love itself (amor ipse) imploded into a nondual realization of itself and 
suffused the entire body with a palpable bliss closely akin to the plea-
sures of sexual intercourse. 32

Because of strong anti-Semitism in Sweden, however, and because of 
popular interest in Asia generated by the Swedish East India Company, 
Schuchard suggested that Swedenborg gradually displaced Kabbalist 
theories and practices “from Israel to Asia, which was considered a 
more acceptable source of mysticism in contemporary Sweden.”33

Anders Hallengren has proposed that Swedenborg learned about 
esoteric Buddhism from Swedish soldiers, who had been prisoners of 
war in the Siberian and Tartar areas of Russia and returned to Sweden 
in the 1720s. Among these were Swedenborg’s cousin Peter Schöen-
ström, an avid collector of manuscripts along the Silk Route, particu-
larly Mongolian religious texts. Other sources included the explorer 
Philip Strahlenberg, whose travel journals Swedenborg mentions in his 
Spiritual Diary, and a Russian historian and geographer whom Sweden-
borg met in Stockholm.34 Although some Swedenborg specialists de-
bate theories about Swedenborgian-tantric connections, the evidence 
is at least intriguing.

WARREN FELT EVANS

Another Swedenborgian who helped to popularize Buddhist ideas 
and practices, particularly as they were refracted through the esoteri-
cism of Theosophy, was Warren Felt Evans (1817–1889). A Methodist 
minister who left that denomination and was later ordained to the 
New Church clergy, Evans is best known as the first philosopher of New 
Thought. This religious-healing movement widely promoted Buddhist 
and Hindu meditation practices in the United States, a century before 
Asian missionaries began teaching Transcendental Meditation and za-
zen to Beats and hippies.35 New Thought is a cousin of Christian Science, 
but more religiously eclectic and very decentralized. Its basic premise 
is that if one attunes oneself to God—or in Swedenborgian terms, opens 
oneself to divine influx—then happiness, health, and prosperity will 
naturally result.

From 1869 to 1886, Evans produced five books dealing with the rela-
tionship between mental states and health.36 He learned mental healing 
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from a self-educated New England inventor and healer named Phineas 
Parkhurst Quimby (1802–1866), whom Evans had met in 1863. Evans 
went on to teach and practice mental healing for more than twenty 
years in New Hampshire and the Boston area. As Beryl Satter observed, 
“Every major historian of New Thought and Christian Science agrees 
that Evans’ ideas profoundly shaped the New Thought Movement.”37 
He was the first to advocate the use of “affirmations”: positive state-
ments about the results one wants (or expects) to achieve.

Over time, New Thought diverged in two directions. One is more 
church-oriented: the largest denominations today are the Church of 
Religious Science; Unity, which reaches millions through a variety of 
publications; Divine Science; the Foundation for Better Living; and the 
Japanese group Seichō-no-Ie. Particularly during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, community-oriented New Thought 
groups tended to be overwhelmingly female, and they were frequently 
involved in social-justice and social-reform movements. During the 
1920s and ’30s, New Thought also influenced a number of community-
oriented black nationalist movements, such as Marcus Garvey’s United 
Negro Improvement Association, the Moorish Science Temple, and the 
Nation of Islam, as well as the interracial Peace Mission movement of 
Father Divine.

The other strand of New Thought is individualist and tends to be fo-
cused on personal success and prosperity. It spreads primarily through 
books, lectures, and workshops, and its chief spokespersons have been 
white male authors. The most famous is Norman Vincent Peale, whose 
book The Power of Positive Thinking spent three and a half years on the 
New York Times bestseller list, and in 1955 sold more copies than any 
book but the Bible. This strand of New Thought is also found in various 
forms of New Age religion and in the prosperity gospel of some televi-
sion evangelists. Its premise is that we draw good or bad things to us 
according to how we think. One recent example is the book and movie 
titled The Secret, which describe the “Law of Attraction,” and have been 
promoted by talk-show celebrities such as Oprah Winfrey, Larry King, 
and Ellen DeGeneres. The book reached number one on the New York 
Times and USA Today bestseller lists; currently more than 7.5 million 
copies are in print.38

As part of his New Thought teaching, Warren Felt Evans strongly 
recommended two meditative practices that were also promoted by 
subsequent teachers in both strands of the movement: contempla-
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tion of the breath and one-pointed concentration. Evans’s discussions 
of these practices appeared in print seven years before Buddhist and 
Vedānta missionaries such as Anagārika Dharmapāla and Swami Vive-
kananda spoke at the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions and began 
teaching meditation to white Americans in its wake. “Right thinking 
and right breathing are the two things most essential to happiness and 
health,” Evans wrote.39 The rhythmic motion of inhaling and exhaling 
reflects the 

forward and backward movement of the pendulum, the ebb and flow 
of the tides, the succession of day and night, the systolic and diastolic 
action of the heart.… When we breathe in harmony with this move-
ment, we are well, and our individual life marches forward in exact 
step with the tranquil life of nature; when our respiration is discor-
dant with it, our life-force is out of tune.40

In addition,
A very essential qualification for the practice of the mental-cure sys-
tem, is…the ability to fix our thought upon one thing and to banish all 
other things from the mind. This state of mental concentration was 
called in the Hindu metaphysics Ekāgrāta, that is, one-pointedness. 
The attainment of that power was considered as an indispensable 
condition of all philosophical speculation and religious development. 
In order to obtain this abstraction from external things, and concen-
tration of thought, they repeated the holy syllable Om.… [T]he ability 
to concentrate the mind upon one thing, is a natural endowment, but 
can be cultivated by practice.41

A more relaxed form of meditation that Evans also recommended is 
called “entering the Silence.” He wrote, “We must lay aside the toil-
ing oar and float in the current of the infinite Life.”42 Both of these 
practices were recommended by numerous subsequent New Thought 
teachers and authors.43

In developing his philosophy of New Thought, Evans drew upon 
many sources, including Swedenborg and Theosophy. He read wide-
ly and eclectically, and his fourth book, The Divine Law of Cure (1881), 
indicates his interest in Buddhist and Hindu ideas. It includes pass-
ing reference to the Orientalist F. Max Müller and to James Freeman 
Clarke, a Unitarian minister who authored an early book of compara-
tive religion and became an important Western interpreter of Asian 
religions. In this book Evans also articulated two themes that would 
become key features of New Thought: that all religious traditions were 
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valuable for their various efforts to heal maladies of the human soul, 
and that sectarian creeds and fixed liturgies were completely unneces-
sary to spiritual healing. His next book, The Primitive Mind Cure (1884), 
made numerous favorable references to Buddhism and Hindu Vedānta, 
and show that Evans had read two important Theosophical texts—H. 
P. Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled (1877) and A. P. Sinnett’s Esoteric Buddhism 
(1883)—as well as Oriental Christ (1869) by Protap Chunder Mozoomdar 
(or Protap Chandra Majumdar), a leader of the Hindu reform move-
ment Brahmo Samaj and later a speaker at the World’s Parliament of 
Religions.44 Evans’s sixth book, Esoteric Christianity and Mental Thera-
peutics (1886), draws repeatedly upon Hindu and Buddhist ideas. Carl 
T. Jackson characterizes it as reflecting “almost a conversion to the 
Theosophical viewpoint, or better yet, a ‘Christian Theosophy,’ since 
the Christian element remained quite central.”45 In fact, in 1887 The 
Theosophist published a favorable review of Evans’s book.46

In Esoteric Christianity, Evans cited the legendary biography of the 
Buddha as providing a clue to the root cause of disease:

It is said of Gautama, who did for the East what Jesus, six hundred 
years later, did more fully for the West, that he sought long and ear-
nestly, and with extreme ascetic mortifications, which proved of no 
avail, for the cause of all human misery. At last the light from the 
supreme heavens broke in upon him, and his mind became entirely 
opened, “like the full-blown lotus-flower,” and he saw by an intuitive 
flash of the supreme knowledge, that the secret of all the miseries of 
mankind was ignorance; and the sovereign remedy for it was to dispel 
ignorance and to become wise. If this is not the key that unlocks our 
dungeon, it shows where the lock is to be found.47

Although he did not identify the source for his quotation, “like the full-
blown lotus-flower” is the exact phrase that Henry Steel Olcott used 
to describe the Buddha’s enlightenment in his Buddhist Catechism, first 
published in 1881.48

Evans, like his teacher Quimby, believed that disease resulted from 
ignorance, or from erroneous thinking, and that wisdom about the 
true nature of reality was the cure. As a Christian, he read the story of 
Buddha’s awakening from ignorance in his own religious terms. “The 
teaching of the Buddha is here identical with the principles of esoteric 
Christianity,” Evans explained. Jesus taught that the root of suffering is 
sin, which is “an error of the understanding, which may lead to wick-
edness in the life.”49 That, in turn, leads to dis-ease of various kinds. Ev-
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ans explained other Buddhist concepts in terms of Christian doctrine, 
as well:

The birth into the spiritual life is called Moksha and Nirvana, and is 
that of which Jesus speaks, as entering into the kingdom of the heav-
ens, or the kingdom of God, a condition of spiritual development, or 
education, that is attainable on earth, and not to be taught, as is usu-
ally done, as belonging exclusively to a future state.… Even Nirvana 
is attainable on earth. The Buddha is represented as teaching that 
“those who are free from all worldly desires enter Nirvana.” (Precepts 
of the Dhammapada, v. 126.)50

His reference to “spiritual development” as “education” probably re-
flects a Swedenborgian belief in spiritual progression through process-
es of self-discipline and scholarship.

Evans also attributed to Swedenborg teachings that sound remark-
ably like Buddhist doctrines about dukkha. In discussing pain, Evans 
wrote that we have three types of responses to our experiences: indif-
ference to neutral sensations, desire for pleasurable sensations, and 
aversion to unpleasant sensations. Pain arises from desire and aver-
sion. The examples Evans gives for desire are thirst and hunger. In 
Buddhist thought, positive, negative, and neutral responses to stimuli 
are called vedanā, “feeling,” which is one of the five skandhas.51 Accord-
ing to the second noble truth, the root cause of dukkha is taṇhā (Skt. 
tṛṣṇā), translated “thirst” or “craving.”

After his discussion of the roots of pain in craving and aversion, 
Evans wrote, “Swedenborg defines pain to be a feeling of repugnance 
arising from interior falses.”52 The prescription: “If we can bring our-
selves to feel that pain is not an evil, but a good, and that all good is 
desirable and delightful, and remove from our minds repugnance to 
it, and replace it by a state of perfect patience and tranquil endurance, 
the pain will subside and finally cease.”53 While Buddhist doctrine re-
gards pleasant sensations as equally a source of dissatisfaction because 
we become attached to them, it does regard equanimity as one of the 
seven factors of enlightenment.54 This passage does not provide any di-
rect evidence that Evans’s discussion was informed by actual Buddhist 
sources, but the similarities are striking.

In the midst of a discussion about healing by the power of the Holy 
Spirit, he wrote:

In the earlier [than Christianity] and purer philosophy of Buddhism 
it was taught that the Akasa contained a permanent record of all that 



Pacific World114

was ever thought, felt, said, or done. These are all preserved in that 
universal principle as in “a book of life,” or living book. All our states 
of thought and emotion exist in it, and can never have existence out-
side of it.55

Ākāśa, a term employed by Theosophists such as Blavatsky and Sinnett, 
refers in Hindu philosophy to “space,” a subtle element pervading the 
cosmos. In Buddhist thought, “space” is sometimes a simile for “empti-
ness” (śūnyatā).56 Evans’s reference to the “book of life,” in which expe-
riences are stored, is reminiscent of the ālaya vijñāna, or “storehouse 
consciousness,” which contains the “seeds” (bījā) of past experience 
and is the source of all present and future experience, according to 
Yogācāra philosophy.

It seems unlikely that Evans actually had direct access to Yogācāra 
or other Mahāyāna literature; most of the Buddhist texts translated 
into European languages during the latter nineteenth century were 
Pāli. Given his references to Blavatsky and Sinnett (and probably to 
Olcott), Evans’s sources were most likely Theosophical, as the society 
drew rather indiscriminately from both Mahāyāna and Theravāda doc-
trines.

However, several other sources available by the time Evans wrote 
Esoteric Christianity make more direct access to Buddhist literature at 
least conceivable. These possibilities are more speculative, given the 
documentary evidence, but seven volumes of The Sacred Books to the East 
had made a number of Buddhist texts available in English by 1886,57 
and Edwin Arnold’s The Light of Asia, published in 1879, was extremely 
popular at the time. Scholars such as Eugène Burnouf (1801–1852), F. 
Max Müller (1823–1900), and others had translated several Sanskrit 
Buddhist texts by 1886.58 If Evans read French or German, he could 
have had access to such scholarly material. Some information about 
Chinese, Tibetan, and Japanese Buddhism was also available in Eng-
lish and other European languages. Evans was clearly well read and 
had studied at Middlebury College and Dartmouth University.59 In ad-
dition, some information about tantric Buddhism was available during 
Evans’s time. Italian Jesuit missionaries had lived in Tibet and studied 
Buddhism there as early as the eighteenth century, and various other 
scholars had studied the tantric Buddhism present in Mongolia and 
among the Kalmyks in Russia during the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries.
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The only Buddhist text Evans cites directly in Esoteric Christianity is 
the Dhammapada, so it is impossible to determine exactly how much he 
knew about Buddhist thought. Given Evans’s references to Theosophi-
cal authors (whose writings were readily available in English) and his 
interests in Mesmerism, psychic phenomena, Swedenborgianism, Kab-
balah, and other forms of esotericism, the Theosophical Society is his 
most likely source. Whatever his sources, “his works undoubtedly en-
couraged New Thought readers to a more serious interest in the East-
ern message.”60

D. T. SUZUKI

Perhaps the single most important figure in shaping American 
views of Buddhism, and another admirer of Swedenborg, is D. T. Su-
zuki (1870–1966). Albert Edmunds claimed credit for interesting D. T. 
Suzuki in Swedenborg when the two met at Paul Carus’s Illinois home 
in 1903.61 By that time, however, Swedenborg had been known in Japan 
for more than a decade. The Buddhist Ray, published from 1888 to 1895, 
had Japanese subscribers, and excerpts from that journal were reprint-
ed in Japanese Buddhist magazines. In 1890, Hirai Kinza (1859–1916), 
who later spoke at the World’s Parliament of Religions, published an 
article about Swedenborg and Zen in a Japanese magazine, according 
to Andrei Vashestov.62 In 1893, the year of the Parliament, Vetterling’s 
book Swedenborg the Buddhist was published in Japan. Two years later, 
in the preface to the Japanese version of Paul Carus’s Gospel of Buddha, 
Zen master Shaku Sōen wrote that Swedenborg was well known in Ja-
pan. Suzuki was Sōen’s student and translator, lived in Japan at the 
time, and translated Sōen’s Japanese preface into English. 63 Yoshinaga 
Shin’ichi has written that “Suzuki must have read the Japanese Trans-
lation of Swedenborg the Buddhist before he went to the U.S.A, which 
was in 1897.”64 Suzuki acknowledged, however, that Edmunds had first 
inspired him to read the Swedish seer directly.65

Suzuki translated four of Swedenborg’s books from English into 
Japanese. In 1908, the Swedenborg Society of London invited Suzuki 
there to translate Heaven and Hell, which it published in 1910. That 
same year, Suzuki served as a vice president for the International Swe-
denborg Congress in London.66 In 1914 and 1915, Suzuki translated 
The New Jerusalem and Its Heavenly Doctrine, Divine Love and Wisdom, and 
Divine Providence. He also wrote an overview of Swedenborg’s life and 
work—Suedenborugu—which in English translation is titled Swedenborg, 
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Buddha of the North, an epithet taken from the 1833 novel Louis Lambert, 
by Honoré de Balzac.67

In 1924, Suzuki contributed an essay to The Eastern Buddhist, the 
journal he founded, exploring affinities between Swedenborgian the-
ology and Shingon and Pure Land forms of Buddhism. It was titled 
“Swedenborg’s View of Heaven and Other-Power.”68 These two essays 
clearly indicate that Suzuki was familiar with several other books and 
pamphlets by Swedenborg, both scientific and theological, and that he 
had seen additional, unpublished manuscripts. After 1924, Suzuki made 
scattered references to Swedenborg in various books and essays.69

In Suedenborugu, Suzuki presented Swedenborg as an exemplar: a 
man whose work combined both science and religion, who was both 
practical and mystical, who lived simply despite considerable wealth, 
and who “was childlike and innocent in all matters, with the air of a 
transcendent mystic who had escaped defilement.”70 His description of 
the Swede reminds one of the ancient masters idealized in Zen litera-
ture:

He is a likable old man, with an aura of renunciation flowing from his 
brow. Even though his physical body cannot be disentangled from 
the troubles of this defiled world, his mind’s eye is always filled with 
the mysteries of heaven. As he walks through the mist, a wonderful 
joy seems to well up and play beneath his feet. If someone asks the old 
man about such things as the way of heaven, like a mountain stream 
that is never exhausted, he patiently and repeatedly expounds it…. 
Listeners are shocked, their minds probably bewildered. Neverthe-
less, he coolly regards these things as if they were daily fare.71

Suzuki even said Swedenborg had “realized his true nature.”72 In 
the Eastern Buddhist, Suzuki drew several parallels between Sweden-
borgian and Buddhist teachings. For example, Swedenborg’s most fa-
mous doctrine is that phenomena in the material world correspond to 
phenomena in the spiritual world, and one who can “read” this world 
correctly can discern corresponding divine truths. Suzuki likened this 
correspondence to the Mahāyāna teaching of emptiness, in which the 
world of samsara, correctly perceived, is nirvana. He also compared 
it to the Shingon practice of mudrās, in which one identifies with the 
qualities of various buddhas by visualizing them and adopting their 
characteristic gestures. Suzuki compared Swedenborg’s notion of in-
nocence with the Pure Land teaching that one must utterly relinquish 
self-power, and with the disdain for scholasticism found in some Zen 
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rhetoric.73 Suzuki identified Swedenborg’s teaching on free will with 
the Buddhist doctrine of karma: in other words, that we are respon-
sible for the consequences of our choices for good or evil. However 
problematic Suzuki’s interpretations of Buddhism—and of Sweden-
borg—may be to contemporary scholars, for Westerners he was, and is, 
widely regarded as an expert, and extremely influential.

Because he was both an accomplished scientist and a religious vi-
sionary, Swedenborg appealed to people interested in esotericism and 
mysticism, and to those seeking to bridge religion and science. Like-
wise, Buddhism appealed to people seeking “scientific religion,” and 
to those seeking secret wisdom and contact with spirits. Both Sweden-
borgianism and Buddhism were very important resources for Theoso-
phy. Although it was tainted by allegations of fraud, the Theosophi-
cal Society was for many decades a major interpreter and promoter 
of Buddhism in the modern period, and it also played important roles 
in the Buddhist revivals of Sri Lanka and Japan.74 All three traditions—
Swedenborgianism, Buddhism, and Theosophy—clearly influenced Ed-
munds, Vetterling, Evans, and Suzuki.

CONCLUSION

Why does all this matter? There are at least three reasons. First, 
these connections suggest that scholars of American religions could 
pay much more attention to the ways that Western esotericism—in 
such forms as Swedenborgianism and Theosophy—have influenced 
religion, culture, and intellectual history in Europe and the United 
States over the past two centuries. Catherine Albanese’s recent study 
of American metaphysical religions, A Republic of Mind and Spirit, which 
received an American Academy of Religion award in 2007, makes clear 
that metaphysical traditions in the United States merit far more study 
than they have received thus far. This very important book pays rela-
tively little attention to Buddhism, however. Its discussion of what Al-
banese calls “metaphysical Asia” could benefit from additional input 
by scholars in various sub-fields of Buddhist studies.

Second, this study suggests that scholars of Buddhism might find 
fruitful avenues of research by exploring the roles that Western esoter-
icism played in the development of both Asian and American Buddhist 
thought during the nineteenth century. With very few exceptions, this 
is an aspect of modern Buddhist history that has been largely over-
looked. This may be due in part to the ways that Theosophy was dis-
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credited by various frauds, scandals, and schisms. It may also have to 
do with the ways that the psychic phenomena central to Swedenbor-
gianism, Theosophy, Spiritualism, and mental healing became medi-
calized in the early twentieth century.

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many 
people who were interested in these metaphysical movements be-
lieved that accounts of clairvoyance provided scientific proof that the 
soul or consciousness functioned independently of the body, and that 
the spirits of the dead could communicate with the living.75 Over time, 
however, the religious dimensions of psychic phenomena were sup-
planted by medical discourses, which explained these phenomena in 
more strictly neurological or psychological terms.

The Scottish physician James Braid coined the term “hypnosis” in 
1842 to describe the trance-states he induced in his patients and to 
dissociate his method from the antics of spirit-mediums and traveling 
showmen, who were demonstrating clairvoyance to eager audiences 
throughout Europe and the United States.76 Pierre Janet (1859–1947) 
studied hypnotic amnesia and formulated an early theory of dissocia-
tion and double consciousness as part of his widely publicized treat-
ment for “hysteria.” William James (1842–1910) drew upon Janet’s ideas 
in his discussions of the subconscious mind, and Sigmund Freud (1856–
1939) practiced hypnosis before developing his theory of subconscious 
repression and the “talking cure.”77 Thus, the religious discourses of 
Swedenborgianism, Theosophy, Spiritualism, and New Thought were 
appropriated by the discourses of orthodox medicine and psychology.

Similarly, Theosophical interpretations of Buddhism have given 
way to psychological interpretations in Western Buddhism. Robert 
Sharf, among others, has described and critiqued the ways that Bud-
dhist practices such as merit-making and devotionalism have been 
obscured and minimized by modernist psychological interpretations, 
which focus instead on individual meditative experience.78 These psy-
chological interpretations are not necessarily bad, he has argued, but 
they can truncate one’s understanding of Buddhist tradition, particu-
larly of its communal and cultural dimensions. Efforts to uncover the 
esotericism underlying modern interpretations of Buddhism may help 
us to see aspects of Buddhist history that these primarily psychologi-
cal interpretations have thus far obscured. As Richard Payne points 
out elsewhere in this issue, such efforts also can shed light on political 
issues ranging far beyond the academic discipline of Buddhist studies, 
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such as the role of fascism in spreading the ideology of Perennialism—
the notion that all religions share a common core.

Finally, explorations of these largely overlooked histories can 
highlight the need for interdisciplinary research and a broad historical 
perspective. Historians of religion can only see certain relationships 
and lines of influence if we cast a wide gaze across the boundaries of 
multiple countries, cultures, religious traditions, and academic disci-
plines. This brief study, for example, has drawn upon histories of meta-
physical religion in Europe and the United States, histories of modern 
Buddhism in Asia and the United States, and histories of medicine and 
psychology. Such interdisciplinary approaches can reveal connections 
between things that may at first seem to be completely unrelated: Swe-
denborg and Buddhism, for example. This has been one modest effort 
to contribute to a broader view.
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A Brief History of Interdependence

David L. McMahan
Franklin & Marshall College

INTRODUCTION

I have on occasion declared to colleagues in academe that my next re-
search project will be to prove that something or other is monolithic. It 
brings forth the chuckle of an academic insider’s joke, because possibly 
the most fashionable and stinging critique of a historian, sociologist, or 
anthropologist today is that he or she presents something—a culture, 
a society, a religion, a practice—as monolithic. It is the mistake de jour, 
for it is widely recognized as never before that not only are all of these 
things internally variegated, but also that nothing can stand on its 
own; all ideas, social practices, institutions, and cultural phenomena 
are the results of a complex multiplicity of factors that extend out into 
an ever-widening causal web. Current studies of natural systems, na-
tions, economies, and cultures see them as multifaceted, interdepen-
dent processes—networks in which each part is both constituted by 
and constitutive of larger dynamic systems. That we live in a radically 
interconnected world has become a truism. Indeed, this age of interna-
tionalism and the Internet might well be called the age of inter: there is 
nothing that is not interconnected, interdependent, interwoven, inter-
laced, interactive, or interfacing with something else to make it what it 
is. Thus any religious tradition that can claim “interdependence” as a 
central doctrine lays claim to timely cultural resonance and consider-
able cultural cachet.1 

It is not surprising then that this term has been emerging with 
greater and greater frequency in contemporary Buddhist literature 
and acquiring increasing consonance with other modern discourses 
of interdependence. Sometimes used to translate the term pratītya-
samutpāda (more precisely translated “dependent origination” or “de-
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pendent co-arising”), its semantic field has now extended beyond this 
term to represent what many today see as the fundamental outlook of 
Buddhism—a doctrinal sine qua non with broad-ranging implications on 
personal, social, and global scales. It is not only a philosophical view of 
the world as a vast interconnected web of events with each phenom-
enon constituting and reflecting other phenomena, but also an idea 
with powerful ethical and political implications: if we are all part of a 
vast, interdependent network of being, what we do can have profound 
effects on others as our actions reverberate throughout this network. 

As articulated in contemporary Buddhist literature, interdepen-
dence combines empirical description, world-affirming wonder, and 
an ethical imperative. As empirical description, it represents the world 
as a vast, interconnected web of internally related beings—that is, be-
ings whose identity is inseparable from the systems of which they are 
a part, rather than having an a priori identity independent of these sys-
tems. Description of this web sometimes melds indistinguishably with 
descriptions of other interrelated processes like communication net-
works or biological systems. The contemporary Vietnamese Zen mas-
ter, Thich Nhat Hanh, has coined the term “interbeing” to capture the 
idea of the interdependence of all things, presenting it in an accessible 
and playful style:

If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in 
this sheet of paper. Without a cloud, there will be no rain; without 
rain, the trees cannot grow; and without trees, we cannot make pa-
per. The cloud is essential for the paper to exist…. So we can say that 
the cloud and the paper inter-are.
	 If we look into this sheet of paper even more deeply, we can 
see the sunshine in it. If the sunshine is not there, the forest cannot 
grow…. And if we continue to look, we can see the logger who cut the 
tree and brought it to the mill to be transformed into paper. And we 
see the wheat. We know that the logger cannot exist without his daily 
bread, and therefore the wheat that became his bread is also in this 
sheet of paper…. The fact is that this sheet of paper is made up only of 
“non-paper elements”…. As thin as this sheet of paper is, it contains 
everything in the universe in it.2

The doctrine of emptiness declares all things to lack inherent self-exis-
tence (svabhāva); therefore, all beings are constituted by their interac-
tions with other beings and have no independent, enduring nature in 
and of themselves. Interdependence, or interbeing, applies as well to 
the self: “What we call self is made only of non-self elements.”3 Because 
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things are empty of a separate self, they live in interdependence with 
all other things. Some authors use the hologram as a metaphor to sug-
gest that all individual beings contain a miniature cosmos, like Nhat 
Hanh’s sheet of paper contains the universe. Whitman’s “I am large, 
I contain multitudes,” as well as Blake’s “To see a world in a grain of 
sand” are cited regularly in contemporary articulations of this micro-
cosm/macrocosm relationship.

Descriptions of interdependence often convey a sense of celebra-
tion of this interwoven world, of intimacy and oneness with the great 
interconnected living fabric of life, and an expansion of the sense of 
selfhood into it. Joan Halifax cites Chinese Buddhists who declare the 
entire world, including “rock, sea, and flower,” as sentient and pres-
ents Buddhism as a matter of connecting deeply with the living “web 
of creation”:

A thing cannot live in isolation; rather, the condition of beingness…
implies a vital and transformative interconnectedness, interdepen-
dence. And thus one seemingly separate being cannot be without 
all other beings, and is therefore not a separate self, but part of a 
greater Self, an ecological Self that is alive and has awareness within 
its larger Self.4 

This dynamic between the separate self and the larger Self implies a 
particular interpretation of the Buddhist concept of no-self (anātman): 
once one realizes that one has no fixed, bounded self, one’s sense of 
selfhood expands to include the others in the web of interdependence. 
According to Jeremy Hayward: “The growing into maturity of a human 
is experienced as an ever widening sense of self, from identification 
with the individual bodymind, to self as family, self as circle of friends, 
as nation, as race, as human race, as all living things, and perhaps fi-
nally to self as all that is.”5

This idea of interdependence suggests natural alliances with some 
traditions and critiques of others. Often set up in opposition to the 
“Cartesian, mechanical, anthropocentric world view,” Buddhism, with 
interdependence as its central feature, is said to conceive of the world 
as an “interrelated, intercausal universe similar to the world described 
in Native American wisdom…and quantum physics,” according to Al-
lan Hunt Badiner.6 “Buddhism, shamanism, and deep ecology,” asserts 
Halifax, “are based on the experience of engagement and the mystery 
of participation.”7 
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Contemporary descriptions of interdependence, though, do not 
stop at the celebration of its wonder. They also emphasize the fragil-
ity of the interconnected network of beings: because everything de-
pends on everything else, altering the balance of the web of life can 
be—and has been—catastrophic. Thus the concept entails strong eco-
logical imperatives. The many Buddhist and Buddhist-inspired groups 
engaged in environmental activism routinely cite interdependence or 
interconnectedness as the conceptual rationale for the link between 
the dharma and environmentalism. Contemporary discourse on inter-
dependence also carries ethical and political imperatives regarding 
social and economic justice. It recognizes that the interdependencies 
of the modern world are often sources of suffering. Perceiving inter-
connectedness may involve tracing a running shoe for sale at the lo-
cal mall to global warming because of the fuel it took to ship it from 
China, where it in turn connects to economic injustice since it is made 
by women in a sweatshop making barely enough to survive, while a 
huge percentage of the profit from the shoe goes to corporate execu-
tives. It stresses finding root causes and seeking out hidden sources of 
social problems. The idea of interdependence, therefore, is an essential 
part of the conceptual arsenal of engaged Buddhism, the contempo-
rary activist movement that strives to relieve suffering by addressing 
human rights, war, poverty, injustice, and environmental degradation. 
It is not then just a matter of “experiencing” the world as a part of the 
self but also a matter of ethical and political commitment. 

Interdependence in this sense is often evoked by Americans and 
Europeans of eclectic spiritual orientation who freely mix Hindu, Dao-
ist, and neo-Pagan traditions with Buddhism. It is not, however, simply 
a Western appropriation. While the poet and essayist Gary Snyder may 
be the most well-known American to offer an ecological interpreta-
tion of Buddhist interdependence, many of the most prominent Asian 
leaders of contemporary Buddhism—the Dalai Lama, Thich Nhat Hanh, 
Daisaku Ikeda, Sulak Sivaraksa, Buddhadāsa, and others have made in-
terdependence central to their teachings, explicitly relating it to mod-
ern social, political, and ecological realities. The famous Thai reformer 
Buddhadāsa (1906–1993), for example, contends that the fundamental 
truth of nature—and the central doctrine of the dharma—is the depen-
dent arising of things. Seeing this “universal cooperation” of celestial 
bodies, the elements of the natural world, and the parts of the body 
leads us to care for nature and others. He insists that failing to see this 
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mutual dependence has unleashed rampant greed and selfishness, as 
well as catastrophic social and environmental ills. If we cannot see the 
world as a “mutual, interdependent, cooperative enterprise,” he states 
bluntly, “we’ll all perish.”8

While modern articulations of interdependence are rooted in the 
traditional Buddhist concept of pratītya-samutpāda, in the last few de-
cades they have taken on meanings, implications, and associations 
unique to the present era. The contemporary Buddhist concept of in-
terdependence, therefore, provides the historian of religion a fruit-
ful arena for analyzing the processes of conceptual and praxiological 
change and adaptation to shifting global circumstances. In this article 
I want to show how this concept has developed from both Buddhist 
and non-Buddhist lineages. It is in many ways a paradigmatic example 
of a hybrid concept. In brief, the idea in some of its current forms is 
a hybrid of indigenous Buddhist concepts—dependent arising, the in-
terpenetration of phenomena in the Huayan school, and various at-
titudes toward the natural world in East Asian Buddhism—co-mingled 
with conceptions of nature deriving from German Romanticism and 
American Transcendentalism, popular accounts of modern scientific 
thought, systems theory, and recent ecological thought. 

I should mention that, although I am discussing a concept, it is actu-
ally much more than a disembodied idea. It is rather the most visible—
and therefore most analyzable—aspect of a complex of social practices, 
attitudes, dispositions, and beliefs very much enmeshed in current so-
cial and political worlds. In other words, it is not monolithic! Its com-
plexity is underlined by the fact that early classical formulations take 
a nearly opposite view of the significance of interdependence than do 
their contemporary successors. The concept of dependent origination 
and its implications were developed by monks and ascetics who saw 
the phenomenal world as a binding chain—not a web of wonderment 
but a web of entanglement. So our task is to show how interdepen-
dence developed from a position that took a rather dim view of worldly 
life to one that compels this-worldly celebration of life along with vig-
orous social and political engagement. Foucault said that “all history 
is history of the present,” which means essentially that our view of the 
past is deeply conditioned by the concerns, categories, and assump-
tions operative in the present.9 In this respect this chapter is quite self-
consciously a history of interdependence from the perspective of the 
present transformation of the concept, addressing salient ideas in clas-
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sical Buddhist as well as Western texts that have been important in it 
modern articulation. 

CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL BUDDHIST VIEWS OF NATURE
Dependent Origination in Classical Pāli Literature

The Buddha, as is often repeated, said that he taught only two 
things: suffering and the end of suffering. No doubt Buddhists and Bud-
dhist institutions have supported efforts to relieve suffering through-
out history. The moral ideal of compassion for all living beings cannot 
help but harmonize with the various modern efforts to feed the hun-
gry, heal the sick, and promote economic and environmental sustain-
ability for people and animals. The great number of Buddhists around 
the world active in these efforts are undoubtedly acting in accordance 
with the basic Buddhist principles of universal compassion and relief 
of suffering. But the Pāli suttas do not present temporary relief of suf-
fering as the dharma’s ultimate goal. Buddhism has always employed 
means of transitory reprieve from suffering, by means both natural 
and supernatural, but the “end of suffering” that the Buddha declared 
was to be permanent. The post-mortem state of parinirvāṇa, or nirvana 
without the substratum of the five skandhas, the aggregates of personal 
existence, was beyond suffering because it was beyond time and space, 
beyond becoming, beyond personal existence, beyond all conditioned 
things. It was by definition nearly unimaginable—everything that the 
phenomenal world of transience and rebirth was not. The end of suf-
fering was an end not to this or that problem but ultimately a transcen-
dence of the phenomenal world itself. No doubt the vast majority of 
Buddhists throughout history have been laypeople who did not aspire 
to such a remote goal. Even most monks, it turns out, have not consid-
ered this a realistic aspiration in this lifetime given the age of decline 
in which we live. The ideal, however, is at the heart of the symbolic 
world of Buddhism. 

The Pāli suttas arose out of an ascetic milieu that viewed family, 
reproduction, physical pleasures, material success, and worldly life as 
ultimately futile, disappointing, and binding. Dependent origination 
denotes in early Buddhist literature the chain of causes and conditions 
that give rise to all phenomenal existence in the world of imperma-
nence, birth, death, and rebirth (samsara). Far from being celebrated 
as a wondrous web of interconnected life, it is repeatedly referred to 
as a “mass of suffering” (dukkha). Indeed, it is through the reversal of 
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this chain of interdependent causation—not an identification with it—
that the Buddha is said to have become awakened. The “world” (loka) 
itself is conceived as a flow of phenomenal events dependent on con-
tact between the senses and sense objects, consciousness and objects 
of consciousness. It does not exist in and of itself but arises with the 
intertwining of a falsely reified subject and object. The point of eluci-
dating the relationships between the various kinds of consciousness 
and its objects—visual consciousness and objects of vision, auditory 
consciousness and sounds, etc.—is to help the monk understand how 
to disentangle them and thus bring about a dissolution of the phenom-
enal world (Saṃyutta-nikāya 12.44). This of course does not mean the 
literal destruction of the world, but rather the dismantling of the expe-
rienced world as it is constituted by this intertwining of consciousness 
and its objects based on craving, aversion, and delusion. While mod-
ern Buddhists and scholars sometimes present the chain of dependent 
origination as a kind of empirical theory of causality, the point was not 
so much to account for the arising of natural phenomena but rather 
for the arising of the conditions for dissatisfactory life in the cycle of 
rebirth. Understanding these conditions provided the possibility of 
undoing them and being released into the liberated state beyond all 
causes and conditions (see, for instance, Dīgha-nikāya 15). Rather than 
celebrating the “experience of engagement and the mystery of partici-
pation” in the interconnected “web of life,”10 Pāli literature instead en-
courages quite the opposite: the disengagement from all entanglement 
in this web.

Many Pāli suttas attempt to foster the dissolution of the interde-
pendent chain of causality and the world of ordinary experience to 
which it gives rise by emphasizing the impurity and undesirability 
of physical life. Sense desires are “perilous” and “bring little enjoy-
ment, and much suffering and disappointment” (Majjhima-nikāya 22). 
The investigation of the world and worldly life bring about “disgust” 
(nibbidā) with them. In order to cultivate such disgust and counter lust, 
some suttas spare no detail in describing the unattractive aspects of 
the body: it oozes secretions from various orifices, is full of foul fluids, 
slimy organs, bones, and tendons; soon it will decay and become food 
for jackals, worms, and birds. Yet, people think it is beautiful; there-
fore, the monk is instructed to contemplate the body’s foulness and 
impermanence, thereby becoming disenchanted by it (e.g., Aṅguttara-
nikāya 9.15, Saṃyutta-nikāya 1.11). 
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It is important to note in light of all this that characterizing Bud-
dhism as a whole as “pessimistic” or “life-negating,” as did many nine-
teenth-century European writers, is misleading. Pāli Buddhism is in no 
way thoroughly world-negating: there is no shortage of representa-
tions of the Buddha giving advice on worldly matters and ascribing 
value to ordinary happiness within the world. The tradition develops 
positions on family life, work, governing, and other worldly affairs. 
It very early develops proximate concerns regarding ordinary life, 
many of which are implicitly life-affirming. But its more remote goal 
of achieving nirvana and transcending embodied life, beyond rebirth 
and temporality itself, have always formed at least the symbolic center 
of the tradition and the long-term (i.e., multiple-lifetime) goal of prac-
titioners.11 There is little in early Buddhist literature, therefore, that 
suggests the celebratory implications of the contemporary articulation 
of interdependence.

Early Indian Buddhist attitudes toward the natural world and wil-
derness also cannot account for the reverence for nature associated 
with interdependence today. The attitude toward the natural world 
and wilderness is ambivalent in the Pāli canon. Some passages sug-
gest that the best place to practice the dharma is in quiet natural 
settings, and others even celebrate the beauty of the natural world. 
In the Theragāthā, for instance, Kassapa extols the joys of living and 
practicing in the wilderness, where “these rocky crags do please me 
so” (Theragāthā 1062–1071). Yet, while early followers of the Buddha 
were ascetics who left the burgeoning cities of the time for the rela-
tive solitude of the forest, there is little indication that it was primar-
ily to appreciate the beauties of nature. In fact, some Indian Buddhist 
literature suggests that the forest was considered a place of fear and 
danger from animals, insects, and bandits.12 More importantly, there is 
no sense in the Pāli literature that nature is sacred or that the feeling 
of merging with the natural world is synonymous with or even condu-
cive to awakening. 

There are, however, more general values that feed into the con-
temporary conception of interdependence and its ethical implications. 
Pāli literature emphasizes a universal moral imperative to preserve 
the lives and well-being of all sentient beings and to practice unselfish 
acts for the widest possible circle of living things, including animals 
and even insects. Loving-kindness (mettā) meditations in a number of 
early suttas and commentaries are designed to train the mind to cul-
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tivate this compassion and loving-kindness towards all beings. This 
universal ethic does not depend on any idea of the dense interconnect-
edness of beings such that the actions of one reverberate throughout 
the cosmos to affect all but rather on the moral law of karma, the high 
value placed on compassion, and the fact that rebirth in various orders 
of beings provides a continuity between humans and animals—they 
could be one’s own relatives and friends from the past. While this mor-
al imperative encourages empathetic identification with all sentient 
beings, this does not imply expanding the subjective sense of selfhood 
to include other beings—any selfhood, limited or encompassing, is ul-
timately rejected in this early literature. 

The early concept of dependent origination, therefore, cannot ful-
ly account for the contemporary concept of Buddhist interdependence 
and its implications. In some ways the early view appears, in fact, quite 
contrary to the contemporary one. It depicts the interdependent chain 
of causes and condition as binding one to a world of suffering. Although 
it emphasizes ethical concern for all sentient beings, it does not advo-
cate the expansion of self-identity to include all things and beings. The 
ultimate goal, moreover, is not identification with the interdependent 
network of causality but transcendence of it. 

Interdependence and Interpenetration in the Mahāyāna

Emptiness and Dependent Origination

A number of South Asian Mahāyāna texts, however, introduced 
ways of thinking about dependent origination that allowed for a tilt 
toward a more affirmative view of the phenomenal world, and these 
have proven to be important sources for modern articulations of in-
terdependence. They include the ideal of the bodhisattva who remains 
in samsara until all beings are saved, as well as new conceptions of the 
goal of the path as buddhahood within the world rather than a wholly 
transcendent nirvana. These are prominent themes, for example, in 
the highly influential Lotus (Saddharmapuṇḍarīka) and the Perfection of 
Wisdom (Prajñāpāramitā) Sutras. 

Another important source for rethinking the valuation of de-
pendent origination is Nāgārjuna’s Fundamentals of the Middle Way 
(Mūlamadhyamaka-kārikā), one of the most influential texts of Mahāyāna 
Buddhism. As is well known, the basic thrust of the text is a develop-
ment of the idea that all things lack, or are empty (śūnya) of, inher-
ent self-existence (svabhāva)—a fixed, substantial, independent, and 
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permanent nature. They are instead constituted by a multiplicity of 
causes and conditions. In asserting that both samsara and nirvana are 
empty of inherent self-existence, Nāgārjuna declares that there is “not 
the slightest difference between the two” (Mūlamadhyamaka-kārikā 
25:19–20). Since all things lack inherent self-existence, any conceptual 
construction, including even the difference between samsara and nir-
vana, is merely a conventional truth (saṃvṛtti-satya). Nāgārjuna also 
identifies emptiness (śūnyatā), the ultimate truth of this lack of inher-
ent self-existence of things, with dependent origination: “That which 
is dependent origination is emptiness. It is a convenient designation, 
and is itself the middle way” (Mūlamadhyamaka-kārikā 24:18). This sug-
gests that samsara be viewed not as something inherently binding—
for, lacking inherent self-existence it cannot be inherently anything. 
Rather samsara, since it is itself empty, is from the highest level of un-
derstanding just like nirvana. As a Perfection of Wisdom text puts it, all 
dharmas are “limitless” and “boundless” (ananta and aparyanta).13 That 
is, if we “see” all of the elements of existence (dharmas) that constitute 
dependent origination correctly, we see them as empty and therefore 
of the nature of awakening itself. I have argued elsewhere that this re-
configures the relationship between nirvana and samsara, the uncon-
ditioned and the conditioned, presented in the Pāli literature.14 Rather 
than attempting to attain the unconditioned (nirvana) and reject the 
conditioned (samsara), Nāgārjuna and the Perfection of Wisdom litera-
ture suggest that what is important is stopping the conceptual reifica-
tion of any dharma at all, thus seeing all of them as empty. Apprehend-
ing the true empty nature of the dharmas that constitute dependent 
origination, therefore, can be the occasion for liberation, for their na-
ture is ultimately the same as that of nirvana itself. 

Seeing dependent origination, therefore, constitutes awakening. 
This is not a new idea: Pāli suttas claim that on the night of his awak-
ening Śākyamuni Buddha “saw” dependent origination, beholding the 
causes and conditions that produce both suffering and awakening. 
Through this sweeping vision of all causes and conditions, he was able 
to enact his own liberation (Udāna 1.3). There is a subtle difference, 
however, between the emerging Mahāyāna understanding of “seeing” 
dependent origination and that of the Pāli traditions. The biographies 
of the Buddha present him as seeing dependent origination first in the 
specific case of the trajectory of his own karma extending back into the 
infinite past. He therefore apprehends all of the causes and conditions 
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that have brought him to the brink of awakening. This vision then ex-
pands to encompass the causes and conditions of all sentient beings 
and the karmic trajectories by which they have come to be what they 
are. This gives the Buddha a thorough understanding of the entire pro-
cess of dependent origination, i.e., the factors that give rise to dissatis-
faction as well as the path by which to undo those factors. The seeing of 
dependent origination, therefore, is not in itself liberative; again, it is 
not that he becomes one with the world, merging with the infinite web 
of existence—in fact, he is “disjoined” from the world (Itivuttaka 112). 
Seeing dependent origination, according to Pāli sources, allowed the 
Buddha to discern the path to ending his entanglement with depen-
dent origination. The vision was a kind of map or instruction manual 
for reversing the causes and conditions for this entanglement (see, for 
example, Udāna 1.3). 

It is possible to read Nāgārjuna, however, as abandoning this in-
terpretation of “seeing dependent origination” as a map in favor of 
simply seeing any dharma in its emptiness as sufficient for apprehend-
ing the highest truth. Seeing the emptiness of all dharmas renders one 
liberated in this world. On this interpretation, revulsion for dependent 
origination is no better than clinging to it; the important thing is see-
ing into its true nature rather than transcending it altogether.

The Visionary Cosmos

The reading of Nāgārjuna given above is supported by quite a few 
Mahāyāna sutras that re-interpret the ultimate goal of Buddhism from 
transcending the conditioned phenomenal world (samsara) to various 
conceptions of awakened life in the midst of the world. Subsequently 
tendencies emerge toward a view of this “seeing” of dependent origi-
nation as a kind of vision of the cosmos that is itself liberative, aside 
from any “instructive” elements showing the causes and conditions 
of both bondage and liberation. There are two ways of understanding 
this. One is the Nāgārjunian insight that all things are empty of inher-
ent self-existence which, having freed one from the illusion of inherent 
self-existence, constitutes liberation itself. Another way of interpret-
ing this “seeing” is as a kind of cosmic vision. In the more visionary 
genre of Mahāyāna literature, seeing the Buddha, or having a vision of 
the cosmos as it is seen by the Buddha, can itself constitute liberation, 
or at least great progress towards it. 
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The Avataṃsaka-sūtra epitomizes this visionary tradition and is 
also one of the most important sources for the contemporary inter-
pretation of interdependence. Here, especially in the Gaṇḍavyūha sec-
tion,15 the idea of emptiness is transposed into visual imagery in which 
each individual thing and all things in the universe interpenetrate and 
yet retain their distinctiveness. The fact that all individual things in 
some sense contain or reflect all others corresponds to Nāgārjuna’s 
“truth in the highest sense” (paramārtha-satya), the emptiness of in-
herent self-existence—everything is constituted by other things. The 
fact that things, despite this, maintain their individual distinctiveness 
corresponds to the conventional truth (saṃvṛtti-satya). This is symbol-
ized in the Chinese Huayan school, which takes the Avataṃsaka (Ch. 
Huayan) as its main text, by the jeweled net of Indra, an immense net 
with multifaceted jewels at each juncture, each of which both reflects 
and is reflected by all of the others. This powerful image has become a 
standard symbol for the interdependence in our contemporary sense, 
and the Perfection of Wisdom literature and the Avataṃsaka are the 
sources for Thich Nhat Hanh’s idea of “interbeing”—recall the illustra-
tion of how the sheet of paper contains all things.

The Avataṃsaka also contains numerous visionary episodes culmi-
nating in one in which the hero, Sudhana, has a vision of the entire 
cosmos within the body of the Buddha Mahāvairocana. This vision, in 
which Sudhana becomes one with Mahāvairocana, enacting in a mo-
ment all of his eons of wondrous deeds as a bodhisattva, reveals the 
world as a resplendent, radically interpenetrating cosmos in which 
the ordinary categories of time and space are collapsed. Here we have 
an example of a motif important to the modern articulation of inter-
dependence: the identification of a person with a being who is the 
universe itself or with the underlying reality of things. Moreover the 
world into which Sudhana merges is not permeated with foulness and 
suffering but shot through with countless buddhas and bodhisattvas, 
some in resplendent garb, some in the guise of fishermen, children, 
and all manner of seemingly ordinary people, some in the pores of a 
buddha’s skin and in the land itself. It is a transfigured world of magic 
and wonder, quite distant it would seem from binding chains of depen-
dent origination in the Pāli literature. We have, therefore, three more 
ingredients of the contemporary conception of interdependence: the 
identification of the individual with the cosmos or a cosmic being; the 
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radical interpenetration and inter-reflectivity of all things; and a more 
affirmative, enchanted view of the world of phenomena.16

Whether presented as an analytic insight into the nature of 
all things as empty or as a visionary revelation, some South Asian 
Mahāyāna texts mark a rethinking of the significance of dependent 
origination and the phenomenal world. Seeing dependent origination 
in these texts entails seeing all things as empty of inherent self-ex-
istence, an act that itself constitutes awakening. This is then devel-
oped into a conception of a liberative vision of the totality and of the 
world as the manifestation of a cosmic reality—Vairocana, dharmakāya, 
or buddha-nature: the hidden buddhahood or buddha-potential of all 
things. While the ideas of the emptiness of all phenomena, liberation 
within the world, the interpenetration of all phenomena, and identi-
fication of the individual with a cosmic reality all provide important 
resources for the contemporary conception of interdependence, it is 
not until they are transformed in East Asia that these become associ-
ated with reverence for the natural world. 

Nature and Buddha-Nature in East Asia

When Buddhists came to China, they encountered views of the nat-
ural world quite alien to those of South Asia. Chinese literature shows 
little of the distaste for embodiment and everyday life found in Indian 
ascetic traditions. By the time Buddhism was becoming established in 
China, there was an indigenous literature of reverence for mountains, 
rivers, and uncultivated forests, as well as the concept an underlying 
force, the Dao, that coursed through humanity and the natural world. 
Lewis Lancaster suggests one factor in the divergent orientations had 
to do with the fact that India was at the time a large forest with islands 
of urban centers, while China was mostly deforested with islands of 
mountain forest. It is not, therefore, that the Chinese had a uniformly 
positive valuation of uncultivated wilderness; rather, some intellectu-
als and sages began to appreciate the remnants of wilderness in part be-
cause it was disappearing, giving way to cities and cultivated fields.17 

Nevertheless, the sages’ views of nature created conditions for 
a revaluation of the phenomenal world within Buddhist traditions. 
We have mentioned that some Indic Mahāyāna traditions character-
ize awakening as identification with this larger reality of Buddha na-
ture, or what is sometimes called the “womb” or “matrix” of the bud-
dha (tathāgata-gārbha). In contrast to the earlier emphasis on no-self 
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(anātman), texts such as the Mahāparinirvāṇa-sūtra affirm a “great self” 
hidden in all people. The Buddha becomes a transcendent and eternal 
cosmic being with which the individual is ultimately identical. In China, 
buddha-nature is mapped more explicitly onto the natural world, and 
the natural world is re-envisioned as both symbol and manifestation 
of this cosmic reality rather than a continuing cycle of dissatisfaction 
to be transcended. Some Chinese Buddhist thinkers contended that all 
beings, even grasses, rocks, and rivers, contained buddha-nature. Such 
ideas suggest a new relationship emerging within the Buddhist tra-
dition between humanity and nature, one of mutuality and harmony 
rather than ambivalence and suspicion. 

A number of the philosophical writings of East Asian schools of 
Buddhism support both a more positive view of the conditioned, de-
pendently originated world and the idea of awakening as identifica-
tion with this larger cosmos. Fazang, the most prominent thinker of 
the Huayan school, developed the implications of the Avataṃsaka-sūtra 
in ways that essentially overturn the Pāli conception of dependent 
origination and the distinction between the conditioned and the un-
conditioned. For Fazang, since all entities interpenetrate each other, 
the distinction between samsara and nirvana ultimately breaks down 
in a more radical way than with Nāgārjuna. The universe is the body 
and mind of the cosmic Buddha Mahāvairocana, which pervades and 
sacralizes all things equally. There is no need to escape from the pro-
cess of dependent origination, only to see it aright as the marvelous 
manifestation of the cosmic Buddha. As with most Chinese Buddhist 
thinkers, Fazang rejects the idea of transcending the realm of the con-
ditioned and instead suggests attunement to the world and seeing it 
as the wonder that it is. It is not surprising that some modern ideas of 
Buddhist interdependence draw heavily from this school.18 

The work of famous East Asian Buddhist poets, such as China’s 
Hanshan and Japan’s Bashō, combine in unprecedented ways Buddhist 
teachings with a keen appreciation of the objects and processes of the 
natural world. In Hanshan’s poems, Cold Mountain—his alpine home 
as well as the name he took for himself—is a symbol of awakening, and 
the abundant images of clouds, towering mountains, and wind-blown 
trees are all fashioned into metaphors of the path to awakening. Yet 
Hanshan has more than a merely metaphorical interest in nature and 
clearly revels in the beauty of his natural surroundings. It is no wonder 
that the contemporary American Buddhist poet, Gary Snyder, also a 
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reverent disciple of the natural world, would translate many of Han-
shan’s poems about freely wandering in wilderness, seeing traces of 
buddha-nature in the crags and streams, and spurning affluence and 
reputation. 

In a tangle of cliffs I chose a place—
Bird-paths, but no trails for men.
What’s beyond the yard?
White clouds clinging to vague rocks.
Now I’ve lived here—how many years—
Again and again, spring and winter pass.
Go tell families with silverware and cars
“What’s the use of all that noise and money?”19 

The last lines are Snyder’s obvious smuggling of Hanshan’s spirit into 
the modern world, playfully rendering what is more precisely trans-
lated, “I send this message to families of wealth/An empty name will 
do you no good.”20 The intent in both versions is clear: to sketch the 
contrast between civilization, with its demands for money and reputa-
tion, and the unencumbered sacredness of the wilderness. As we will 
see, this contrast is easily translated into nineteenth- and twentieth-
century American sensibilities, and the mingling of Chinese and Amer-
ican versions of this opposition will be highly productive for modern 
Buddhism.

Buddhistic attention to the natural world continued and devel-
oped in Japan as well. Saigyō, the twelfth-century Japanese Buddhist 
thinker and poet, reflected on the natural world as a locus for awak-
ening, partly in view of the fact that plants were conceived as having 
buddha-nature. Encounters with the vast variety of sentient and even 
non-sentient beings could be occasions for perceiving this hidden, sa-
cred reality within all things.21 Dōgen, the prolific thirteenth-century 
founder of the Sōtō school of Zen, likewise discussed the non-duality 
of humanity and nature in a number of his writings. In “Mountains 
and Rivers Sūtra,” which Snyder has interpreted in an ecological vein, 
Dōgen puts the matter vividly: “The mountains and rivers of this mo-
ment are the actualization of the way of the ancient Buddhas. Each, 
abiding in its own phenomenal expression, realizes completeness. Be-
cause mountains and waters have been active since before the eon of 
emptiness, they are alive at this moment. Because they have been the 
self since before form arose, they are liberated and realized.”22  
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A brief passage from Dōgen has also become a standard citation for 
modern Buddhist expressions of the widening sense of selfhood that 
encompasses all beings: “We study the self to forget the self. When 
you forget the self you become one with the ten thousand things.”23 
The verse in a stroke erases what for many Buddhists are the “Māras” 
of the present age: the erroneous belief in the isolated Cartesian ego, 
the mechanistic view of the natural world, and the disenchantment 
and desacralization of the world with its accompanying materialism, 
over-consumption, and environmental degradation. But in order for 
thinkers such as Dōgen to be called forth from their own time to speak 
to such issues, the ground had to be prepared by a variety of West-
ern ideas and practices. The various pictures of dependent origination, 
samsara, and the natural world that emerge from South and East Asian 
canonical texts do not themselves provide sufficient material to ac-
count for the ways in which the concept of Buddhist interdependence 
has developed in recent decades. There exists a parallel genealogy of 
this concept that does not join the one we have just discussed until well 
into the twentieth century. It is to this lineage that we now turn.

WESTERN SOURCES OF BUDDHIST INTERDEPENDENCE

Between Rationalism and Romanticism

In order for the Buddhist conception of interdependence to attain 
the significance it has today, it had to acquire ingredients from a va-
riety of sources and situate itself within the broad tensions between 
rationalist and Romantic orientations. The Western lines of influence 
that would feed the contemporary conception can be traced back to the 
eighteenth century. The modern age in Europe, going back as far the 
Deists, produced a number of philosophies depicting the universe as a 
vast “interlocking order”—to use Charles Taylor’s phrase—with beings 
of various natures and purposes organically connected and unified into 
a total system.24 It is a view of a cosmos in which all the various func-
tions and purposes of individual things work together in a harmonious 
order for the ultimate good of all. This view affirms the goodness of na-
ture and asserts that human beings must act in accordance with it. We 
find an early articulation in Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man, where he 
describes nature as an interconnected whole pervaded by one spirit:

…Look round our world; behold the chain of love
Combining all below and all above.
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See plastic Nature working to this end,
The single atoms each to other tend,
Attract, attracted to, the next in place,
Form’d and impell’d its neighbour to embrace.
See matter next, with various life endued,
Press to one centre still, the gen’ral good;
See dying vegetables life sustain,
See life dissolving vegetate again.
All forms that perish other forms supply
(By turns we catch the vital breath, and die),
Like bubbles on the sea of Matter borne,
They rise, they break, and to that sea return.
Nothing is foreign; parts relate to whole;
One all-extending, all-preserving, soul
Connects each being, greatest with the least;
Made beast in aid of man, and man of beast;
All serv’d all serving: nothing stands alone;
The chain holds on, and where it ends unknown.25

In the Romantic tradition, the German Idealists also developed 
various iterations of the organic wholeness of nature and our insepa-
rability from it, as well as conceptions of the Absolute as nature itself, 
endowed with subjectivity and coming to individual consciousness in 
human beings. They offered a picture of the relationship between hu-
manity and nature characterized by an ego that was separated from 
nature and longed to return to the primordial unity with the larger 
whole that connects everyone and everything. According to early 
nineteenth-century German Idealist philosopher Friedrich W. J. Schell-
ing, for example, objects are not independent of the subject, though 
the usual immersion of the ego in objects blinds the subject to their 
primordial intertwining. Moreover, because subject and object are not 
ontologically separate, human beings can come to know nature in a 
unified sense, not through empirical judgments but through an “inner 
love and familiarity of your own mind with nature’s liveliness…[and] a 
quiet, deep-reaching composure of the mind.”26 It is through what he 
calls “intellectual intuition” that the subject recognizes its own ulti-
mate identity with objects. Restoring this lost communion between the 
self and the world is what constitutes true happiness and overcomes 
the “Fall,” which is the arising of opposition and differentiation out of 
the primordial unity of the spirit. All human beings are ultimately one, 
he says, though on the empirical level they appear as many. The infi-
nite absolute, however, is ineffable and beyond all distinctions.
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English Romantics maintained that nature could be more pro-
foundly accessed through feeling and internal impulse than the dis-
secting blade of rational analysis. We have seen already that this was 
connected to an anti-mechanistic tendency, one that critiqued the 
Newtonian cosmology and Cartesian dualism, as well as the exclusive 
epistemological reliance on instrumental reason. They insisted that 
the dominance of instrumental rationality, Newtonian mechanistic 
cosmology, and Cartesian dualism fragments the wholeness of nature, 
cutting humanity off from its vital force. Coleridge, for example, prais-
es the “intuition of things which arises when we possess ourselves, as 
one with the whole,” while characterizing as “mere understanding” 
the perception that occurs when “we think of ourselves as separated 
beings, and place nature in antithesis to the mind, as object to subject, 
thing to thought, death to life.”27 Coleridge suggested the metaphor of 
God as a poet rather than a watchmaker and the universe as a system of 
relationships in which each thing has its own particular life, yet is also 
part of the all-encompassing life: “one omnipresent Mind/Omnific. His 
most holy name is LOVE.”28 Wordsworth’s celebrated “Lines Composed 
a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey” offers the quintessential articula-
tion of the Romantic view of nature as a living force:

And I have felt
A presence that disturbs me with the joy
Of elevated thoughts, a sense sublime
Of something deeply interfused,
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,
And the round ocean, and the living air,
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man –
A motion and a spirit that impels
All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things.29 

This sense of the wholeness of life, its organic unity and inter-relat-
edness, was for the Romantics also a powerful source of the sublime, a 
feeling awe and reverence. 

All of these themes work their way into modernist articulations 
of Buddhism. The idea of the separate ego that finds its way back to 
wholeness in expanding its boundaries to identify with the vast inter-
related cosmos and all its inhabitants, giving up its separate, egocen-
tric existence is clearly a key conception in the contemporary under-
standing of Buddhism, especially in the West. Moreover, the sense of 
an animate universe, of a life-force flowing through all things offer-
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ing an inner access to the spiritual essence of the whole, appears in 
various ways in modern and contemporary Buddhism. Clearly there 
are indigenous Buddhist sources for similar ideas, which I have just 
identified—tathāgata-gārbha, the identification of the individual with 
the cosmic Buddha, dependent origination, and the interpenetration 
of phenomena; however, the way they are taken up and embodied in 
the conception of interdependence and its implications is a hybrid pro-
cess that draws upon a Western lineage extending back to the Deists 
and Romantics. 

One of the ways in which Buddhist ideas were appropriated in a 
modern, Western context was to augment the Romantic critique of En-
lightenment rationalism and its descendents. It is important here to 
identify a few key themes that Romantics and post-Romantics were 
struggling against in order to understand where Buddhism came into 
the picture. Descartes and Bacon are often identified as the starting 
point for the desacralized view of nature, and authors discussing Bud-
dhist interdependence today often evoke Cartesian dualism as the 
quintessential orientation against which this conception contends. 
One of the key consequences of Descartes’ re-envisioning of the self as 
“unextended substance” distinct from the extended substances (mate-
rial things) is the view of the world as a mechanism or machine and the 
concomitant emergence of an attitude of disengagement toward and 
objectification of the “not-I.” The world as a machine could not be un-
derstood as the embodiment of a meaningful order with spiritual and 
moral ramifications, as it was for the ancients. All meaning was now 
located in the mind itself and its private representations of external 
objects. This idea marks an important phase of the “disenchantment” 
of the world. Because all meaning now is “in” the mind, that which is 
“outside” the mind is disinvested of intrinsic meaning or value. Nature 
is neutralized and the mind is the exclusive locus of thought and value. 
This is quite different from the view of things as having meaning and 
value in and of themselves, in effect, ontologically residing in them.30 
Here the mind’s primary orientation toward the world is that of in-
strumental control. Knowledge of the physical world is, in Descartes’ 
words, “very useful in life,” and by knowing the various principles by 
which nature operates “we can…employ [objects of nature] in all those 
uses to which they are adapted, and thus render ourselves the masters 
and possessors of nature.”31 Rational understanding of nature—devel-
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oping clear and distinct ideas of its many facets—is inseparable from 
mastering nature as a collection of objects to be used for our purposes. 

To be fair, the founders of this instrumentalist orientation did not 
conceive of it as inviting the plundering of the natural world in hedo-
nistic pursuit of pleasure and power, nor could they have imagined the 
ramifications of this conceptual neutralization of nature when later it 
was combined with innumerable other social and material factors that 
have contributed to the current ecological crisis. It is too simplistic 
to attribute to Cartesian dualism the tremendous causal power that 
some give it, drawing a nearly direct line from Descartes’ Meditations 
to Chernobyl. Still we can see this orientation toward the mind and 
natural world as a part of—rather than the cause of—the long, complex 
processes that have contributed to the commodification of natural re-
sources and the degradation of the natural world. These processes ush-
ered in a hegemony of instrumental reason in which the things of the 
world are objectified in ways that would serve as the rationale for the 
unrestrained exploitation of natural resources. 

In attempting to stem this exploitation, contemporary societies 
across the globe have searched for practical solutions but also for con-
ceptual and religious resources for re-envisioning and re-spiritualizing 
nature. It is in part this effort that provoked late-modern Buddhists—
as well as other historical religions and new religious movements—to 
attempt to revivify a sense of the intrinsic worth and spiritual signifi-
cance to nature, to resacralize and revalorize the natural world, bridg-
ing the Cartesian split between the mind and the material. 

Transcendentalism and the Re-enchantment of the World

We have seen that some elements of Asian Buddhism—particularly 
certain strains of East Asian traditions—had already developed ratio-
nales for the intrinsic religious value of the natural world. As with a 
number of important developments in Buddhist modernism, we find 
that the particular way this reverence for nature was taken up in the 
West was shaped by Transcendentalists and their kindred spirits. It is 
they who brought Romantic metaphysics into an American framework 
that provided the vocabulary for the translation of Buddhism into 
Western categories. Nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century America 
also inaugurated new ways of valuing the natural world that would 
later contribute to the development of the contemporary concept of 
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Buddhist interdependence, especially with regard to its implications 
for environmental valuation and protection.

The period of the Transcendentalists saw a revolution in ways of 
understanding the natural. Departing from the earlier Puritan sense of 
nature as a place of danger, evil, testing, and purification, they offered 
a full-throated affirmation of the sacredness of the natural world. This 
affirmation was also tinged with philosophical Idealism—like their 
predecessors, the German Romantics, some American Transcendental-
ists saw the natural world not just as a part of God’s creation but as a 
part of God himself. This was one factor in the American articulation of 
the idea that undeveloped wilderness had an intrinsic, not just utilitar-
ian, value. Sometimes connected to ideologies of American national-
ism and sometimes suspicious of them, the romance of the wilderness 
became a prominent feature of American literature of this time. The 
sense of nature as a place of spiritual repose and rejuvenation, of awe 
and wonder became widespread.32 

In his seminal work, Nature, Ralph Waldo Emerson repeatedly ex-
tols the serene contemplation of landscape as not only spiritually up-
lifting but also noetic, offering the possibility of comprehending the 
“tranquil sense of unity” in the vast diversity of things. Visible nature 
is the outer edge of the manifestation of spirit, and the contemplation 
that perceives the affinities and ultimate unity in all of the greatly var-
iegated phenomena “has access to the entire mind of the Creator….”33 
Such a vision of underlying connection, affiliation, and unity are pos-
sible mainly through the solitary contemplation of things away from 
the bustle of human activity. He famously describes the disembodied 
joy he experiences in the woods: “Standing on the bare ground,—my 
head bathed by the blithe air and uplifted into infinite space,—all mean 
egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see 
all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part 
or parcel of God.”34 Emerson contrasts this mode of relatively passive, 
unitive envisioning of things to “Empirical science,” which “is apt to 
cloud the sight, and by way of the very knowledge of functions and 
processes to bereave the student of the manly contemplation of the 
whole. The savant becomes unpoetic.”35 While nature indeed calls to 
the scientist, many “patient naturalists” miss the mark by “freez[ing] 
their subject under the wintry light of the understanding.”36 

The famous naturalist John Muir, a pivotal figure in the American 
conception of wilderness and its spiritual value, as well as the devel-
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opment of the ethic of preservation, embodied this new perception of 
nature. Muir’s writings brought to an apotheosis the Transcendental-
ist reverence for wilderness as a place of wonder and sacredness, as 
well as renewal and refuge from the harsh conditions of modernity. 
His articulation of the significance of the natural became ensconced 
in American consciousness and remains quite palpable today. Having 
studied both Emerson and Thoreau, Muir imbibed the vitalistic and 
holistic tendencies that they in turn had appropriated from the Ro-
mantics: nature, he declared, was “one soul” and wilderness a “unity 
in interrelation” that is “alive and familiar.”37 “When we try to pick out 
anything by itself,” he declared, “we find it hitched to everything in the 
universe.”38 Re-tuning Christian language to the key of the earthy par-
adise of the mountains, forests, and lakes, Muir wrote of nature itself 
as an incarnation of divinity, its individual things “portions of God.”39 
Communing with nature was a kind of earthly sacrament in which “you 
lose consciousness of your own separate existence: you blend with the 
landscape, and become part and parcel of nature”40 There was a con-
templative element to Muir’s appreciations as well; both he and Thore-
au suggested that a disciplined purification of the body and senses was 
necessary in order to properly access nature and allow its holiness to 
present itself. Muir also complemented his rapturous contemplations 
of nature with the development of an activist preservationist ethic, in-
spiring the development of the national park at Yosemite and found-
ing the Sierra Club.41 Muir fiercely criticized unrestrained commercial-
ism as dangerous not only to the natural world but to the soul: “These 
temple destroyers, devotees of ravaging commercialism, seem to have 
a perfect contempt for Nature, and, instead of lifting their eyes to the 
God of the mountains, lift them to the Almighty Dollar.”42 Muir knew 
little of Buddhism, but his sensibilities have undeniably been absorbed 
into late twentieth-century ecological interpretations of Buddhism in 
the hands of its most important expositors. A number of interpreters 
of the contemporary view of Buddhist interdependence regularly ref-
erence his emphasis on the direct experience and reverence of the na-
ture, as well as his biocentric view of a deeply interconnected world, 
his rejection of mechanistic conceptions, and his contempt for modern 
commercialism and materialism. 

Elements of this American reverence for nature went hand-in-
hand with a new valuation of solitude, especially solitude in the woods 
and the feelings of connection to nature that it could bring. Thoreau 
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is of course the paradigmatic example, though he was just the most 
visible of those who placed a high spiritual value on the solitary con-
templations of nature. The writings of a lesser-known Transcendental-
ist, William Rounseville Alger, show that this emphasis on solitude and 
nature was a response to an increasing crowdedness of cities and the 
stress of modern bureaucratic and industrial work. Tapping into a wid-
er anxiety among nineteenth-century progressives about urban life—
its vice and materialism, its over-crowdedness alongside its alienation 
and isolation, as well as its masses of threatening immigrants—Alger 
saw the wilderness as a wholesome spiritual refuge. Praising solitude, 
he declared that society is “full of multiplicity and change, is in ev-
ery way finite, wasting its force in incessant throbs; solitude, an unfal-
tering unity, is allied to the infinite.”43 Modern society for Alger was 
a cauldron of narcissism, anxiety, and greed, while solitude was the 
antidote for the “overtaxed…weary, uneasy, and ambitious” and to a 
market-driven world that thrived on competition and ego-assertion.44 
Alger embodies a trend toward inwardness and solitude as a response 
to the modern anxieties of the disenchanted world, and the increasing 
valuation of nature and connection to wilderness was a part of this 
response. 

The infusion of this nineteenth-century combination of disenchant-
ment, love of solitude, and reverence for nature into the interpretation 
of Buddhism comes at first through the dichotomous representations 
of East and West in currency at the time. It is no coincidence that Alger 
published, in addition to The Solitudes of Nature and of Man (in which he 
lists the Buddha as an example of the solitary life), a volume entitled 
The Poetry of the East, in which he reiterates the familiar representation 
of the spiritual, contemplative “East” as a necessary balance to the ma-
terialist, competitive, money-driven “West.”45 Here we see the familiar 
trope of Asia portrayed as the Other of that which is disturbing about 
modernity in the West. It comes to be associated with solitude, asceti-
cism, interiority, and most important for us here, nature. “The East” is 
a place that is still enchanted, populated by sages who have retired to 
the forest in search of spiritual wisdom offered by the natural world. 
Thoreau in fact drew parallels between his own retreat to Walden Pond 
and the asceticism of the “Hindoos.”46 Nature, solitude, and the East 
were all construed as the antithesis of emerging forms of disenchanted 
modernity. 
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The attribution of religious significance to the natural world, the 
emphasis on solitary contemplation of nature, and the idea that such 
contemplation is a remedy for the commercialized, disenchanted, 
competitive modern world all provided essential ingredients for the 
interpretation of Buddhism in the West, particularly in North America. 
The explicit connection made in the Transcendentalist period between 
nature and what many considered a universal mystical experience pro-
vided a hermeneutic context in which figures like Hanshan, Bashō, and 
Dōgen would later be understood. The Transcendentalist category of 
“Universal Religion”—which was believed to transcend the bounds of 
time and place and was constituted by personal experience rather than 
dogma, ritual, and the specificities of culture—provided a vast arena 
into which apologists could assimilate Buddhist ascetic, hermitic, and 
meditative traditions, along with the East Asian reverence for nature, 
to this American mode of understanding. Not only did these factors 
influence how Westerners understood Buddhism, they impacted the 
shape that Buddhism would take in the modern world, in Asia as well 
as the West. These influences allowed a sketch of Buddhist attitudes 
toward the natural world to be cross-hatched with American rever-
ence for wilderness, as well as with the social and political concerns of 
the time. 

Interdependence, Systems Theory, and EcoBuddhism

The Romantic-Transcendentalist line of thinking supplied a ready 
array of motifs with which the Buddhist concept of dependent orig-
ination, its assertions of non-dualism, its universalist ethics, and its 
East Asian affinities with the natural world would be hybridized and 
transposed into the key of modern discourse. These themes would not, 
however, be sufficient to produce the synthesis that has emerged in 
the contemporary conception of interdependence. The final elements 
would be the infusion of recent theoretical approaches in the social 
and physical sciences, along with contemporary ecological thought. 
The synthesis of all of these elements did not in fact take place in a 
systematic way until quite recently. 

If there is an overarching theoretical paradigm representing this 
development, it is systems theory, a broad-ranging, multidisciplinary 
theoretical approach that focuses on various kinds of systems—eco-
nomic, biological, physiological, psychological, and social—that form 
wholes having qualities different than their constituent parts. It is a 
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widely applicable theory that can in principle address any network of 
relationships in which the members act as a whole and create emer-
gent properties that cannot be accounted for by analysis of the parts 
in isolation. One of the figures most influential to the contemporary 
Buddhist concept of interdependence is Gregory Bateson (1904–1980), 
who argued that the mind was in many respects similar to other kinds 
of living, dynamic systems like cells, rainforests, and communities. 
Bateson argued against seeing minds as either separate from their 
physiological substratum or as isolated from other minds. The basic 
unit, for Bateson, is not the individual entity but the system of which 
entities are a part. Individuals must be understood as organisms in 
symbiotic relationships with their environments.47 

Arne Naess, a Norwegian philosopher and mountaineer, was the 
first to explicitly interpret Buddhist dependent origination in terms of 
systems theory. Drawing upon systems theory seasoned by Spinozistic 
and Buddhist metaphysics, Naess founded the deep ecology movement, 
which, in his words, rejects the “man-in-environment image in favor 
of the relational, total-field image” and sees “organisms as knots in the 
biospherical net or field of intrinsic relations.”48 Deep ecology asserts 
a symbiotic relationship between the individual and environment in 
which each co-constitutes the other reciprocally. Individuals are seen 
as open-ended nodes in larger networks of activity rather than bound-
ed, atomistic entities. This conception of the relationship between the 
self and the wider network of humans, animals, and plants also finds a 
deep kinship with James Lovelock’s famous Gaia hypothesis. Often cited 
by deep ecologists and ecologically-minded Buddhists, this hypothesis 
proposes that the biosphere is a self-regulating organism. Naess and 
Lovelock are also kin to some extent with process philosophy/theol-
ogy, which began with Alfred North Whitehead and which has been an 
important force in the contemporary interpretation of Buddhist de-
pendent origination and emptiness.49 

Popular accounts of recent scientific theories have also made a 
significant contribution. In the last three decades of the twentieth 
century, a number of popular books attempted to draw explicit par-
allels between recent scientific developments and Buddhism, as well 
as other Asian religions. Fritjof Capra, in his 1976 best-selling The Tao 
of Physics, asserted correlations between recent findings in quantum 
physics and ideas of the “universal interwovenness” of self and other 
in Buddhism and other forms of “Eastern mysticism.” Such concep-
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tions, he claimed, were similar to ideas in quantum physics of the “uni-
verse as an interconnected web of physical and mental relations whose 
parts are defined only through their connections to the whole.”50 
His later work, including a book significantly entitled The Web of Life, 
criticizes Cartesian mechanistic and “linear” thinking, associating it 
with a host of contemporary evils and urging that not only quantum 
mechanics but also complexity theory and systems theory show the 
way to a more integrative, holistic approach that reveals underlying 
connections between biological, psychological, social, and ecological 
systems.51 A voluminous literature has followed The Tao of Physics in 
exploring the putative parallels between Buddhism and various sci-
ences. The value of such studies for understanding Buddhism has been 
debated by scientists and Buddhists alike in recent decades. Whatever 
their limitations, though, what is important here is that they have not 
only imbued dependent origination with the scent of scientific theory 
but have also influenced the reconfiguration of the concept itself in 
modern scientific terms.

Joanna Macy is as important as any contemporary author in as-
sembling all of the components we have been discussing and forging 
them into the contemporary conception of interdependence. Macy ex-
plicitly articulates dependent origination in terms of systems theory 
and deep ecology, applying it to various social and ecological prob-
lems. Seeing these problems as manifestations of the “rampant, patho-
logical individualism” that is a dominant feature of modern life, she 
takes it as a matter of urgency to show that the separate, isolated self 
is an illusion.52 She hopes that the traditional way of viewing the self 
as a “skin-encapsulated ego” is being replaced by “wider constructs of 
self-identity and self-interest—by what you might call the ecological 
self or eco-self, co-extensive with the other beings and the life of our 
planet.”53 With Macy we come to the full articulation of the contempo-
rary Buddhist-Western hybrid conception of interdependence:

Contemporary science, and systems theory in particular, goes farther 
in challenging old assumptions about a distinct, separate, continuous 
self, by showing that there is no logical or scientific basis for con-
struing one part of the experienced world as “me” and the rest as 
“other.” That is so because as open, self-organizing systems, our very 
breathing, acting and thinking arise in interaction with our shared 
world through the currents of matter, energy, and information that 
move through us and sustain us. In the web of relationships that sus-
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tain these activities there is no clear line demarcating a separate, 
continuous self.54 

She then incorporates these claims into the doctrines of anātman and 
dependent origination:

In much the same way as systems theory does, Buddhism undermines 
categorical distinctions between self and other and belies the con-
cept of a continuous, self-existing entity. It then goes farther than 
systems theory in showing the pathogenic character of any reifica-
tions of the self. What the Buddha woke up to under the Bodhi tree 
was the paticca samuppada, the dependent co-arising of phenomena, 
in which you cannot isolate a separate, continuous self.55  

Dependent origination is then turned into a mandate for an active—
indeed activist—life, fully engaged in the world: “Far from the nihilism 
and escapism that is often imputed to the Buddhist path, this libera-
tion, this awakening puts one into the world with a livelier, more car-
ing sense of social engagement.”56 Such a view of the self, she asserts, 
“helps us recognize our imbeddedness in nature, overcomes our alien-
ation from the rest of creation, and changes the way we can experi-
ence our self through an ever-widening process of identification” to 
the point where (quoting Naess) “the self [is] widened and deepened 
so that the protection of nature [is] felt and perceived as protection of 
our very selves.”57  

Macy not only sees the “ego-self” as an illusory product of the 
modern age, she sees it in terms of a universal process illustrated by 
a re-telling of a narrative that might seem surprising coming from a 
Buddhist: the Fall of Man. In the early stages of our species, she says, 
human beings lived in womb-like “primal intimacy” with trees, rocks, 
and plants. From this came “the fall out of the Garden of Eden,” the 
emergence of self-consciousness, individuality, and free will, and thus 
began the “lonely and heroic journey of the ego.” The “distanced and 
observing eye” brought about science and systems of governance 
based on individual rights. Thus enriched, we can now “turn and rec-
ognize what we have been all along…we are our world knowing itself…. 
We can come home again—and participate in our world in a richer, 
more responsible and poignantly beautiful way than before, in our in-
fancy.”58 What is important to our tracing of the historical lineages of 
interdependence is not so much that Macy would draw upon a story 
from a tradition that she has rejected but rather that this re-imagin-
ing of the Genesis narrative is straight from the Romantics. Schelling 
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glossed the Fall of Man as a separation from primordial unity with the 
Absolute into individuated self-consciousness and the spiritual jour-
ney as a higher re-integration with it. Blake offers a similar view of 
the Fall: man lived in perfect unity and brotherhood until the origi-
nal sin, which is none other than the descent into individual selfhood, 
and which entails fragmentation and alienation from other people and 
from nature. Redemption is the resurrection of humanity out of its 
solitary and dissatisfied state into unity—not the return to the oneness 
of humankind’s infancy but a return that retains individuality while 
harmonizing with the whole. 

Macy’s recapitulation of this narrative suggests the importance to 
contemporary Buddhism in the West of the Weberian dynamics of dis-
enchantment/re-enchantment of the world, which are here reconfig-
ured into a universalized narrative. In addition to a Rousseauian long-
ing for return to nature, community, and innocence, the implication 
is that the rationalizing, market-driven, differentiating processes of 
disenchanted modernity are a stage—the outer boundary—in the in-
dividuation and self-consciousness of humanity. We have now reached 
the juncture, the narrative suggests, where this individuation has be-
come so self-destructive and fragmenting that it is suicidal, and now 
we must re-integrate, turning back toward our more primal, unitive 
relationship with the world. This formulation of Buddhist interdepen-
dence, therefore, is framed not just within the modern narrative of 
disenchantment but also within the wider Romantic narrative of the 
emergence and transcendence of self-consciousness, which is itself a 
re-configuration of the biblical narrative of the Fall of Man.59

Like Romanticism, this strain of late-modern Buddhism illustrated 
by the contemporary articulation of interdependence gravitates to-
ward the large-scale questions that science asks while maintaining a 
suspicion of “reductive,” as well as militarily or commercially driven, 
science. It continues the Romantics’ scientific passion for discovering 
the “vital powers” that animate everything, as well as their critique of 
instrumental reason. It resists Cartesian dualism and its associated dis-
investing of the world of inherent meaning and attempts to re-sacral-
ize the world by envisioning it as co-extensive with human conscious-
ness or animated by a universal consciousness. But it also very much a 
product of the late-modern world, drawing together a bricolage of re-
sources, ancient and modern, to address current social and ecological 
issues. And its solution to all of them is to re-perceive and re-embrace 
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the world as an interconnected web of life rather than a collection of 
isolated egos within a neutral environment. Thus interdependence 
in this iteration assumes a significance nearly opposite to that of the 
early Pāli account. Far from a chain of causes and effects binding be-
ings to rebirth in a world of suffering, today’s interdependence implies 
a sacred matrix of mutual communality and co-participation, the ex-
tended body of all beings. Moreover, this shift in meaning and valua-
tion comes not only from re-thinking of buddhahood in the Mahāyāna 
and the infusion of East Asian sensibilities into Buddhism but also from 
some of the fundamental dynamics of modernity.

IMPLICATIONS OF INTERDEPENDENCE

Re-envisioning Karma and Rebirth

The implications of the contemporary articulation of interdepen-
dence can sometimes be striking. Not only does the concept take on 
new political and ethical significance in the modern world, it also can 
significantly shift the meanings of associated Buddhist doctrines. Let 
us look at one example of how the modern re-interpretation of inter-
dependence has important consequences for two of the most funda-
mental doctrines of Buddhism, karma and rebirth. 

In classical portrayals of karma, nature responds to the individ-
ual’s actions to produce circumstances resulting from those actions. 
Disease, floods, injury—or in contrast, a narrow escape from such 
things—may all be interpreted as the results (phala) of the individual’s 
actions (karma). Variations on this view that nature responds directly 
to human action are pervasive in ancient and medieval worlds. Broadly 
construed, this understanding of the dialectic between humanity and 
nature is not limited to the Asian example of karmic consequences but 
also manifests itself in countless examples in literature, for instance, 
earthquakes in response to tremendous events (the Buddha’s awaken-
ing, Jesus’ death). While we may dismiss such things today as symbolic, 
we would miss something important about the lived understanding of 
the world among many ancients if we refused to see them as part of the 
way many people have actually understood their lives. The idea of ran-
dom chance, while perhaps not unique to the modern period, is atypi-
cal in non-modern societies. Solar eclipses, thunderstorms, illnesses, 
and co-incidences meant things on a personal or communal level that 
they tend not to mean to those who subscribe to a scientific worldview. 
They were warnings, signs, or consequences.
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The classical idea of karma is more a systematic regularization of 
such responses of nature to human action than a “natural law.” The un-
derlying idea is that there is a moral law intertwined with natural pro-
cesses, one that shapes individuals’ circumstances in direct response 
to their morally significant actions. There are indeed multiple causes 
and conditions that bring about particular fortunate or unfortunate 
circumstances in an individual’s life; therefore not all experiences are 
the result of prior karma. Some experiences may be the result of par-
ticular physiologic conditions that were not karmic results of previous 
actions (Saṃyutta-nikāya 36.21). Karmic results, however, do directly 
shape a great deal of an individual’s life. They determine the realm of 
life that one will be reborn in, whether one is born into high or low so-
cial standing, and whether one is an animal, human, or other order of 
life. And there are more specific correspondences between particular 
actions and characteristics a person acquires as a result. People who 
harm other creatures tend to be sickly in this or future lives, while 
those who do not are healthy. Those who are irritable tend to be ugly, 
while those who are not are handsome. Jealous people tend to be weak, 
while those free from jealousy are strong (Majjhima-nikāya 35). The 
early understanding of dependent origination was of a piece with this 
doctrine of karma in that it described not so much how natural phe-
nomena in the world arise but rather how beings come to be born and 
reborn in various circumstances through their own karma.

The idea that the circumstances in one’s life are primarily deter-
mined by one’s past actions is obviously more difficult to accept today. 
The modern view of causality supposes that any event comes about 
through a multiplicity of causal trajectories that cannot be understood 
as governed primarily by an individual’s morally significant actions. 
It may well be that a person’s excessive drinking causes him to crash 
his car, and a modern Buddhist might use the language of karma to 
describe this. It is more difficult, however, to make a causal connection 
between the excessive drinking and the individual, say, getting hit by 
a bus after he has been sober for fifteen years. The traditional view of 
karma would have no trouble making this connection, while a modern 
scientific view would see the causal trajectory of the bus as unrelated 
to that of the man—until impact. He just happened to be at the wrong 
place at the wrong time. To bridge the gap between these two views, 
Buddhist modernists have often referred to karma in terms compatible 
with modern ideas of causality: she is abrasive, therefore people tend 
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not to like her; he eats too much meat, therefore the heart attack was 
his karma. The Buddhist modernist, however, would not tend to think 
his physical ugliness is the direct result of his past irritability.

Some modern Buddhist thinkers appear largely to have abandoned 
traditional views of karma and rebirth in light of the contemporary 
transformation of the conception of interdependence. Thich Nhat 
Hanh, for example, offers surprising views of moral responsibility and 
rebirth in relation to “interbeing.” Recall Nhat Hanh’s formula for in-
terbeing: any X is made wholly of non-X elements. In his discussion of 
the Heart Sutra, he uses an example of a prostitute in Manila to discuss 
interbeing. She is young, poor, and taken advantage of by many people. 
As a result she feels shameful and wretched. But if she were to look at 
her “whole situation” she would see that she is the way she is because 
others—those who created her poverty, those who sold her into prosti-
tution, those who hire her, we who ignore the problem—have all con-
tributed to making her that way. “No one among us has clean hands. 
No one can claim it is not our responsibility. The girl in Manila is that 
way because of the way we are. Looking into the life of that young pros-
titute, we see the non-prostitute people.”60 Now a response of compas-
sion rather than condemnation of the prostitute would be wholly justi-
fied within traditional Buddhist ethical frameworks. Moreover, we can 
obviously see the empirical truth of Nhat Hanh’s contention that her 
situation is brought about by multiple causes and conditions that go 
beyond her personal responsibility. In effect, he points out the systemic 
causes of her circumstance. Clearly his intention is to employ the doc-
trine of interbeing to encourage society to take responsibility for the 
plight of the disadvantaged, not to reformulate the doctrine of karma. 
(Nhat Hanh is, after all, one of the founders of engaged Buddhism and 
one of the world’s most prominent Buddhist activists.) A more tra-
ditional Buddhist analysis, however, would eventually have to come 
around to ascribing ultimate responsibility to the prostitute herself, 
for the doctrine of karma must affirm that people’s circumstances are 
ultimately the results of their own past actions, even if the vehicles of 
bringing those circumstances about might be the unmeritorious ac-
tions of others. Through the doctrine of interbeing, moral responsibil-
ity is de-centered from the solitary individual and spread throughout 
the entire social system. This is an important element of engaged Bud-
dhism, which again emphasizes systemic, not just individual, causes of 
suffering.
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Nhat Hanh also re-envisions other key doctrines in light of interbe-
ing, like that of death and rebirth: “In our former lives, we were rocks, 
clouds, and trees…. This is not just Buddhist; it is scientific. We humans 
are a young species. We were plants, we were trees, and now we have 
become humans…. We are continually arising from Mother Earth, be-
ing nurtured by her, and then returning to her.”61 This account makes 
no mention of rebirth in the traditional Buddhist sense, and “former 
lives” here assume a metaphorical meaning. In discussing the “no birth 
and no death” doctrine of the Heart Sutra, he says:

We cannot conceive of the birth of anything. There is only continu-
ation…. Look back further and you will see that you not only exist in 
your father and mother, but you also exist in your grandparents and 
in your great grandparents…. I know in the past I have been a cloud, 
a river, and the air…. This is the history of life on earth. We have been 
gas, sunshine, water, fungi, and plants…. Nothing can be born and 
also nothing can die.62

Interbeing in this sense means that everything—humans, rocks, wa-
ter—is dependent on non-human, non-rock, non-water elements. All of 
these elements combine into protean forms that then dissipate and be-
come something else, and every being is just one of an infinite number 
of forms the universe takes in its endless manifestations, like waves 
on the water. Our true life, though, is that of the water—the living cos-
mos as a whole—not the waves, its transient forms. Death, therefore, 
is not to be feared, for all of the elements of which we are made will 
after our death continue to exist in other forms—trees, flowers, rocks, 
other people, etc. Again the “I” expands to include everything. Even 
though what we transform into may be dust, every dust speck reflects 
the whole cosmos and the cosmos is reflected in every dust speck. Here 
the traditional idea of the continuity of a karmically constituted life-
trajectory from birth to death to rebirth is replaced by the dispersion 
of a being at death into the vast, inter-related cosmos to be “reborn” as 
any (and all) of the other forms while at the same time being one with 
the whole. 

These ideas of the dispersion of karmic responsibility into the so-
cial system and the dispersion of the individual at death into all of the 
universe are significant innovations in Buddhist thought by one of the 
most influential contemporary Buddhists. They constitute a demy-
thologization of karma in terms perfectly sensible to modern social 
analysis and a vision of “rebirth” made amenable to a scientific view of 
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the universe. More than just an interpolation of scientific perspectives, 
however, the latter also recalls nineteenth-century Romantic affinities 
with nature. William Cullen Bryant (1794–1878), often considered a 
“proto-Transcendentalist,” was a Massachusetts lawyer and poet re-
puted for his knowledge of science. His poem “Thanatopsis” is consid-
ered emblematic of the emerging nineteenth-century view of nature 
we have discussed. In it he gives a vivid portrayal of death as merging 
with the elements of the natural world, rejoining all who have gone 
before in a fusion of human, animal, plant, and rock.

Earth, that nourished thee, shall claim
Thy growth, to be resolved to earth again,
And, lost each human trace, surrendering up
Thine individual being, shalt thou go
To mix forever with the elements,
To be a brother to the insensible rock
And to the sluggish clod, which the rude swain
Turns with his share, and treads upon. The oak
Shall send his roots abroad, and pierce thy mould.

Yet not to thine eternal resting-place
Shalt thou retire alone, nor couldst thou wish
Couch more magnificent. . . 

No notion of an individual afterlife is proffered, but rather a postmor-
tem kinship with all of nature and with the living beings that have 
gone before. Therefore, he advises his reader:

approach thy grave
Like one who wraps the drapery of his couch
About him, and lies down to pleasant dreams.63 

Likewise, Nhat Hanh sees a mingling of entities in an all-encompassing 
life shared by all things; death, therefore, is simply the transformation 
of one manifestation of life into another. Again we hear echoes of Ro-
manticism and Transcendentalism along with sketches of contempo-
rary scientific understanding commingling with Buddhist conceptions 
to create new iterations of the dharma. 

We should not assume that no Buddhist modernists maintain more 
traditional views of karma and rebirth—to the contrary, many do. Nev-
ertheless, modernity opens a space for often radical re-interpretation 
to occur and for a wider continuum of hermeneutic options regarding 
key doctrines. Nhat Hanh’s rethinking of karma and rebirth shows how 
the elaboration of one concept—interdependence—can exert a mag-
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netic pull on others, reconfiguring the significance of a whole cluster 
of ideas and practices.

Is It Buddhist?

No doubt addressing issues of war and peace, environmental deg-
radation, and the myriad social problems of our world is more urgent 
than the tracing of the history of an idea. Yet the intellectual historian 
may still ask to what extent Buddhist interdependence in its contem-
porary forms, with its infusion of Western ideas and practices and its 
sometimes radical re-interpretations of traditional doctrine, accords 
with those teachings found in the classic Buddhist texts. Some scholars 
have argued that the environmentalist strains of contemporary Bud-
dhism with which our concept is especially associated are not ultimate-
ly compatible with traditional doctrine.64 In particular, they assert that 
the idea of an artificially bounded ego that can, through meditation 
and cultivation of compassion, expand its boundaries to include a wid-
er and wider sphere of entities, not only in its ethical scope but in its 
feeling of selfhood, has no precedent in traditional Buddhist sources. 
Of course, as we have seen, a number of Buddhist traditions offer the 
idea that a practitioner is to become identified with ultimate reality or 
with the cosmos as a whole. Some specifics about the contemporary 
representation of this identification, however, seem to be peculiar to 
the late modern conception of interdependence. 

First is the idea that interdependence and this widening of the self 
is the ground for an ethical imperative. Buddhist ethics clearly man-
date compassion for all sentient beings bound together in a chain of 
conditioned dependence. It is another question, however, whether de-
pendent origination in pre-modern traditions is itself the basis for eth-
ical behavior, particularly if the reason for ethical behavior is because 
the boundaries of self and other are ultimately artificial—hurting you 
is essentially hurting myself (and everything else), therefore I should 
not hurt you. In the 1968 film, Requiem for a Faith (Hartley Film Founda-
tion), Huston Smith says of the Tibetan Buddhist position: “Separate 
selfhood is a fiction…. Our real identity is with Being as a whole, the 
scheme of things entire…. We become compassionate not from altruism 
which denies the self for the sake of others but from insight that sees 
and feels that one is the other.”65 Donald Lopez points out in response 
to Smith that the eighth-century Indian Buddhist scholar Śāntideva 
argues that one must in fact deny oneself for the sake of others.66 Yet we 
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also find in East Asian thought, particularly in Huayan and Hauyan-in-
fluenced Buddhism, passages like this one by the Korean monk Gihwa 
(1376–1433): “Humaneness implies the interpenetration of heaven and 
earth and the myriad things into a single body, wherein there is no gap 
whatsoever. If you deeply embody this principle, then there cannot be a 
justification for inflicting harm on even the most insignificant of crea-
tures.”67 Although there is no historical connection, it is a sentiment 
similar to some found in nineteenth-century American thought: “We 
find that we are all members of the one great body, and that no por-
tion of the body can be harmed without all the other portions suffering 
thereby.” While this line would be quite at home in contemporary Zen 
or engaged Buddhist writings, it comes from the leftist, spiritualist, and 
Transcendentalist-influenced Ralph Waldo Trine’s 1897 best-seller, In 
Tune with the Infinite, who brought Emerson’s pantheistic tendencies, 
New Thought, Christian social gospel teachings, and a hodge-podge of 
eclectic spiritualities of his day to bear not only on finding inner peace 
but also on serving his fellow men and women (as well as non-human 
creatures—he was active in the Society for Prevention of Cruelty to An-
imals).68 His specific assertion of the rationale for ethics is clearly root-
ed in the Romantic-Transcendentalist cosmologies we have discussed, 
combined with neo-Vedāntic non-dualism. The ethical imperative of 
interdependence, as formulated today, likely came from a mingling of 
these sources with the Buddhist ideas we have discussed, and no doubt 
the Transcendentalist articulation of the “great body” prepared the 
way for the later assimilation of Huayan and Zen thought. 

Second, there is debate on whether canonical texts refer to this 
wider identification of self and other as identification with the Earth 
or with the natural world per se. Mark Blum insists that there is no no-
tion of “the expansion of self through a process of identification with 
the world” in traditional forms of Asian Buddhism. To the contrary, 
liberation is articulated in terms of a “rhetoric of nonidentification” 
with any form whatsoever, including those of nature. “Even Dōgen’s 
statements about the self and object merging are not specific to merg-
ing with nature or natural objects but with any object of attention. The 
point, therefore, is one about the mind rather than about mountains 
and rivers.”69 There is room for debate here regarding interpretation of 
Dōgen. Certainly there is a dialectic in Zen thought between dis-identi-
fying with constructed conceptions of things and re-identifying with a 
larger, all-encompassing unity, buddha-nature. Blum is right, however, 
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to question whether buddha-nature should be seen as the Earth or the 
natural world per se, despite the Chinese inclusion of grasses and rocks 
within the scope of buddha-nature. It is also important to note that the 
idea of identifying with an all-encompassing ultimate reality is simply 
not operative in certain forms of Indic Mahāyāna nor in any forms of 
Theravāda. In fact, one of its main sources is neo-Vedānta thought and 
Perennial philosophy, which have often been amalgamated with Bud-
dhism in the modern period.

My point here is not to make claims about authenticity or inauthen-
ticity but to recognize that, whatever its various components, there is 
something new in the contemporary articulation of interdependence, 
something emerging in response to the unique circumstances of the 
modern world and that attempts to answer questions that simply could 
not have arisen in the time of the Buddha, Nāgārjuna, or Dōgen. Let 
us re-ask the question then. Is the contemporary articulation of in-
terdependence an unalloyed rendition of canonical and classical un-
derstandings? Harrison and Blum are correct in saying that they are 
not. It is something unique to this age—a hybrid construction that 
draws upon Asian and Western sources, synthesizing them into a novel 
conception. So one might be tempted to argue that it is “inauthentic.” 
But this would be to grant a static, essentialized meaning to canonical 
texts, to the normative interpretation of one school or another, or to 
a particular moment in the history of Asian forms of Buddhism. The 
historian of religion, qua historian, should not recapitulate sectarian 
or even canonical rhetorics of authenticity. Thus to answer the ques-
tion, “Is it Buddhist?” we must look not only at texts and our histori-
cal reconstructions of their meanings but at what Buddhists do with 
the texts. The reconfiguration of traditional doctrine and practice in 
response to novel historical circumstances is clearly the norm in the 
process of the development of religions. Texts and doctrines are never 
static but are repeatedly re-appropriated to struggle with changing 
situations. Certain themes fall away into irrelevance, others emerge as 
salient, and both are given new meanings constituted by their dialecti-
cal relationship with changing political, economic, social, and material 
realities, as well as other traditions. The text, then, is not a static ref-
erence point but a dynamic process whose meanings are always being 
reconstituted. This dynamic process of tradition-in-change establishes 
what Buddhism is empirically. 
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There are limits, of course. Texts have built-in boundaries for plau-
sible interpretation: no informed person will ever try to argue that Bud-
dhism espouses the doctrines that everything is permanent, that there 
is an individual and eternal soul, or that there are no causes and ef-
fects. Moreover, if novel interpretations of interdependence were only 
embraced by Californian Buddhists while all other Buddhists espoused 
traditional views, we might see it as a peripheral development insignif-
icant to the main thrust of Buddhism in the modern world. But when 
leading Buddhist figures, along with a mass of laity and sympathizers, 
begin to embrace a reconfigured interpretation, practice, or idea, it 
should alert the scholar that an important reconstruction of doctrine 
is underway and the possibility of a new normativity is emerging. And 
if the most prominent Buddhists in the world seem to be embracing a 
reconception of interdependence, it would seem inevitably to be—or at 
least to be becoming—Buddhist.  

Simply to dismiss the environmental and ethical discourse of Bud-
dhist interdependence as an inadequate account of history, therefore, 
fails to take seriously the problem of modernity as it manifests in Bud-
dhism and, for that matter, any historical religion. Although it inevita-
bly draws upon historical sources, the starting point of this discourse 
is the pressing environmental crisis of the present. Buddhist environ-
mentalism and ethical discourse based on interdependence are, like 
virtually all normative religious reflection, a constructive response 
by practitioners to an unprecedented situation rather than a histo-
riographical endeavor. Merely to point out the incongruities between 
ancient and modern cosmologies, while crucial, is no more historically 
important than showing how these incongruities have been bridged by 
the often radical reconstitution of doctrine in terms of present circum-
stances. The history of religions is precisely the history of such recon-
stitutions of doctrine and practice that are themselves reconstitutions 
of prior versions.

Cultural Currency and Contestation

“So it’s like another whole take on interconnectedness?” asks 
American Vipassana teacher Sharon Salzberg to Daniel Goleman in an 
interview in which he describes “mirror neurons” in the brain that at-
tune individuals’ emotional states to those of others.70 It is a question 
that has been asked of countless recent theories and findings in sociol-
ogy, economics, quantum physics, and life sciences, all of which seem 
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to confirm the central insight of Buddhism—interdependence. To see 
this merely as confirmation though is anachronistic, for the harmony 
between ancient Buddhist interdependence and modern interdepen-
dencies is produced in part by the way the former has been elaborated 
in terms of the latter. Contemporary Buddhism has reached out to em-
brace multiple late-modern interdependencies, claiming them for its 
own and synergistically weaving its own insights into countless con-
temporary ideas and realities like mirror neurons tuning themselves 
to the emotional ambience of a crowded room. The currency that the 
Buddhist concept of interdependence enjoys today comes not only 
from its intermixing with explicitly theoretical frameworks like sys-
tems theory but also from the term’s more amorphous resonance with 
a central fact of our time: the interconnectedness of the various natu-
ral, national, corporate, and biological entities throughout the world. 
The fact that in recent decades interdependence has come to stand for 
the Buddhist position on virtually everything (I have not found this 
term used in such a way before the 1960s) reflects the currency of simi-
lar concepts in contemporary discourse on so many other subjects. In 
the age of the web, the network, the matrix, the nexus, the system, and 
the complex, the thing-in-isolation seems to have become a thing of 
the past. 

As is the case with most hybrid elements of Buddhist modernism, 
however, the adaptation of interdependence to the conditions of late 
modernity has not been a matter of unidirectional accommodation to 
the times. Buddhism also contributes unique elements to the discours-
es of modernity that may challenge or augment Western approaches to 
interdependence. It brings, for example, rich resources for a critique 
of human well-being defined in terms of fulfillment of desires through 
buying and consuming of products. It also offers a view of ethical re-
sponsibility toward all orders of life. Buddhists today are attempting 
to bring such contributions to bear on contemporary realities, and the 
degree to which they will have an impact on the discourses of moder-
nity is as of yet unclear.

For all of the concept’s cultural cachet, however, the late-modern 
interpretation of interdependence is not universally accepted in the 
Buddhist world and is subject to contestation even in North America 
where it is perhaps most widely accepted. Some contemporary Bud-
dhists, especially from the Theravāda tradition, have critiqued the 
contemporary view of interdependence through appealing to more 
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traditional doctrines in Pāli literature. In a popular Buddhist periodi-
cal, an essay displaying impressive historical acumen by the American-
born Theravāda monk, Bhikkhu Thanissaro, traces the popular ideas 
of “interconnectedness, wholeness, and ego-transcendence” from the 
German Romantics (especially Schiller and Schleiermacher) through 
Emerson, William James, Carl Jung, and Abraham Maslow. Many popu-
lar ideas about Buddhism, he argues, come from these figures and are 
quite different from some of the “original principles of the dharma.”71 
“Buddhist Romanticism,” he argues, masks the Buddhist teaching that 
“all interconnectedness is essentially unstable, and any happiness 
based on this instability is an invitation to suffering. True happiness 
has to go beyond interdependence and interconnectedness to the un-
conditioned.”72 Similarly, Andrew Olendzki, director of the Barre Cen-
ter for Buddhist Studies Massachusetts and editor of Insight Journal, 
cautions that “the more interconnected we become, the more bound in 
the net of conditioned phenomena we may find ourselves. I think the 
Buddha was pointing a way out of all this, but it is not through getting 
further connected. It has more to do with getting less connected, less 
entangled, and less attached.”73

Moreover, while some Asian teachers embrace the contemporary, 
world-affirming view of interdependence, many insist on more tradi-
tional interpretations of samsara and dependent origination. Andrew 
Cohen quotes contemporary Tibetan teacher Patrul Rinpoche as say-
ing: “The world has no real essence; it’s meaningless, the whole of sam-
sara is just meaningless. In fact, if you have complete realization of the 
faults of samsara, that is realization. That means you have gone beyond 
samsara to understanding that this world has no ultimate meaning.”74 
In a similar vein, Mahāsi Sayādaw, founder of the Vipassana movement, 
characterizes the wheel of rebirth as “dreadful”: “Every effort should 
therefore be made to acquaint oneself with the miserable conditions of 
Samsara and then to work for an escape from this incessant cycle, and 
for the attainment of Nirvana.”75 This is clearly far from Macy’s seeing 
the world as “lover” and as “self.”

Such fissures in the interpretation of the meaning and significance 
of interdependence highlight tensions between traditional and mod-
ernist articulations of Buddhism. They also recapitulate differences 
between Theravāda and Mahāyāna traditions—the latter being more 
amenable to Idealist interpretations—and between various traditions 
unique to geographical areas within Asia—East Asian traditions being 
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more affirming of positive conceptions of the natural world than Indi-
an and Tibetan ones. Such tensions suggest that the meanings of inter-
dependence and the valuation of the phenomenal world will continue 
to shift and change in the contestations and negotiations between tra-
dition and modernity that continue to shape Buddhism today. 
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Traditionalist Representations of Buddhism

Richard K. Payne
Institute of Buddhist Studies

We observe reality from a point defined by our species (and cultural, and individual) 
makeup, our observations can only be made through representations, and representa-

tions always both add to and subtract from what they represent.
—Derek Bickerton1

TRADITIONALISM HAS HAD A DEEP and pervasive influence on the for-
mation of contemporary conceptions of religion, because of the power 
of its rhetorical claims of universality and inclusiveness, by its appar-
ently liberal religious pluralism, and by the power of its prophetic nar-
rative. However, Traditionalism’s vision of unity, which many people 
seem to find inspiring, comes at a price.  

Mark Sedgwick’s work has been essential to the identification of 
Traditionalism and the exposition of its history.2 Traditionalism has 
its roots in Romanticism, and combines Perennialism with anti-mod-
ernism. In addition, some Traditionalists extend the Perennialist hy-
pothesis that there is a single core common to all religions, and give 
particular emphasis to the idea that this unitary and universal core is 
esoteric. They maintain that this core is only accessible through au-
thentic initiation into religious traditions judged to be valid because 
they are unbroken, an idea itself rooted in Romantic nostalgia for an 
idealized past. Promoting their view as beneficial to human happiness 
and well-being, some Traditionalists seek to make the unitary and uni-
versal core available to all.3 

Traditionalism can be understood as the extension into the reli-
gious culture of the twentieth century of themes and attitudes origi-
nating in the Romantic resistance to what were seen as the failings 
of the Enlightenment. For our purposes here, the most important of 
these can be summarized under the rubrics of what both Romantics 
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and Traditionalists oppose—rationality and modernity. The philosoph-
ic positions taken by the various figures involved in the history of Ro-
manticism are, of course, actually much more complex and nuanced 
than the formulaic characterizations presented here. Such formulaic 
characterizations are, however, more relevant to our discussion be-
cause it is these simplified reductions that have in fact had the greater 
influence on popular religious culture and its resonance to the Tradi-
tionalist message. This essay is an examination of the Traditionalist 
representation of Buddhism, a representation that may well be much 
more widely influential than our own academic studies ever can be. It 
is the goal of this paper to explore the question of what price has been 
paid in the popular and scholarly understanding of Buddhism in the 
contemporary West.4 

INTRODUCING TRADITIONALISM: REPRESENTING BUDDHISM

Traditionalism is, of course, no more monolithic than any other 
school of thought. Individual authors develop their thought in accord 
with their own concerns and preconceptions. There are, however, sev-
eral themes that appear repeatedly in the Traditionalist representa-
tions of religion, and which mold their representations of Buddhism 
as well. 

The Traditionalists deploy a set of rhetorical claims about their 
own project. First, while different authors formulate these claims in 
their own way, in general the Traditionalist claim is to be representing 
the traditional or pre-modern aspect of all religions. The location of 
the traditional is, however, never very clearly defined. As with the Ro-
mantics, it is somehow simultaneously in the religions of the Paleolith-
ic era,5 in the mystical strains of medieval Catholic Christianity, among 
the Celts and ancient Germanic tribes, and among native American, 
African, Asian, and Polynesian peoples in the present. It is in fact, how-
ever, nothing more than a polemical category serving to distinguish 
that which the Traditionalists approve of from that which they do not. 

According to the Traditionalist rhetoric, this traditional aspect 
was originally present in all religions, but has been lost, obscured, or 
displaced by the forces of modernization, secularization, post-modern 
relativism, and science and technology. Notably absent in this critique 
of modernity is any mention of capitalism, urbanization, or industri-
alization—themes that the Romantics per se were fond of, as for ex-
ample in Blake’s image of “dark Satanic mills.” These lacunae evidence 
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the shift toward spiritualized individual interiority, and the culture 
of individualized therapeutic self-improvement, reminiscent of late 
Romanticism. Part of the artificial idealized past constructed by the 
Traditionalists involves the retrograde projection of this therapeutic 
individualized interior spirituality onto all religious cultures—over-
coding the concerns of those cultures with a prophetic vision of our 
own modern life as one of Fallen-ness. 

This would explain why, for example, Daoism receives the Tradi-
tionalists’ attention, and Confucianism is ignored. Daoism is more eas-
ily recast in the mold of therapeutic individualized interior spirituality 
than Confucianism—though only through the “parting of the Way,” an 
artificial separation of “philosophic” Daoism from “religious” Daoism.6 
The former is, according to the Traditionalists, rooted in pure mysti-
cal experience, while the latter is a decadent, popularized form. Con-
fucianism in contrast, having been the official state cult in the nine-
teenth century, was always linked with issues of governance and state 
in the Western conceptions of it, and hence resistant in this form to 
being molded into a Chinese version of Traditionalism. 

If we avoid essentializing Buddhism, then it is clear that it is an 
imaginal object. As such, an examination of Traditionalist representa-
tions of Buddhism can serve to exemplify the rhetorical strategies by 
which Traditionalist preconceptions regarding the nature of religion 
as a general category create a version of Buddhism in contemporary 
popular religious culture. In large part this is done by employing se-
lective representation—choosing particular parts of Buddhism to con-
stellate (either positively or negatively)—in the service of a hegemonic 
metanarrative. Since all representations are of necessity constructive 
and selective—adding and leaving out as per Bickerton’s quote in the 
headnote to this essay—it is important to understand the principles of 
selection, organization, and interpretation employed in the construc-
tion of a representation. The second major rhetorical strategy em-
ployed is overcoding—creating a new interpretation of Buddhist con-
cepts that fits within the Traditionalist discourse.7 Presuming what is 
called the “transcendent unity of religions”—the idea that all religions 
derive from the same transcendent reality and therefore ultimately 
teach the same set of truths—overcoding is frequently accomplished 
by equating Buddhist concepts with those of other religions. Such re-
interpretation then is concealed under the guise of being an explana-
tion.
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In addition to these two rhetorical strategies—selective represen-
tation and overcoding—it is important to also examine the ideologi-
cal commitments of Traditionalist thought. The Traditionalist themes 
that mold their representation of Buddhism can be summarized under 
the two dominant ideologies that flow together to form Traditionalist 
thought, Perennialism and anti-modernism. More specifically, some of 
the tropes regarding religion and Buddhism that Traditionalism inher-
its from its Romantic roots include (1) nostalgia for an idealized past, 
(2) appeal to the authority of the exotic, (3) heroic individualism, (4) 
an epistemology and theory of mind that are a version of “experience 
fundamentalism,” and (5) an aestheticization of religion (including as-
ceticism as an aesthetic).

“Religion” is a socially created category, and not a natural one. In 
other words, there is no entity “out there” to which we can point as 
religion per se, only instances of things that we identify as belonging 
to the general category of religion.8 The definition of what a religion is, 
therefore, is not an incidental question, but rather it is central to any 
contemporary discussion of religion. The question of how religion is 
defined is important because the definition implicitly legitimates cer-
tain aspects of a religion and de-legitimates others. 

THE INTERNAL CONTRADICTIONS OF TRADITIONALISM

While Traditionalism is a modern form of religious thought it 
claims to provide access to the unitary worldview of all traditional 
peoples9 and the single set of shared teachings that forms the essence 
of all “true” religions (the emphasis on true here points toward the 
use of that concept or its correlates in the process of selective rep-
resentation). The apparent contradiction is resolved by attention to 
the difference between what Traditionalism is (the first) and what Tra-
ditionalism claims (the second). Although claiming to simply be pre-
senting what traditional religious people have at all times and in all 
places believed, the representation is a modern creation, created in a 
colonialist manner—that is, by appropriating religious elements from 
other cultures in response to issues of modernity. Traditionalism as a 
system of religious thought—either explicitly (a theology) or implicitly 
(a crypto-theology)—dates from the end of the nineteenth century, is 
reactionary in its opposition to modernity, and is not, as it presents 
itself, a wisdom teaching millennia old. 
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The Traditionalist rhetoric of wisdom teachings is linked to what 
is now a common usage, the practice of calling a religious teaching 
“timeless.” To describe a teaching or a religious tradition as “timeless” 
may seem like a harmless enough epithet, a polite way of saying some-
thing positive (but basically simply decorative). If, however, we step 
back from the pleasantries of polite discourse and consider the con-
sequences of the use of “timeless” as an adjective, we can see that it 
is far from simply decorative, and certainly not harmless. To describe 
a teaching in this way, as timeless, is to cut off considering an idea as 
having an origin in some particular time and place—some specific so-
cio-historic setting. More particularly, such ideas originate as answers 
to some specific problem. Placing a religious teaching in the realm of 
timeless truths not only obscures and conceals its origin, it also—oh, so 
politely—asserts that it is simply true, not to be questioned as to either 
its truth or its utility. As a rhetorical strategy, this is far from merely 
decorative, and serves to insulate such ideas from critical reflection.

As used by Traditionalist authors, “tradition” and “traditional” 
have been emptied out of any defining reference and function as little 
more than markers of approval. In addition to indicating approval, the 
use of the term at the same time conceals the location of the source 
of that approval as being in the present. The logic of “traditional” is 
that it is whatever serves the rhetoric of opposition to modernity. By 
deferring authority to the traditional itself, the responsibility for se-
lection is concealed—“It is not I who approve of belief X or social prac-
tice Y, it is traditional.” It is, however, Traditionalists themselves who 
select some beliefs and practices to value positively, to promote on the 
grounds that they are traditional, while rejecting others which may 
in fact be equally “traditional” but offensive to contemporary—dare 
one say “modern”?—sensibilities, rejecting them as degenerations 
of whatever it is that the Traditionalist wants to retain. In this way, 
the concept of “traditional,” as in the phrases “traditional society” or 
“traditional religion,” is kept conveniently ill-defined—convenient not 
only because it conceals responsibility for selecting what is and what 
is not traditional, but because it simultaneously gives the practice or 
belief authority in itself simply by being labeled “traditional.” It serves 
to stop critical inquiry. 
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TRADITIONALIST FEATURES

The Traditionalist opposition to rationality takes the form of what 
some authors refer to as the absolutizing of the self,10 and that I have 
come to call “experience fundamentalism,” that is, a belief that indi-
vidual experience is irreducible.11 Because of this supposed irreducibil-
ity, personal, direct, unmediated experience is held to be irrefragable, 
that is, inherently veridical, and to be epistemologically privileged. In 
particular, religious experience—especially what the Romantics con-
sidered to be the most exalted form of religious experience, mystical 
experience—was accorded this status of veridicality and privilege, and 
held in opposition to the critical “analytic faculty or method that col-
lects, classifies, experiments, takes to pieces, reassembles, defines, de-
duces, and establishes probabilities.”12 

Corollary to this is a positive valuation of the immediacy of the 
emotional and the spontaneous over the reflective and reasoned. Aes-
thetic sensitivity—such as nostalgia inspired by certain landscapes, es-
pecially those punctuated by ruins dating from an idealized past—be-
came the mark of a Romantic soul. Romanticism hypothesizes that the 
allegedly spontaneous and unmediated responses are characteristics 
of pre-reflective or pre-verbal experience, and on this basis considers 
mystical experience to be the hallmark of true religion. And, at the 
same time, doctrinal studies, scholasticism, reasoned argumentation, 
and critical reflection are diminished, devalued, and dismissed as inad-
equate to the “true” religious goals of inspiration, exaltation, and ec-
stasy.13 Romanticism, thus, provided the proximate ideological milieu 
out of which the two dimensions of Traditionalist thought—Perennial-
ism and anti-modernism—developed in the twentieth century.

Perennialism takes its name from the notion that there is a philoso-
phia perennis, a philosophy that was identified as perennial because it 
was to be found in the Corpus Hermeticum. This collection of magical, al-
chemical, and gnostic speculative philosophical texts was originally—
though mistakenly—thought to pre-date Christianity and Plato, yet ap-
peared to prophetically foreshadow both. Rather than pre-dating Plato 
and Christianity, however, the work actually originates from a much 
later period. Despite the correct dating being known since 1614, the 
idea that the philosophia perennis recorded in the Corpus Hermeticum both 
pre-dated and provided the basis for Platonic and Christian ideologies 
was kept alive in Masonic circles. The influential Mason Louis-Claude 
de Saint-Martin asserted that “All the traditions of the earth must be 
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seen as deriving from a fundamental mother-tradition that, from the 
beginning, was entrusted to sinful man and his first offspring.”14 At 
the beginning of the twentieth century Traditionalists drew heavily 
on Masonic thought, including this Perennialist conception of a single, 
core, mystical teaching originating in the ancient past. 

This idea was popularized in the mid-twentieth century by Aldous 
Huxley. Huxley’s own introduction serves as an excellent summary of 
this idea:

Philosophia perennis—the phrase was coined by Leibniz; but the 
thing—the metaphysic that recognizes a divine Reality substantial to 
the world of things and lives and minds; the psychology that finds in 
the soul something similar to, or even identical with, divine Reality; 
the ethic that places man’s final end in the knowledge of the imma-
nent and transcendent Ground of all being—the thing is immemorial 
and universal. Rudiments of the Perennial Philosophy may be found 
among the traditionary lore of primitive peoples in every region of 
the world, and in its fully developed forms it has a place in every 
one of the higher religions. A version of this Highest Common Fac-
tor in all preceding and subsequent theologies was first committed 
to writing more than twenty-five centuries ago, and since that time 
the inexhaustible theme has been treated again and again, from the 
standpoint of every religious tradition and in all the principal lan-
guages of Asia and Europe.15 

Here in Huxley’s description we see the modern propagation of the 
conception of an original unity of religion, the long-discredited dating 
to five centuries before the rise of Christianity, and the Romantic equa-
tion of historically ancient with contemporary primitive. 

Traditionalism also continues the anti-modernist strain of some of 
the Romantics, extending the Romantic nostalgia for an imagined ideal 
past to all “traditional” peoples.16 Löwy and Sayre note that for English 
Romanticism, “Nostalgia for the Middle Ages and the English Renais-
sance predominated (in fact the two were often viewed as part of a 
single past era), but there was also nostalgia for “barbarian” societ-
ies (Nordic, Gaelic, Scottish, and so on), as well as for primitive Greco-
Roman antiquity or traditional peasant society.”17 It is this idealized 
imaginal past that becomes the basis for a critique of modernity. “The 
specificity of Romanticism is that it develops this critique from the 
standpoint of a value system—with reference to an ideal—drawn from 
the past.”18 
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Historically, Romantic anti-modernism is a reaction to the descent 
of the French Revolution into the Terror. Despite their initial sympa-
thy for the noble cause of the Revolutionaries, Romantics—particularly 
those in Britain—then felt betrayed by the Terror, and came to reject 
Enlightenment values as leading to chaotic disorder. The Revolution 
had been seen as a coming into social reality of the values and ideas of 
the Enlightenment, specifically reason as the guiding principle for hu-
man decision-making, and the malleability of society that made such 
radical transformations as the displacement of the monarchy in favor 
of democracy possible. Having established that causal link the implo-
sion of the Revolution and its descent into the Terror were then at-
tributed to those very same Enlightenment values and ideas. The fear 
instilled by this vision of the seemingly necessary consequences of En-
lightenment emphasis on reason and the idea that social structures are 
malleable19 led the Romantics to revalorize the aristocratic social orga-
nization of pre-Revolutionary France, establishing an important mo-
tivation for the Romantic emphasis on nostalgia for an idealized past. 
Characteristic of the Romantic’s reactionary response is that it takes 
the form of interiorizing, individualizing, and spiritualizing ideas of 
freedom and liberty, moving away from the social expression of those 
same values.20 This same interiorized and individualized spiritual ori-
entation then likewise characterizes the Traditionalists as well.21

Beyond this specific political history, much of the Romantic mes-
sage is formed out of a resistance to the dehumanizing effects of moder-
nity, a dehumanization that resulted from industrialization and urban-
ization. Seeing the world as “disenchanted,” Romanticism “attempts to 
re-enchant the world and bring back the mystery driven away by the 
‘coldness’ of the new science and its attendant worldview.”22 One need 
only think in this regard of Blake’s “dark Satanic mills,” and Dickens’ 
London to understand what they were opposing.23 

As suggested above, Romanticism is not a single or uniform phe-
nomenon, and this is reflected in the variety of different kinds of anti-
modernism found in Romanticism. Löwy and Sayre have identified six 
different versions of Romantic anti-modernism, which they describe as 
reactions “against industrial capitalism and bourgeois society.”24 Orga-
nized “roughly from right to left on the political spectrum” these are 
restitutionist, conservative, fascistic, resigned, reformist, and revolu-
tionary/utopian.25 Löwy and Sayre suggest that individual Romantics 
can be found to move easily from one of these positions to another, for 
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example, from fascistic to restitutionist to conservative. The reason 
for the ease of such movement is that Romanticism has a “fundamen-
tally ambiguous, contradictory, and hermaphroditic…worldview [that] 
makes the most diverse solutions—and the shift from one to another—
possible, without a need for the author to break with the foundations 
of his previous problematic.”26 

In the hands of many Traditionalists, however, the opposition to 
the dehumanizing qualities of industrialization and urbanization be-
comes generalized into an opposition to modernity in toto, and espe-
cially to the authority given to science and to (their own interpretation 
of) post-modernism as an un-nuanced and destructive relativism.27 In 
doing so, they are generally either restitutionists, conservatives, or fas-
cists, that is, they are toward the right end of the spectrum described 
by Löwy and Sayre. Restitutionists evidence the “essence” of Romanti-
cism in that “nostalgia for a precapitalist state lies at the heart of this 
worldview. Now the restitutionist type is defined precisely as aspir-
ing to the restitution—that is, the restoration or the re-creation—of 
this precapitalist past.”28 Conservative Romantics, on the other hand, 
wish to defend “societies that are already well along on the road to-
ward capitalist development, but these societies are valued precisely 
for what they preserve of the ancient, premodern forms.”29 Fascist Ro-
manticism is characterized by an anti-Semitic anti-capitalism in which 
capitalists and Jews are equated, as well as moving a positive valuation 
of the non-rational into a glorification of irrational aggression, and fi-
nally a solution to the problematics of the Romantic self (isolated indi-
vidual) through its submersion into the fascist state. Such submersing 
depends upon the emergence of a leader who carries the projections of 
the Romantic heroic individual, the man of action who does not reflect, 
doubt, or give any consideration to the perspective of the other—the 
very model of the ideal fascist leader. The paradox of fascist Romanti-
cism is that the ideal state is at one and the same time conceived as 
having existed in the past, and as requiring a restoration that is to be 
achieved through the use of modern technology.30 In its nostalgic quest 
for an idealized past, Traditionalism employs one of the most powerful 
narrative modes in Western culture, prophecy.

PROPHETIC VOICE OF TRADITIONALISM

Although it is clearly the case that Traditionalism with its Roman-
tic anti-modernism is defined by that which it opposes—modernity—
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Traditionalists frequently employ a narrative structure that is much 
older. The narrative structure that is employed frequently in Tradi-
tionalist writings is prophecy, specifically in the literal biblical sense. 
The standard opening for a Traditionalist work is to declaim the deca-
dence of the contemporary world and declare the need to return to an 
earlier time, idealized as holier or more harmonious. 

Quoting Charles Upton, a contemporary Traditionalist author, 
at length in order to share the full effect of this prophetic rhetorical 
strategy: 

At the beginning of the third millennium, the human race is in the 
process of forgetting what it means to be human. We don’t know who 
or what we are; we don’t know what we are supposed to be doing 
here, in a cosmos rapidly becoming nothing to us but a screen for 
the projection of random and increasingly demonic fantasies. Hu-
man life is no longer felt to be valuable in the face of eternity simply 
because it is a creation of God, nor is it as easy as it once was for us 
to see the human enterprise as worth something because of our col-
lective achievements or the historical momentum which produced 
them, since without a scale of values rooted in eternity, achievement 
cannot be measured, and without an eternal goal toward which time 
is necessarily tending (in the spiritual not the material sense, given 
that eternity cannot lie at the end of an accelerating linear momen-
tum which is precisely a flight from all that is eternal), history is a 
road leading nowhere. The name we’ve given to this state of affairs is 
‘postmodernism.’31 

Where Upton emphasizes post-modernism, another contemporary 
Traditionalist, Huston Smith, has focused on science as the source of 
our contemporary “crisis,” employing the same prophetic narrative 
mode:

The crisis that the world finds itself in as it swings on the hinge of a 
new millennium is located in something deeper than particular ways 
of organizing political systems and economies. In different ways, the 
East and the West are going through a single common crisis whose 
cause is the spiritual condition of the modern world. The condition 
is characterized by loss—the loss of religious certainties and of tran-
scendence with its larger horizons. The nature of that loss is strange 
but ultimately quite logical. When, with the inauguration of the sci-
entific worldview, human beings started considering themselves the 
bearers of the highest meaning in the world and the measure of ev-
erything, meaning began to ebb and the stature of humanity to di-
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minish. The world lost its human dimension, and we began to lose 
control of it.32 

Similarly, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, a contemporary Traditionalist with an 
explicitly Sufi orientation, opens his work on ecology and religion by 
declaring that, “The Earth is bleeding from wounds inflicted upon it 
by a humanity no longer in harmony with Heaven and therefore in 
constant strife with the terrestrial environment.”33 Nasr blames this 
condition on “those who have secularized the world about them and 
developed a science and technology capable of destroying nature on 
an unimaginable scale.”34

Even more sweeping is the anonymous “Editorial Note” intro-
ducing the recent reprint of René Guénon’s The Reign of Quantity and 
the Signs of the Times, a work considered by most Traditionalists to be 
foundational. Here we learn that “The past century has witnessed an 
erosion of earlier cultural values as well as a blurring of the distinc-
tive characteristics of the world’s traditional civilizations, giving rise 
to philosophic and moral relativism, multiculturalism, and dangerous 
fundamentalist reactions.”35 

This, however, is neither simply a stylistic flourish, nor an objec-
tive evaluation. If it were the first, a stylistic flourish, it would matter 
little. If it were the latter, then the truth of the many highly dubious 
claims making up these introductory paragraphs would need to be es-
tablished rather than simply being asserted. Instead, these openings 
serve as the opening move in a rhetorical strategy. Like biblical proph-
ecy, the Traditionalist prophetic rhetoric first creates the sense that 
there is a crisis, second, it gives that ill-defined sense of crisis a specific 
form, and, third, offers a specific religious solution for that crisis.36 

TRADITIONALIST AUTHORS ON BUDDHISM 

With a general understanding of the Perennialist preconceptions 
of religion that characterize Traditionalist theology (used in a broad 
sense here), it makes sense that many of them would have felt impelled 
to write about Buddhism. If their understanding of religion is correct, 
then it should be possible to fit every religion into the Traditionalist 
mold, including Buddhism. We now turn to six Traditionalist authors, 
each of whom has written about Buddhism: Frithjof Schuon, Julius 
Evola, Marco Pallis, Ananda Coomaraswamy, Mircea Eliade, and Hus-
ton Smith.37 
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Frithjof Schuon (1907–1998)

Schuon is best known for a work entitled The Transcendent Unity of 
Religions,38 considered by many to be one of the key theoretical works 
of Traditionalism. Despite an early involvement with the Alawiyya, a 
secret Sufi sect, “Schuon retained his Traditionalist Perennialism,”39 
and The Transcendent Unity of Religions serves as the theoretical expres-
sion of this view. 

Schuon’s approach to Buddhism is an instance of overcoding, the 
imposition of an interpretive view onto a subject. Simply by refusing 
to countenance the possibility that there are real and irreconcilable 
differences between religions, Schuon creates a powerful rhetoric. Ex-
pressing the argument in logical form, however, reveals it to be a peti-
tio principii fallacy:

all religions are ultimately the same (suppressed premise)
∴ there are no real or irreconcilable differences between religions
∴ all religions are the same. 

Another way of disclosing the problematic character of Traditional-
ist rhetoric is to test it against Popper’s falsifiability criterion (now a 
pleasantly old-fashioned, but I believe still reliable, epistemological 
principle). Since there is no way to falsify the Traditionalist claims, 
they are meaningless, i.e., one can with equal justification (or absence 
of it) make exactly the opposite set of claims. 

At the beginning of his The Transcendental Unity of Religions, Schuon 
lays out his claims of epistemological privilege. His fundamental claim 
regarding the epistemological status of the view that he represents is 
that it is a direct, intuitive participation in the Divine as it is directly 
known by the “pure intelligence.” This is not, according to Schuon, the 
product of human thought, and therefore it transcends not only mere 
philosophy, but theology as well. Philosophy is constrained by reason, 
while theology or the religious point of view is “incomparably supe-
rior,” proceeding as it does from Revelation. But far superior to this 
is “intellectual intuition [which] is a direct and active participation in 
divine Knowledge and not an indirect and passive participation such 
as is faith.”40 

Quite evident in these claims is the Romantic view of both aesthetic 
and religious, particularly mystical, experience as a function of a kind 
of special psychic capacity—perhaps found in all humans in potentia, or 
perhaps limited to an elite few, but in either case the source of a form 
of knowledge that is subject neither to question, nor to contradiction. 
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In Schuon’s case, however, it is quite clear that his view is elitist. The 
special quality of such mystic intuitions, and its limitations to an elite, 
are evident in what he calls metaphysics. For Schuon, metaphysics is 
superior to revealed religion, just as revealed religion is superior to 
philosophy. Drawing the distinction between metaphysics and philos-
ophy, a distinction he admits may be difficult for those accustomed to 
thinking of metaphysics as a part of philosophy, he says, 

When philosophy uses reason to resolve a doubt, this proves precise-
ly that its starting point is a doubt that it is striving to overcome, 
whereas we have seen that the starting point of a metaphysical for-
mulation is always essentially something intellectually evident or 
certain, which is communicated, to those able to receive it, by sym-
bolical or dialectical means designed to awaken in them the latent 
knowledge that they bear unconsciously and, it may even be said, 
eternally within them.41 

Schuon’s Perennialism leads him to make what seem to be intended as 
explanations, but which—if one is not already uncritically predisposed 
to accept his idea of the “transcendent unity of religions”—are quite 
evidently nothing more than assertions of identity. Thus, for example, 
in his discussion of Vajrayāna Buddhism, we find him asserting that

The “Great Vehicle” possesses a mysterious dimension known as the 
“Adamantine Vehicle” (Vajrayana); in order to grasp its meaning, one 
has to first understand what we repeatedly have termed the “meta-
physical transparency of the world,” that is to say one has to base 
oneself on a perspective according to which—to quote an expression 
of Pascal’s we favor—Reality is “an infinite sphere whose center is 
everywhere and its circumference nowhere”: it is this circumference 
and this center which are represented, in the adamantine doctrine, 
by the Buddha Mahavairocana (in Japanese, Dainichi Nyorai) who is 
at one and the same time—in Vedantic terms—Ātmā, Īshvara and Bud-
dhi; that is to say Supra-ontological Essence, Ontological Essence and 
Universal Intellect.42

“Explanations” of this kind, that is ones in which a concept or idea 
from one religious tradition is given as the meaning of a concept or 
idea from another, are common in Traditionalist and Perennialist lit-
erature, and as mentioned previously function through overcoding, 
that is, interpreting away differences by laying a second “code” over 
the original message, which itself then becomes invisible. Considered 
critically, however, an assertion such as Schuon’s claims regarding 
the “meaning” of Mahāvairocana in the Vajrayāna tradition of Bud-
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dhism only makes sense if one has already accepted the notion that 
there is a single, esoteric set of teachings at the core of all religions, 
and that therefore they all have the same meaning. If one has accepted 
that premise, however, it makes sense—it has the appearance of mean-
ing—within that discursive realm to think that the character of the 
Dharmakāya Buddha Mahāvairocana can be explained by reference to 
Vedāntic terms—or, more accurately, to Schuon’s own interpretations 
of those Vedāntic terms. 

Another instance of such overcoding of Buddhist concepts by Tra-
ditionalist ones is in Schuon’s treatment of the concept of emptiness. 
Here, in the course of defending Buddhism from its critics—those who 
blame Buddhists for “denying the soul”—in what is almost an aside 
Schuon asserts that nirvana is “the prototype of the soul and its sum-
mit.”43 Here again, we see the function of overcoding in the way in 
which Schuon re-presents Buddhist thought in a fashion amenable to 
Traditionalism. While it is quite correct that familiar Western rejec-
tions of Buddhism based on its supposed “denial of the soul” are fun-
damentally flawed because of a misunderstanding of the concept of 
emptiness, an explanation of the Buddhist idea of emptiness should 
draw on Buddhist explanations. Instead, Schuon explains Buddhism 
by asserting that his ideas about the relation between the particular 
constrained by time and the eternal cosmos are those not only of Bud-
dhism, but also of Vedānta and Sufism.44 

Schuon’s Perennialism depends for at least some of its rhetorical 
efficacy on the covert repetition of ethnic stereotypes. In attempting 
to explicate his own view as a synthetic one, he employs a metaphor of 
radii and concentric circles as representing 

the Universe under the twofold representation of essential identity 
and existential separation; the synthesis of these two relationships 
will be indicated by the spiral…. Grosso modo it can be said that the 
West—namely European philosophy and Semitic exotericism—is 
rather attached to the second relationship, that of concentric circles 
and of existential discontinuity or separation, whereas the East—
namely Semitic esotericism and Asian metaphysics—will prefer the 
first relationship, that of radii and identity of essence.45

Setting aside the implicit Neoplatonism, the vestigial Hegelianism, the 
metaphoric and florid language, we are left with nothing more than 
the shopworn stereotypes of the Western mind as narrowly empirical, 
rational, and materialistic, and the Eastern mind as expansively mys-
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tical, intuitive, and spiritual. The implicit racism here is rather more 
explicitly expressed in Huston Smith’s introduction to Schuon’s Tran-
scendent Unity of Religions. In addressing the rejection of other religions 
by those committed to one, Smith asserts that

The epithet “false” is also appropriate when a faith that is valid in 
its own sphere bids to extend beyond that sphere into territory it 
could not incorporate salvifically; for the esoteric, it is in this light 
that Koranic objections to Judaism and Christianity are to be read. 
According to that perspective, the Koran does not deny the validity of 
these religions for their own adherents; it denies only that they were 
intended for—could save—the Arab world.46

We find here a particular version of what should honestly be called 
racism. The ideas promoted by the Traditionalists, such as Schuon and 
here his commentator Huston Smith, recycle as a form of what might 
be called “ethno-mysticism,” old Romantic ideas of “blood and soil” 
(Ger. “Blut und Boden”) that assert some mystical ethnic coherence 
based on descent (blood) and homeland (soil). The indefinite malleabil-
ity of doctrine is viciously evident in ideas that have been employed 
for the promotion of a compensatory sense of pride in one’s own eth-
nicity, and for the expulsion or attempted genocidal extermination of 
ethnic groups. That the Traditionalists dress these ideas in spiritual 
robes makes them no less dangerous. While the specific religio-politi-
cal issues here are clearly important, there is a more general point that 
extends to all doctrinal claims and ideological positions—doctrine is 
indefinitely malleable.47 

Julius Evola (1898–1974)

Julius Evola’s contribution to the Traditionalist literature on Bud-
dhism is known in English translation as The Doctrine of Awakening: The 
Attainment of Self-Mastery According to the Earliest Buddhist Texts. The 
original Italian was published under the title La dottrine del risveglio in 
1943. The translation, by H. E. Musson, appeared in 1948. 

Much of what Evola writes appears—at least initially—as simply 
derivative of what we might call the standard Buddhist modernist 
rhetoric: the Buddha was strictly human, though exceptional in that 
he attained an extraordinary level of awareness, insight, and freedom 
through his own efforts; the doctrine he taught was a practical, indi-
vidual, and heroic path of rational, moral self-improvement—free from 
superstition.48 But, as with the rest of the Traditionalists, there is more 
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at work than simply the standard Buddhist modernist rhetoric. In the 
case of Evola, there is a consistent appeal to an Aryan superiority:

A particular characteristic of the Aryan-ness of the original Buddhist 
teaching is the absence of those proselytizing manias that exist, al-
most without exception, in direct proportion to the plebeian and 
anti-aristocratic character of a belief. An Aryan mind has too much 
respect for other people, and its sense of its own dignity is too pro-
nounced to allow it to impose its own ideas upon others, even when 
it knows that its ideas are correct.49 

Evola asserts that the “so-called salvationist religions” appear in both 
Europe and Asia after “the original cycle of Aryan civilizations” when 
there is “a lessening of the preceding spiritual tension, with a fall from 
Olympian consciousness and, not least, with influxes of inferior ethnic 
and social elements.”50

A related rhetorical structure that Evola employs is that of purity 
versus impurity, impurity being the product of outside pollution—a 
rhetoric very familiar from Nazi descriptions of the pollution of the 
body politic by the Jews. In discussing the pre-Buddhist history of In-
dian religions, Evola describes the Vedic origins as being based on an 
“original cosmic and uranic consciousness.”51 The rhetoric of deca-
dence is deployed as an explanatory device, such that in what Evola 
identifies as the post-Vedic period “the germs of decadence…were al-
ready showing themselves [and] were to become quite evident in the 
Buddha’s day.”52 Evola identifies six of these “germs of decadence”: 
“a stereotyped ritualism,” “the demon of speculation,” a “‘religious’ 
transformation of many divinities who, in the Vedic period were…sim-
ply cosmically transfigured states of consciousness,” pantheism, and 
“foreign, non-Aryan influences, to which we believe are attributable…
the formation and diffusion of the theory of reincarnation.”53

Running through all of Evola’s speculative history is a fundamental 
opposition that serves as an explanatory device, a racial theory that he 
sees as having causal efficacy in history. This is the division between 
what he refers to as the uranic and the telluric races.54 The uranic are 
heroic and masculine, Olympian in nature, while the telluric are femi-
nine, oriented toward the mother, and have “no knowledge of a reality 
transcending the naturalistic order.”55 These latter are the common 
characteristics of all “telluric” races, in which the individual is bound 
“to a female-maternal divinity found alike in the pre-Aryan Mediterra-
nean world, and in the pre-Aryan Hindu civilization, such as the Dravid-
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ian and Kosalian.”56 It is this last characteristic that explains, according 
to Evola, the origin of the doctrine of reincarnation, for in a maternal, 
earth-bound telluric civilization, one feels bound to return to the earth 
upon death, rather than ascending heroically. Written to a European 
audience in the early 1940s, one can easily imagine Evola’s categories 
being “decoded” to mean Germanic–Aryan and Jewish–Semitic. 

When written in the early 1940s, by someone who had actively so-
licited support from both the Italian Fascist regime and the German 
Nazi regime, as well as having written a work entitled A Synthesis of 
the Doctrine of Race (Sintesi della Dottrina della Razza, 1941), use of the 
term “Aryan” would unavoidably have explicitly racist resonances. No 
amount of ex post facto apologia57 that Evola’s use of the Sanskrit term 
Aryan (“noble”) in relation to Buddhism is referring to a spiritual sta-
tus can obscure the racist, aristocratic, and elitist connotations that 
become evident when seen in its proper historical context.58 As with 
other Traditionalist authors, there is a continuity between ideas of a 
spiritual elite and metaphysical hierarchy on the one hand and a racial 
elite and socio-political hierarchy on the other. 

Ananda Coomaraswamy (1877–1947)

During the course of his career, Coomaraswamy frequently wrote 
on the topic of Buddhism. Indeed, one of his earliest books is Buddha 
and the Gospel of Buddhism from 1916. This predates his encounter with 
Traditionalist thought, for Sedgwick tells us that Coomaraswamy “was 
already a distinguished art historian when he encountered the work 
of Guénon in the late 1920’s.”59 Even so, in this early work we can dis-
cern traces of Romantic, Perennialist, and anti-modernist views that 
seem indicative of Coomaraswamy’s readiness to accept Traditional-
ism when he did hear its call. 

Some of Coomaraswamy’s comparisons between Buddhism and 
other forms of thought appear to constitute little more than a liter-
ary flourish, a simple attempt to connect something the reader may 
already feel familiar with to this new and unfamiliar subject. For ex-
ample, in a discussion of Buddhist cosmology, he draws a rhetorical 
analogy between yogic ascent to the form realms (rupadhātu) and a 
phrase from Goethe’s Faust to the effect that in aesthetic contempla-
tion one is carried away from oneself (“aus sich selbst entrückt”).60 Here 
we see, however, the Romantic equation of aesthetic contemplation 
and mystical experience.61 Additionally, the equation of mystical expe-
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rience and Buddhist yogic ascension is itself based on the Perennialist 
presumption of the universality of a singular mystical core common to 
all religions. This part of the Traditionalist hegemonic metanarrative 
is itself problematic.62

That Coomaraswamy is also inclined toward anti-modernism is in-
dicated by his approving (and lengthy) quotation of a letter from the 
Japan Daily Mail of 1890, written by the Viscount Torio.63 Identifying the 
Viscount as both a high-ranking Army officer and someone well-versed 
in Buddhist thought, the letter is an example of what Löwy and Sayre 
identify as fascist Romanticism. According to these authors, fascist Ro-
manticism is characterized by an opposition to both capitalism and to 
parliamentary democracy,64 by anti-Semitism (identifying “capitalists, 
the wealthy, and those who represent the spirit of cities and modern 
life” as Jews), by a glorification of irrationality, and by the attenuation 
or suppression of individualism: “in the fascist movement and the fas-
cist state the unhappy romantic self disappears.”65 

Although Viscount Torio replaces anti-Semitism with an anti-
Westernism, the basic dynamic of an appeal to a putatively superior 
ethnic identity in opposition to some decadent, inferior, corrupting 
ethnicity serves the same purpose. According to Torio, in contrast to 
the social organization of the “Orient,” which is characterized as a be-
nevolent authoritarianism continuous from ancient times, the social 
system of the “Occident” is characterized as “gravely disturbing to the 
order and peace of a country.” The Viscount’s anti-capitalist attitude 
is evidenced by his totalitarian assertion that “If the people be influ-
enced chiefly by public considerations, order is assured; if by private, 
disorder is inevitable.”66 At the same time he gives a negative valua-
tion to private concerns as selfishness. Upon a closer reading, the let-
ter approvingly quoted by Coomaraswamy is more Japanese totalitar-
ian neo-Confucian than Buddhist, and evidence of a particular kind of 
anti-modernism. In the case of Viscount Torio we may perhaps safely 
assume that his anti-modernism is an instance of fascist Romanticism, 
though in Coomaraswamy’s use of the text, it may indicate nothing 
more than his own anti-modernism and an anti-Western sympathy for 
the Viscount’s rejection of the West based in his own sense of a nation-
alism resistant to British rule.67

After encountering the works of Guénon in the late 1920s, howev-
er, Coomaraswamy’s thought becomes much more focused by the Tra-
ditionalist view of religion. As Sedgwick says, “Coomaraswamy was the 
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first of many scholars to become dedicated, ‘hard’ Traditionalists.”68 
The Traditionalist transformation of Coomaraswamy’s work is reflect-
ed in the difference between his early work on Buddhism, the Buddha 
and the Gospel of Buddhism (1916) referred to supra, and his later Hindu-
ism and Buddhism (1943).69 For Buddha and the Gospel of Buddhism, his goal 
“is to set forth as simply as possible the Gospel of Buddhism according 
to the Buddhist scriptures, and to consider the Buddhist systems in 
relation, on the one hand, to the Brāhmanical systems in which they 
originate, and, on the other hand, to those systems of Christian mysti-
cism which afford the nearest analogies.”70 In contrast, to an exposi-
tion of “analogies,” in Hinduism and Buddhism “Coomaraswamy’s basic 
thesis is, of course, one of Perennial unity—that Hinduism and Bud-
dhism were both expressions of the original Perennial Philosophy.”71 

As with other Traditionalists, Coomaraswamy constructs a semi-
otic opposition between traditional and modern. Given the importance 
of this issue for an understanding of the rhetorical dynamics of Tra-
ditionalism, we quote Roger Lipsey, Coomaraswamy’s biographer, in 
extenso:

“Traditional” described cultures which, whatever their historical 
faults, were founded on an understanding of the spiritual nature of 
man and the world; “modern” described cultures that have forgot-
ten many truths of the spirit, no matter how brilliantly they exercise 
particular faculties of the spirit. “Modern” cultures were described as 
antitraditional: they emerged by rejecting and forgetting tradition, 
and they tend to destroy traditional cultures around them both by 
competition and attraction. “Traditional” became a word of praise, 
guaranteeing that a given entity (an idea, a social form, a practice) 
was true or fitting in itself and related to a larger whole. What was 
not “traditional” had deviated from the only real norm; it was anti-
traditional, that is modern, and either evil or only accidentally good. 
This concept of Tradition was presented dogmatically and soon be-
came a rigid means of parting the Cursed from the Blessed.72

In the trajectory of Coomaraswamy’s life from art historian to Tradi-
tionalist thinker, we can see the connections between Romanticism—
as expressed in the Arts and Crafts Movement with its emphasis on an 
anti-modernist opposition to industrialism, and a sense of the inher-
ently ennobling character of handicrafts—and Traditionalism.73 
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Marco Pallis (1895–1989)

Marco Pallis is another adherent to the Traditionalist perspective 
who wrote on Buddhism. He was a follower of Rene Guénon, and it ap-
pears that Pallis was himself a member of the Maryamiyya, the secret 
Sufi order deriving from Frithjof Schuon’s contacts with al-Alawi.74 

Marco Pallis wrote rather extensively on Buddhism, a travelogue 
entitled Peaks and Lamas about his travels in Tibet and several essays 
now collected under the title A Buddhist Spectrum. One of these essays 
evidences what may be called the Traditionalist style, a way of writ-
ing that makes a seemingly-plausible argument, but only by presuming 
the Traditionalist understanding of religions as all manifestations of 
the same underlying unitary truth. From such a perspective concepts 
from one religion can be freely introduced into discussions of another, 
not simply as passing literary flourishes and minor explanatory analo-
gies, but without even identifying that these concepts are drawn from 
different traditions. Employing religious concepts from one religious 
context in a different context involves a reinterpretation of those 
concepts, since they take on new meanings in their current juxtaposi-
tion.75 

In his essay, “Dharma and the Dharmas as Principle of Inter-reli-
gious Communication,”76 Pallis not only makes reference to the works 
of René Guénon and Frithjof Schuon, but in the midst of a discussion of 
the idea of dharma in Buddhism, introduces the concept of svadharma 
as one’s own personal vocation. The locus classicus for the concept of 
svadharma is, of course, the Bhagavad Gītā, not usually considered a 
Buddhist text, and the idea of svadharma plays no particular role in 
Buddhist thought at all. The point that Pallis is making here is the 
ethno-mystical one discussed above—there are certain religious tradi-
tions that are effective for some race or ethnicity, and they are not to 
be used by others. This is one of the rationales for the cautions regard-
ing the impropriety of Westerners undertaking Asian religious prac-
tices that one finds in various strains of literature discussing the active 
participation by Westerners in the religious practices of Asia.77 Pallis, 
referring to Guénon’s commentaries on Hindu thought, asserts that 

there was no question of merely trying to copy Eastern ways; to trans-
fer a few eclectically favored features from one traditional form to 
another can do more harm than good…. What Guénon hoped for was 
that an intelligent study of the Eastern religions would act as a cata-
lyst of a metaphysical awareness to which Western minds had long 
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been strangers, but he was also careful to point out that the forms in 
which that awareness would need to be clothed for the purpose of its 
wider dissemination would still have to be Western in character and 
in all probability Christian.78

Pallis’s attitude toward Guénon is informative about the issues of hier-
archy and authority in Traditionalist circles. In discussing the concept 
of anattā, Pallis tells us that Guénon dismissed the concept “and the 
whole of Buddhism with it, as little more than a heretical ripple on the 
ocean of Hindu intellectuality.”79 Supported by Coomaraswamy, Pallis 
appealed to Guénon to reconsider his hostility toward Buddhism. The 
outcome was that “he agreed to eliminate from his published works 
the offending anti-Buddhist passages, a decision for which one will 
never cease to be grateful.”80 

One of the issues that Traditionalist thinkers seem to constantly 
struggle with is the Buddhist doctrine of anātman and its later corre-
late emptiness (śūnyatā). Evola, for example, asserts that the doctrine 
really means that in what is normally 

considered as “I,” it is impossible to recognize the true self, the su-
persensible ātmā of the preceding Upaniṣadic speculation; this true 
self is considered as practically nonexistent for the common man. 
Buddhism does not say: the “I” does not exist—but rather: one thing 
only is certain, that nothing belonging to saṁsāric existence and per-
sonality has the nature of “I.”81

This interpretation might be called the “Big Self/little self” strategy. It 
manages to claim that Buddhism is right, but doesn’t really mean what 
it appears to: “Buddhism is only denying the reality of the little self, 
as a means of revealing the Big Self.” This reinterpretation of anātman 
allows the Traditionalists to integrate Buddhism, despite the radically 
distinct character that the doctrine indicates, into their vision of all 
religions as ultimately the same. This is an instance of the harmonizing 
of differences by reinterpretation according to their own preconcep-
tions.82 

Pallis notes that Coomaraswamy had attempted to deal with this is-
sue “by employing the two forms ‘self’ and ‘Self’ in order to distinguish 
automatically between the empirical self or ego, seat of illusory think-
ing, and the true or transcendent principle of selfhood towards which 
all contemplative experience tends.”83 Although critical of Coomaras-
wamy’s solution as “technically improper and misleading in the long 
run,”84 Pallis is in agreement with the interpretation. As with Evola, 
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Pallis claims that “our customary consciousness of self is itself decep-
tive and that it is through its divestment that a real something can be 
discovered, one which cannot be named as such lest this should start a 
new chain of illusory attributions in its turn.”85 

The tendency of Traditionalist authors to deal with lacunae in 
their knowledge by creating authoritative “explanations” based on 
their own Perennialist presumptions is evidenced by two errors of Pal-
lis’s. He claims that the term kōan can be rendered as “‘mysteries,’ a 
matter of sense, not of etymology, since the syllabic structure of the 
word itself, as a Japanese expert has informed me, affords no clue as to 
how it became applied to its eventual use as a support for Zen medita-
tion.”86 The history of the term and the practice have been understood 
for a long time, but simply looking at the two characters would reveal 
nothing of that history. 

Pallis then goes on to discuss dhāraṇī, saying that 
such a formula usually consists of a number of syllables strung to-
gether in apparently haphazard fashion, though without displaying 
the whimsicality of many Zen koans. Some of the syllables figuring in 
a dhârani come from the common vocabulary of the mystical tradi-
tion while others, as they stand, often seem barely intelligible.87

The explanation here assumes that there is some “common vocabulary 
of the mystical tradition,” as if there is a single mystical tradition that 
can be referred to no matter which religious tradition is being studied. 
Just as in his discussion of kōans he would have been well-advised to 
consult an expert on Chinese Buddhism, so in attempting to explain 
dhāraṇī he would have been better off consulting not the unitary mys-
tical tradition of Perennialist imagining, but rather someone familiar 
with Sanskrit and Indian Buddhism. Again, however, the issue is not 
that there were gaps in the knowledge of various Traditionalists, some 
of which may be explained by the limitations of the scholarship of their 
day, but that they attempted to resolve these difficulties by resorting 
to the Perennialist presumption that there is a single, unitary mystical 
tradition at the core of all religious traditions. 

Mircea Eliade (1907–1986)

Mircea Eliade’s theories of religion have been critically examined 
by many scholars, repeatedly and in great depth. But because Eliade 
was perhaps the paradigmatic case of Sedgwick’s “soft Traditional-
ist,”88 that is, someone who employs Traditionalist ideas without ac-
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knowledging their provenance, this aspect of his work has hardly been 
noted. Eliade’s involvement with Traditionalism began while still a stu-
dent in Romania, and he continued to be part of an active Traditional-
ist group founded in 1933 in Bucharest. While the thought of Guénon 
was important to this group, Evola was more directly influential.89 It 
was during this period that he also became involved with Romanian 
versions of fascism.90 

Sedgwick notes that Eliade was more oriented toward established 
academia than other Traditionalists, and that this was a factor in his 
concealing his Traditionalist sources. Specifically, Eliade expresses 
concern that Traditionalists were known to deny historical evidence 
and factual data.91 This concern remains as relevant today as in 1943 
when Eliade expressed it.92

The academic study of religion in the United States was greatly 
stimulated by the work of Eliade and his presence at the University 
of Chicago. This influence, however, introduced many Traditionalist 
themes, particularly its Perennialism and esotericism, into the Ameri-
can study of religions. As Sedgwick summarizes,

Eliade’s general model of human religiosity is in effect the Peren-
nial Philosophy dressed up in secular clothes…. What Eliade did over 
his entire career was to pursue the standard Traditionalist research 
project of “reassembl[ing]…debris” under other names and by more 
scholarly methods…. A regular Traditionalist would study various 
traditions as a believer in them all as expressions of the Perennial 
Philosophy; Eliade instead studied archaic religions as if a believer, 
“on their own plane of reference.” To what extent Eliade actually be-
lieved that the “archaic religions” he worked on were aspects of a 
Perennial Philosophy is impossible to say, but to the extent that he 
did believe this, it must have made it easier for him to place himself 
in the position of a believer in one religion after another.93

Although not informed by an awareness of the Traditionalist roots of 
Eliade’s thought, Richard Gombrich’s 1974 review of Eliade’s Yoga pro-
vides an excellent perspective on the way in which Traditionalist au-
thors reinterpret religious traditions in a fashion to make them fit into 
their own preconceptions. In some cases there are assertions made 
that, lacking historical nuance, are simply false as generalizations. An 
example is when Eliade’s claim, “without reference or substantiation, 
‘The importance of the guru as initiatory master is no less great in Bud-
dhism than in any other Indian soteriology.’” Gombrich corrects this, 
stating that “So far as concerns pre-Tantric Buddhism, we emphati-
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cally disagree; early Buddhism was unusually exoteric, and in most 
strains of the Theravādin tradition to this day the importance of the 
guru has been radically de-emphasised, compared with other Indian 
traditions.”94 

There are also interpretations that force Buddhism to fit into Tra-
ditionalist preconceptions. Specifically in this case Eliade’s apparent 
determination to fit Buddhism into his conception of shamanism leads 
him to misrepresent the Buddhist understanding of the path as leading 
through shamanic rebirth. “To obtain the state of the unconditioned—
in other words to die completely to this profane, painful, illusory life 
and to be reborn (in another “body”! [Gombrich]) to the mystical life 
that will make it possible to attain nirvāṇa—the Buddha employs the 
traditional yogic techniques….”95 As Gombrich points out, however, 
“‘to attain the state of the unconditioned’ is ‘to attain nirvāṇa’; it is not 
just an intermediate state which ‘makes it possible.’ In fact the Bud-
dhist who attains nirvāṇa does so in his own body.”96 Gombrich charac-
terizes the role of selectivity in creating a misleading representation of 
Buddhism by analogy with the hallmark of Indian magic. “By quoting 
passages from the Sāmañña-phala-sutta out of sequence, mostly under 
other names, Eliade has performed a variant of the rope trick: plucking 
the dismembered pieces of the text out of the air, he has ‘before the 
spectators’ wondering eyes’ reconstituted them into something rich 
but strange.”97 

Huston Smith (1919– )

While Mircea Eliade may have introduced Traditionalist ideas to 
the academic study of religion, Huston Smith is perhaps most respon-
sible for introducing Traditionalist ideas into American popular reli-
gious culture. Like Eliade, Smith—at least for most of his career—acted 
as a soft Traditionalist, and one will not find overt reference to figures 
such as Guénon or Schuon in his most widely read works.98 Their ideas 
are certainly central to his work, however, including his representa-
tions of Buddhism. As with Coomaraswamy, he leaned toward a Pe-
rennialist understanding even prior to his encounter with Tradition-
alism. In addition to this Perennialist influence, his understanding of 
Buddhism is clearly formed by Buddhist modernist representations 
of Buddhism as a reform movement opposing a decaying Vedic sac-
ramentalism, emphasizing rational self-control, and established by an 
extraordinary, but still fully human founder. His most recent work on 
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Buddhism per se is entitled Buddhism: A Concise Introduction, and dates 
from 2003. It repeats with only minor editorial revisions material that 
originally appeared as the Buddhism chapter of his 1958 Religions of 
Man.99 Thus, any detailed study of Smith’s representations of Buddhism 
would need to stratify his work around the date 1969 when Smith read 
Frithjof Schuon’s In the Tracks of Buddhism (discussed supra under its 
new title Treasures of Buddhism). For our purposes here, however, we 
will look at aspects more specifically Traditionalist in character.

We can gain a sense of the way in which Traditionalist thought 
contributed to Smith’s representation of Buddhism by examining two 
aspects of his religious thought. First is his promotion of the idea of 
hierarchy as not only universally held by all religions, but also as a 
metaphysical principle with beneficial consequences. Second is the 
aestheticization of religion—the Romantic conflation of aesthetic and 
religious experiences as unique, spontaneous, individual, veridical, and 
irreducible. Beyond the intellectual consequences for the understand-
ing of Buddhism, both of these factors also serve to mask the political 
consequences of Traditionalist religious belief.

Smith objects to what he considers the “post-modern” suspicion 
of hierarchies. He claims that this post-modern suspicion involves a 
fundamental confusion regarding metaphysics and politics. Whether it 
is his conscious intent or not, the effect of this is to draw a distinction 
that makes the discussion of the political (and economic, and psycho-
pathological) consequences of religion appear incoherent. He seems to 
think that because he means “good” hierarchies, like those of a well-
ordered family or classroom, abstracting this to a metaphysical prin-
ciple does not open the door to the abusive exploitation of hierarchical 
relations. He wants to separate out “empowering” hierarchies—most 
importantly the metaphysical hierarchy—from socially and politically 
oppressive hierarchies—by claiming that the former are not political 
in nature. 

The commitment to a metaphysics of hierarchy is an expression of 
the historical sources that feed from Neoplatonic thought into Roman-
ticism and then forward into Traditionalism. This is one of the issues 
that becomes particularly problematic when Traditionalist interpreta-
tions of Buddhism are created, since the Buddhist commitment to an 
ontology of impermanence mitigates against any idea of an absolute, 
eternal, unchanging, or permanent reality. The imposition of a Neopla-
tonic metaphysics onto the two truths is an instance of overcoding. In 
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some Traditionalist interpretations, a Neoplatonic metaphysics that is 
fundamentally dualist and hierarchical is read onto the Buddhist con-
ception of śūnyatā in such a fashion as to make śūnyatā the transcen-
dent source of being. Presuming the universality of the Traditionalist 
system of thought, Buddhist thought is assumed to be simply another 
instance of that view, and is thus made to fit into that scheme, whether 
that is an accurate representation of Buddhist thought or not.
 

TRADITIONALISM VERSUS RELIGIOUS STUDIES

Perverted Comparisons: Comparison as Method  
versus Comparison as Ideology

From a superficial view, Traditionalists seem to be engaged in the 
same project as others pursuing the comparative study of religion—
that is, the determination of characteristics common to the various re-
ligions. Indeed, Smith’s works are still frequently used in introductory 
courses in the comparative study of religion, and are shelved under 
that category in bookstores. There is a radically different epistemology 
at work in these two approaches to that goal, however. 

For the academic study of religion comparison is a method, a tool, 
a technique that allows an understanding of other people’s religions 
as objective entities—that is, as social practices, cultural patterns, and 
historical institutions.100 The academic enterprise of the study of reli-
gion is known under a variety of names, but is perhaps most commonly 
referred to as “comparative religions.” As the name of the academic 
study of religion, this has certain problems attached to it, but it is so 
widely used that we will retain it here—especially as we are discussing 
popular perceptions. As an academic field of study, comparative reli-
gions was initiated in Europe in the nineteenth century and gradually 
spread, becoming increasingly instantiated in American universities 
from the middle of the twentieth century forward. Its credibility as 
an academic enterprise depended upon the important pedagogical dis-
tinction between teaching religion and teaching about religion made 
in the 1960s.101 Teaching religion is understood as the promotion of a 
religious agenda of one kind or another, while teaching about religion 
is represented as the examination of a social phenomenon, one on a 
par in terms of its importance with economics.102 
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When Comparison Isn’t

The references and allusions to other religions found in the works 
of the Traditionalists are not simply a matter of literary style—of em-
bellishing a discussion of some aspect of Buddhism through a throw-
away comparison, a sort of “Oh, isn’t this interesting, X looks like Y.” 
Nor is it a principled comparative project, identifying similarities and 
differences against a theoretically based hypothesis regarding how to 
explain the similarities and differences. Nor is it a matter of an ex-
planatory analogy—asserting a similarity between something familiar 
and something unfamiliar in order to help someone to understand the 
unfamiliar, something like “Buddhist meditation is just like Christian 
prayer, only they don’t say anything and they don’t believe in God.” 

The comparisons made in Traditionalist works instead reflect a 
core doctrinal claim of Traditionalism, that is, the Perennialist claim 
that all religions are basically or ultimately the same. It is in other 
words a dogmatic core belief that provides a systematic hermeneutic. 
Thus, the anonymous “Publishers Preface” to Frithjof Schuon’s Trea-
sures of Buddhism explains that

The leitmotif of Frithjof Schuon’s entire corpus of writings is the 
philosophia perennis, the timeless metaphysical truth underlying the 
diverse religions, whose written sources are the revealed Scriptures 
as well as the writings of the great spiritual masters. Readers familiar 
with Schuon’s works will therefore not be surprised to find here ref-
erences to the spiritual worlds of Hinduism, Christianity, and others 
as well.103 

As indicated in this quote, it is a fundamentally metaphysical claim, a 
claim regarding absolute reality—eternal and unchanging, and which 
Schuon identifies with “the Void”—and the transitory world of mun-
dane phenomena. This is, of course, a fundamentally Neoplatonic 
metaphysics. Despite their appearances, then, these are not compari-
sons, but interpretations. 

Fetishizing Tradition

Since the term “tradition” does not signify any one thing, it serves 
for the Traditionalists both as a slogan, and as a value judgment. In 
other words, it serves a rhetorical function as a strategic claim about 
particular beliefs and social practices as simply and undeniably an-
cient and venerable. As Sedgwick has pointed out in relation to several 



Pacific World204

Traditionalist publications, “Traditionalist interpretations are never 
presented as such, but rather are given as the simple truth.”104 In doing 
so it conceals the fact that the beliefs and social practices identified as 
“traditional” are a construct, have been selected, and, by asserting their 
status as simply given, avoids the question of their consequences. This 
rhetoric effectively claims that “it is simply the tradition, one cannot 
question it any further”—such questioning becomes itself a symptom 
of the corrupting effects of tradition’s semiotic opposites, the modern 
and post-modern. 

In other words, when Traditionalists speak of “traditional religion” 
they do not actually mean any specific religion. Rather, this is their 
own religious worldview which they have cloaked under the raiment 
of traditionality, and which by doing so conceal its modern origins and 
constructed character.105 

It seems that the Traditionalist’s relation to Tradition is not sim-
ply a matter of being disingenuous. It is not that they simply present 
something that they know is a modern construction as if it were tradi-
tional, but rather that they actually believe the traditional character of 
their own belief system. In other words, they are not simply lying, but 
rather participate in “bad faith” as described by Jean-Paul Sartre. 

We can briefly characterize Sartre’s notion of bad faith as a common 
human condition in which one is simultaneously two different things, 
but by identifying with one, denies the other. As Sartre explains it, this 
is not simple duplicity—saying one thing while believing something 
different—but rather the construction of identity through the denial of 
aspects of oneself by consciously keeping them out of conscious aware-
ness. In this case, it is the claim that the belief-system is tradition that 
conceals from the Traditionalists’ conscious awareness the fact that it 
is they themselves who have constructed this belief-system. 

Indeed, Kierkegaard addressed this issue in relation to religion 
specifically, discussing the denial of personal responsibility that belief 
in an all-powerful creator allows. “The Bible is the word of God, there-
fore I believe it,” conceals responsibility for the decision to believe that 
the Bible is the word of God. It is perhaps, then, no surprise that mod-
ern thinkers such as the existentialists—Kierkegaard, Sartre, and their 
colleagues—are held in such special contempt by many Traditionalists. 
Such a deferring of responsibility is perhaps the most directly personal 
way in which the Traditionalist belief-system takes on political con-
sequences. In order to be free, one must acknowledge one’s personal 
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responsibility. Like many other belief-systems that are based on an act 
of bad faith, and which promote bad faith in adherents, Traditionalism 
relieves adherents of this burden of responsibility. Such systems are 
basically infantilizing and authoritarian. 

Likewise, there is little clarity about when the transition from tradi-
tional society to modern occurred, no clearly identified markers—thus 
leaving “modernity” an empty signifier only connoting opprobrium. 
In one place, for example, Smith writes as if modernity begins with the 
French Revolution. One could, however, just as well choose a techno-
logical advance such as the mechanical clock, or an economic one such 
as the invention of banking as marking the change from traditional to 
modern. However, as we have seen, for example, with Coomaraswamy, 
modernity is not in fact either an historical or a sociological category 
for the Traditionalists. It is rather a moral category—what is modern 
is corrupt and decadent, mechanistic and dehumanizing, the realm of 
Ortega y Gassett’s masses and Heidegger’s das Mann. 

Political Ramifications and Their Obscurations:  
“The Religious Is the Political”

The intellectual separation of religion from politics obscures the 
ease with which ideas propagated as religious become converted into 
agendas for social and political action. One example of this obscuration 
that we have already encountered is Huston Smith’s attempted distinc-
tion between metaphysical and socio-political hierarchies. Another 
way in which the relation between religion and politics is obscured is 
the aestheticization of religion by defining religion as individual, sub-
jective experience. Like so many other aspects of Traditionalism, the 
aestheticization of religion derives from Romanticism. One of the con-
sequences of its emphasis on individual, subjective experience was to 
valorize aesthetic experience, and to equate aesthetic experience with 
religious, especially mystical, experience. By defining religion in terms 
of individual, subjective, aesthetic experience, the social, political, and 
economic aspects of religion can be dismissed from consideration—
those aspects are simply considered unimportant, peripheral to the 
real essence of religion, and therefore not in need of consideration.

The aestheticization of religion is also dialectically related to the 
Perennialist conception of a common core of experientially realizable 
insight found in all religions. While some Perennialist interpretations 
see this common core as publicly accessible, Traditionalists more gen-
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erally focus on the mystical or initiatory elite as the ones having the 
capacity to access these “metaphysical” realities.

The aestheticization of religion and the attempt to distinguishing 
between metaphysical and socio-political hierarchies all implicitly ob-
scure the relation between religion and politics. However, the denial 
of any relation between the two is sometimes made explicit. Discussing 
the fact that some critics have dismissed Evola’s religious works be-
cause of his associations with Fascism and Nazism, H. T. Hansen claims 
that “This has affected his purely esoteric writings, which have noth-
ing to do with political questions.”106

Traditionalism is, by its very nature, necessarily not only reli-
giously but also politically and socially conservative. Anti-modernist 
nostalgia can very easily become a reason for rejecting the democratic 
institutions of modern society, leading to authoritarianism. This can 
be seen, for example, in the work of the early-twentieth century politi-
cal philosopher, José Ortega y Gasset.107 The Traditionalists generally 
presume a Neoplatonic cosmology, which is of course hierarchical in 
nature. A metaphysical hierarchy very easily translates into a socio-
political hierarchy leading to authoritarianism. 

The political commitments of leading Traditionalists to totalitar-
ian and fascist regimes have been discussed by several authors.108 Ju-
lius Evola, for example, attempted to interest both Italian Fascists and 
German Nazis in his own brand of spiritualized aristocratic racism.109 
Despite the importance that such religio-racist ideologies have clear-
ly had in modern history, the relation between politics and religion 
has largely been ignored in the academic study of religion. This may 
be in part the consequence of two dynamics in the study of religion. 
First, the principle of separation of church and state as fundamental to 
liberal democracy has promoted an active ignoring of political conse-
quences of religion in order to protect the teaching about religion from 
criticism by what is perceived—accurately or not—as an anti-religion, 
secular, academic establishment. Second, those academics sympathetic 
to the study of religion may also associate any discussion of the politi-
cal ramifications of religion with Marxist social critique, and desire to 
distance the study of religion from an overtly hostile attitude toward 
religion. Usually such resistance to an examination of the social, po-
litical, psychological, or economic consequences of religious belief and 
religious institutions is cloaked in the language of a resistance to “re-
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ductionism,” and a commitment to the sui generis nature of religion or 
religious experience.110 

If one is interested in preserving and promoting traditional be-
liefs and social practices, then one is of necessity opposed to innova-
tion, change, and the active questioning of authority. This conserva-
tive emphasis would seem to apply especially when the “traditional 
beliefs and social practices” are themselves a contemporary construct, 
and constitute therefore simply one form of resistance to modernity, a 
form entailing bad faith.111  

The Chimaera of Liberality

Because of their putative religious pluralism, many people have 
the impression that the Traditionalist’s position is a liberal one.112 This 
is, however, far from being the case. The Traditionalist view is two-
fold—anti-modernist and Perennialist. The reason that their position 
is not follows directly from the Perennialist dimension of their system 
of thought. As already discussed above, they claim that they are simply 
representing the traditional core of all religions—that which existed 
prior to the modern onslaught of secularism, relativism, and science 
and technology that obscured, destroyed, or pushed aside the tradi-
tional core. In its turn, the traditional core is conceived as singular and 
universal—there is one religious truth and it is found in all traditional 
religions.113

Out of this rhetoric Traditionalists have undertaken the represen-
tation of many different religions, and in doing so appear to validate 
the plurality of religions. It is this apparently positive attitude toward 
the plurality of religions that many find appealing and which may then 
lead them to accept the Traditionalist representations uncritically.

Far from being an acceptance of variety, however, what the Tradi-
tionalists have done is select and interpret so as to create a represen-
tation that fits into the Traditionalist preconceptions—what is “best 
about religion” as Smith puts it. Having thus imposed uniformity by 
selection and interpretation, the Traditionalists have successfully set 
up their own views as a hegemonic metanarrative. There is a differ-
ence between accepting diversity and imposing uniformity.
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Traditionalism versus Buddhist Studies

Although, as the perceptive reader can tell, I believe that there is 
much to be critical of regarding the Traditionalist representations of 
Buddhism, it is important to avoid judging these authors in terms of 
our own current knowledge.114 In some cases at least they were work-
ing with the best scholarship available to them at the time. That their 
representations of Buddhism are, therefore, dated and inadequate in 
terms of more recent scholarship is in a sense simply given.115 There 
are two other issues that are more important. First, given the infor-
mation available to them, how do they go on to represent Buddhism 
in terms of their own preconceptions (about religion, the cosmos, the 
nature of human existence, etc.), and second, how do their representa-
tions continue to shape the understanding of Buddhism today?

Despite the possibility of understanding the socially created nature 
of imaginal objects such as Buddhism in a radically relativist fashion, 
that is not the understanding intended here. It is the task of schol-
arship to attempt to assure that cultural representations are increas-
ingly accurate, which is why scholarship necessarily involves an ongo-
ing process of self-critical reflection. Although sometimes flippantly 
dismissed with a reference to the Freudian concept of the killing of 
the father, such self-critical reflection is the difference between schol-
arly debate and the dueling ideologies that appear to be the dominant 
mode of discourse in our own society today. 

CONCLUSION

It would be very easy to dismiss the Traditionalist view simply on 
the basis of its being based on claims that are not subject to either veri-
fication or falsification, and which are therefore only faith-claims and 
cannot be a basis for an academic study of either religion as a whole 
or Buddhism in particular. The depth of influence of the Traditionalist 
understandings of religion and of Buddhism mitigate against an overly 
facile dismissal, however.

There are two important aspects of Buddhist doctrine that the 
Traditionalist interpretations overcode, recreating Buddhism in the 
model of Traditionalist presumptions regarding the nature of human 
existence, the world, and the path/goal. One is the interpretation of 
Buddhist ontology within a Neoplatonic framework as simply another 
instance of a hierarchy of truths. The other is the interpretation of 
awakening within a Perennialist framework as simply another instance 
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of a single and universal category of mystical experience. Because both 
Neoplatonism and Perennialism function almost pre-reflectively in 
American popular religious culture these two acts of overcoding Bud-
dhist doctrines are usually invisible.

In addition to the overcoding of these two doctrines, Traditional-
ism consistently utilizes various rhetorical strategies to create a com-
pelling interpretation of religion and of Buddhism. One such strategy 
is the use of context, in its most literal meaning of what is around a 
text.116 For example, juxtaposing a Japanese Buddhist figure such as 
Hōnen with a Christian figure such as Luther creates a radically dif-
ferent understanding from juxtaposing Hōnen with an Indian Bud-
dhist figure such as Bhāvaviveka or a Chinese Buddhist figure such as 
Xuanzang. Another is by selecting what fits into a predetermined un-
derstanding and then presenting that selection as if it were actually 
representative. Because of the distorting quality of such overcoding, it 
needs to be critically resisted. Fredric Jameson, discussing Deleuze and 
Guattari’s engaging of Freud, describes the dynamics of resistance to 
such overcoding: “What is denounced is therefore a system of allegori-
cal interpretation in which the data of one narrative line are radically 
impoverished by their rewriting according to the paradigm of another 
narrative, which is taken as the former’s master code or Ur-narrative 
and proposed as the ultimate hidden or unconscious meaning of the 
first one.”117

The Traditionalist decrying of modernity—blaming the modern 
world for fragmentation and alienation of our lives—is a theme that 
has become a staple for many religious thinkers in the present.118 In 
1948, at the close of his public lectures broadcast on French national 
radio, Maurice Merleau-Ponty directly confronted this claim. Speaking 
in terms of the “classical,” rather than the traditional, but a world por-
trayed as one in which life was orderly and complete, he says,

We have to wonder whether the image of the classical world with 
which we are often presented is any more than a legend. Was that 
world also acquainted with the lack of completion and the ambiguity 
in which we live? Was it merely content to refuse official recogni-
tion to their existence? If so, then far from being evidence of decline, 
would not the uncertainty of our culture rather be the most acute 
and honest awareness of something that has always been true and 
accordingly something we have gained?119 
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The voice of one of the leading twentieth-century philosophers here 
points us toward seeing that our awareness of the incomplete, frag-
mented, and alienated character of human existence is itself an accom-
plishment, and we may say, an act of bravery. It is certainly a perspec-
tive consonant with the Buddhist understanding of existence as being 
characterized by impermanence (anitya), essencelessness (anātma), 
and dysfunctionality (dukkha). 
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NOTES
1. Derek Bickerton, Language and Species (Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1990), 233. 

2. Mark Sedgwick, Against the Modern World: Traditionalism and the Secret Intel-
lectual History of the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 

3. One might, on the basis of this difference, distinguish between “occult Tra-
ditionalists” and “evangelical Traditionalists.” This distinction is not to be 
confused with Sedgwick’s distinction between “hard” and “soft” Traditional-
ists. This latter focuses on whether or not the Traditionalism is overt (hard) or 
concealed (soft). See Sedgwick, Against the Modern World, 111. Soft Traditional-
ism avoids mention, for example, of the effective founder of Traditionalism, 
René Guénon. This concealment is itself strategic, however, as it allows Tradi-
tionalist concepts much wider dissemination and acceptance. 

4. The genesis of my interest in this particular dimension of the modern rep-
resentations of Buddhism occurred when I was teaching a course on Buddhist 
tantra three or four years ago. As an introduction to the course I had the 
students read Hugh Urban’s Tantra (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2003), which though in large part concerned with the Hindu forms of tantra, 
provides an excellent overview of the ideas that inform the modern Western 
discourse on tantra generally. Urban briefly mentions Julius Evola, an Ital-
ian esotericist with Fascist political associations who had written a book en-
titled Yoga of Power (repr., Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 1993). Very shortly 
thereafter, I was in the bookstore at the Graduate Theological Union looking 
for something else, when I noticed this same work, Evola’s Yoga of Power, being 
used as a textbook in another course being taught that same semester. I sud-
denly became confronted with the reality that the representations of tantra 
and, as I would soon learn also of Buddhism, which had been formulated by 
Evola, together with their implicit quasi-fascist political and racist ramifica-
tions, were not something safely confined to a past now gone and unmourned, 
but were alive, well, and living in Berkeley. Indeed, some relatively casual 
searching on the Web was even more disturbing as I learned not only that the 
publisher reprinting Evola’s works was an American one, but that sites with 
information about Evola opened up to a neo-Fascist world that is very much 
alive and very active.

The next step for me was a kind of “Ah-ha” moment, one of those times 
when something you have been struggling with suddenly constellates in such 
a fashion as to be from then on self-evidently obvious. This shift in Gestalts 
was eventuated by Mark Sedgwick’s work, Against the Modern World. For many 
years I have been bothered by some aspects of the comparative study of reli-
gion. The best that I could do was to try to distinguish between comparison as 
a method (discussed perhaps most lucidly in some of Jonathan Z. Smith’s es-
says) and the fact that some people seemed to turn comparison into something 
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more—an argument that somehow all religions are ultimately the same. 
I had, of course, been long familiar with the New-Age commonplace that 

there is only one mountain and that all religions are simply different paths 
to its peak (a metaphor I now know from the side of a box of herbal tea has 
been attributed to Ananda Coomaraswamy). And I was of course familiar with 
Aldous Huxley’s Perennial Philosophy (orig. pub. 1945; repr., New York: Harper 
Colophon, Harper and Row, 1970), which I’d read as an undergraduate close 
on the heels of reading his two essays on drugs and his utopian fiction, Is-
land (London: Chatto & Windus, 1962), in which psychedelics play a major and 
positive social role. But suddenly Sedgwick’s naming of Traditionalism as an 
identifiable, coherent, and largely unrecognized ideological stream within 
modern Western religious culture—both popular and academic—acted as a 
catalyst. All of these things, from vague discomforts to adolescent enthusi-
asms, formed themselves into a pattern, crystallized, and, falling out of solu-
tion, became visible as part of a common phenomenon. Not only, then, was it 
clear that there was indeed something there, but that it had ramifications for 
the project of critical self-reflection within Buddhist studies as well.

5. For an instance of a Romantic idealization of the Paleolithic, see Max Oel-
schlaeger, The Idea of Wilderness: From Prehistory to the Age of Ecology (New Ha-
ven and London: Yale University Press, 1991). 

6. See Holmes Welch, Taoism: The Parting of the Way (orig. pub. 1957; repr., Bos-
ton: Beacon Press, 1966). 

7. I am adapting the concept of “overcoding” from Umberto Eco’s semiotics. 
Nöth explains Eco’s concept, saying “Overcoding is the interpretative process 
of modifying a preestablished code by proposing a new rule which governs a 
rarer application of the previous rule. Stylistic and ideological conventions 
are examples of such rules used in overcoding.” Winfried Nöth, Handbook of 
Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), 212. Another defini-
tion is given by Bruce Caron, http://junana.com/CDP/corpus/GLOSSARY20.
html: ����������������������������������������������������������������������“‘Overcoding’ is the practice of applying meaning/values from one dis-
cursive field to others. This is where power connects with knowledge to create 
codes that dominate not only their own discursive field, but others as well. 
This may occur through active institutional programs which insist that their 
scope is universal. Religions, such as Christianity or Islam, may be promoted 
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Multiple Buddhist Modernisms:  
Jhāna in Convert Theravāda

Natalie Quli 
Graduate Theological Union

THIS ARTICLE FOCUSES on the meditative jhānas as they are encoun-
tered by Western, English-speaking Buddhists in popular Buddhist 
writings and teachings available in the United States. I ask: how do the 
most popular teachers frame jhāna meditation? Do their teachings and 
writings reveal “traditional” or “modernist” ways of understanding? 
Are there significant differences between the various jhāna teachers’ 
presentations, particularly in their constructions of authority in the 
Buddhist tradition? Do they display the qualities of “Buddhist modern-
ism” cited in the Buddhist studies literature?1

Given the tendency of Western Buddhists to cleanse Buddhism of 
beliefs and practices that they perceive as “irrational,” I wondered 
how jhāna—which is deeply connected to cosmology and various su-
perhuman powers (such as levitation and telepathy)—might be pop-
ularized among Western convert Theravādin or Insight Meditation-
oriented Buddhists. The fact that the so-called “dry-insight” model of 
meditation is followed by the bulk of convert Theravādin Buddhists2 
in the United States led me to wonder if there would be any interest 
in jhāna meditation, or if those who are interested in the jhānas would 
be attracted to the magical powers (Pāli abhiñña) attained through 
meditation.3 Such interest would complicate our models of “convert” 
Buddhism because this orientation is so different from the highly ra-
tionalized Insight Meditation movement.4 As it turns out, the academic 
literature on Western jhāna practice is remarkably bare.5

While some academics have been busy decrying the “colonization” 
of Buddhism by Westerners, convert Buddhists in the United States 
have been busy discovering and studying Buddhist traditions. These 
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Buddhists have been described as rather “rationalist” in their selective 
appropriation.6 Despite this, and quite to my surprise, the jhānas (the 
meditative absorptions described in the suttas and especially in Bud-
dhaghosa’s famous treatise, the Visuddhimagga), though until recently 
largely ignored by convert Insight Meditation Buddhists in the United 
States, have been increasing in popularity in the past several years. 
One lay convert jhāna teacher commented to me in an interview that 
there has in fact been a great increase in interest in the jhānas over the 
last few years. She commented that there have been more retreats on 
jhānas offered recently and that jhāna “has become kind of a buzzword” 
among American convert Buddhists in Insight Meditation circles.7 

In this paper I will examine the teachings of some of the most 
popular Western jhāna teachers whose writings and teachings are 
readily available to English-speaking American converts and are like-
ly influencing the practice and interpretation of jhānas among these 
converts. My main interest in this endeavor is to analyze the kinds of 
Buddhist modernism that their jhāna teachings reflect. After talking 
to lay convert teachers, searching in vain for scholarly literature on 
jhāna practice in America, and surveying the popular writings in maga-
zines, books, and on the Internet, I focused my attention on a few key 
individuals who are the most visible and widely known among Ameri-
can convert Buddhists pursuing jhāna practice. My findings regarding 
these teachers’ understandings of jhāna suggest certain similarities 
and differences that warrant a more careful label than simply “Bud-
dhist modernism.” Each of these teachers is, to be sure, a “modernist” 
by conventional Buddhist studies standards, but their approaches, as 
well as what they consider reliable sources of authority, are quite dif-
ferent from one another. These orientations, in turn, have an effect on 
the way that jhāna practice is presented by these teachers.

Before delving into the details of these Buddhist modernists’ teach-
ings, I would like to clearly explain what I mean by “Buddhist modern-
ism.” As has been detailed quite extensively elsewhere, the concept 
of Buddhist modernism was developed by Heinz Bechert in describing 
changes around the globe in Buddhist practices and beliefs in the last 
two hundred years or so as a result of Buddhist interactions with West-
ern missionaries, colonialism, and modernity.8 Gombrich and Obeyes-
ekere similarly noted changes in Sri Lankan Theravāda, though they 
used the term “Protestant Buddhism” rather than “Buddhist modern-
ism” to describe these changes.9 The most comprehensive definition 
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of Buddhist modernism that I know of comes from Donald Lopez, who 
provides a rather lengthy list of qualities and orientations that com-
prise it.10 Other studies have focused on Japanese Zen and Tibetan Bud-
dhism to describe similar processes of rationalization and moderniza-
tion.11 

Based on the widespread use of the term in recent Buddhist studies 
literature and upon the definitions imparted by the researchers men-
tioned above, Buddhist modernists can be described as having an ori-
entation towards Buddhism that entails a number of features, many of 
which are interrelated. I offer the following as a brief list of descriptive 
features: 

•	 the extolling of reason and rationality;
•	 a rejection of ritual, “superstition,” and cosmology;
•	 the understanding of doctrine and text as more authentically 

Buddhist than ritual practices such as relic veneration or Bud-
dha-name recitation;

•	 an ecumenical attitude toward other sects;
•	 an increase in the status of women;
•	 an interest in social engagement;
•	 the tendency to define Buddhism as a philosophy rather than 

as a religion;
•	 a belief in the compatibility of Buddhism and modern science; 
•	 an emphasis on meditation, including the hitherto unprece-

dented widespread practice of meditation among the laity;
•	 a desire to return to the “original” teachings of the Buddha, 

particularly as ascribed to the Pāli canon;
•	 the conviction that nirvana can be obtained in this very life, 

hence downgrading the importance of karma, merit, and re-
birth; 

•	 the rejection of “spirit” or “folk” religion (Spiro’s “little tradi-
tion”12) as mere cultural accretions to be separated from the 
rational core of Buddhism; and

•	 democratization and laicization.
This is only a partial list, but it is one that I hope draws a basic outline 
of Buddhist modernism for the purpose of describing the jhāna teach-
ers in this study, to which we will now turn.
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AYYA KHEMA

The Western nun Ayya Khema, beloved by many convert Buddhists 
in the Western world, was born in Germany in 1923 and ordained a 
Buddhist nun in Sri Lanka in 1979. She taught for many years interna-
tionally and in the United States before her death in 1997. Among her 
more interesting writings are those concerned with the jhānas. Khema 
learned the jhānas not from a teacher but from reading the suttas and 
the Visuddhimagga. While in Sri Lanka, she sought a jhāna master and 
was introduced to Mātara Ñānarama Mahāthera, a monk who con-
firmed that she was doing the jhānas correctly and suggested that she 
begin teaching them. According to him, the jhānas were becoming a 
lost art.13

Her most in-depth consideration of the jhānas is made in her book 
Who Is My Self? A Guide to Buddhist Meditation.14 In this work, she takes 
the reader on a tour of each of the eight jhānas. Though she clearly 
uses the Visuddhimagga in her explanation of the various jhānas, she 
places its authority as secondary to the suttas, drawing heavily on the 
Sāmaññaphala-sutta and the Poṭṭhapāda-sutta. In one case where the 
Visuddhimagga’s instructions differ from her understanding of attach-
ment in the first jhāna, she returns to the suttas, reminding the reader 
that “the Buddha never said so” in the suttas, and argues that the later 
commentaries added this idea. So while the Visuddhimagga remains an 
important work for Ayya Khema, it does not hold the same primacy as 
the suttas.

Unlike Buddhaghosa, who says that among those who attempt the 
jhānas only a very small fraction will reach them, Ayya Khema insists 
that they are not difficult to achieve.15 Citing the Mahāsaccaka-sutta in 
which the Buddha remembers entering jhāna as a child during the an-
nual plowing festival, she insists that children often spontaneously 
enter the jhānas and that “Everyone who possesses patience and per-
severance can get to the jhānas.”16 This attitude toward the achievabil-
ity of the jhānas leads her to believe that Buddhists who attained the 
jhānas had the same experience as those reported by Christian mys-
tics; the experience of jhāna is a universally human one. According to 
Ayya Khema, Buddhist meditation, which she equates with the jhānas, 
is the “science of mind” because the jhānas are “explainable and re-
peatable.”17

But lest we are led to believe that Ayya Khema falls into the “Bud-
dhism without beliefs” category of converts, we should also consider 
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her understanding and teachings regarding karma and rebirth. She is 
unwavering in her acceptance of rebirth and suggests that practicing 
right concentration (jhāna) will decrease craving and eventually eradi-
cate it, removing one from the wheel of samsara. Karma is of course 
important in the endeavor to exit samsara, as it leads to better cir-
cumstances for practice; for example, Khema notes that it is good kar-
ma that brings people to meditation retreats.18 But, she insists, mak-
ing good karma for the purpose of experiencing a pleasant next life is 
“commercial,” as she puts it, and in so doing suggests a modernist view 
of the rebirth goals among many traditional Theravādins.19

Other, more traditional beliefs she expresses include the conviction 
that higher realms, such as the Brahma realm, really do exist. She also 
argues that the “Buddha used his clairvoyance to ‘catch’ anyone who 
might be ready” to enter the path.20 However, in addressing the magi-
cal powers (abhiñña) that are said to arise as a result of advanced jhāna 
practice, Khema omits a description of clairaudience and so on, and 
suggests to the reader that these powers are simply seeing the pleasant 
in unpleasantness and vice versa.21 Whether she made this statement 
to discourage attachment to magical powers or to show the teachings 
are “rational” and consistent with modern science is unclear.

HENEPOLA GUNARATANA

Bhante Henepola Gunaratana is a Sri Lankan American monk who 
arrived in the United States in 1968 at the behest of the Sasana Sevaka 
Society after working in India for the Maha Bodhi Society and in Ma-
laysia as a missionary.22 He now spends much of his time at his Bhavana 
Center in West Virginia. He teaches vipassanā meditation to both lay 
and monastic practitioners and insists that “You could attain enlight-
enment right now, if you are ready.”23 Though his Mindfulness in Plain 
English is probably the most well-known of his writings, his disserta-
tion from American University, “A Critical Analysis of the Jhanas in 
Theravada Buddhist Meditation,” has enjoyed wide circulation.24

Gunaratana makes extensive references to the commentaries, the 
suttas, and the abhidhamma in his explanation of the jhānas. For ex-
ample, he teaches both access concentration and single-pointedness 
(ekaggatā), both of which become suspect in the hands of jhāna teach-
ers who rely on the suttas alone (see Vimalaramsi and Thanissaro, be-
low).25 
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Gunaratana clearly accepts the doctrines of rebirth and karma, 
stating that jhāna can serve as wholesome karma leading to improved 
circumstances in one’s next life.26 He espouses a number of traditional 
beliefs, such as the importance of monasticism. In addition, he argues 
that each one of the four levels of awakening (stream-enterer, once-re-
turner, non-returner, and arhat) “always arise as states of jhanic con-
sciousness.” In other words, jhāna is absolutely necessary for nirvana.27 
He praises the abhiññas and accepts them as very real, noting that the 
Buddha in one sutta declares those possessing abhiññas as worthy of 
offerings and reverence and that they are a “supreme field of merit.”28

PA-AUK SAYĀDAW

Pa-Auk Sayādaw runs a meditation center in Burma. He is cited 
by many of the convert practitioners as an important jhāna teacher, 
some of whom have traveled to Burma to study with him.29 He con-
siders the canon, commentaries, and sub-commentaries authoritative, 
particularly the Visuddhimagga. Like Khema and Gunaratana, Pa-Auk 
Sayādaw believes people can obtain nirvana in this very life, and that is 
the stated goal of the center he runs.30 He insists that meditation is the 
only way to end the cycle of rebirth.31 He teaches both pure vipassanā 
(dry-insight) and jhāna. For most students, he suggests first practicing 
jhāna, after which vipassanā meditation should be introduced.32

Pa-Auk Sayādaw also advocates using jhāna to examine past lives, 
and further suggests that one can look into the future to see one’s 
parinibbāna.33 Like more traditional Buddhists, he believes in devas and 
other realms of existence, and suggests that being reborn in a deva 
realm is a desirable goal.34 He also recommends developing the abhiññas 
by practicing particular meditations mentioned in the Visuddhimagga, 
such as kasiṇa-based jhāna meditation.35 He advocates certain practices 
that many modernists would consider “superstitious,” such as the use 
of the Khandha Paritta to heal and ward off snake bites, which he con-
tends is quite effective.36

AJAHN BRAHMAVAṂSO

Another somewhat controversial Western jhāna teacher is Ajahn 
Brahmavaṃso, whose book Mindfulness, Bliss, and Beyond is likely on 
the bookshelf of every serious American convert jhāna practitioner. A 
theoretical physicist before ordaining under the Thai bhikkhu Ajahn 
Chah, he was born in the UK and now runs a monastery in Australia. 
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Not surprisingly given his background, he uses science as proof for 
various Buddhist teachings, suggesting that “Buddhism is not a belief 
system. It is a science founded on objective observation, i.e. medita-
tion...and it is evidently repeatable.”37 He even goes so far as to state 
that the Buddha, when he mentions “wheel systems” in the suttas, is 
talking about different galaxies, which he was able to see without a 
telescope.38 Brahmavaṃso suggests that levitation is not only possible 
but may even be occurring at his monastery in Perth.39 He speaks mat-
ter-of-factly about the development of psychic powers, the reality of 
ghosts and devas, and the very real existence of different jhāna realms 
without a hint of the agnostic skepticism common among lay convert 
practitioners in the United States. 

According to Brahmavaṃso, science has proven that rebirth is a 
fact.40 He states definitively, “rebirth is not a cultural addition but a 
central pillar of the teaching.”41 Elsewhere he argues that all stream-
enterers believe in rebirth and karma. In fact, the issue of rebirth is 
central in his book, where he offers multiple sutta citations to “prove” 
rebirth and offers practical suggestions for the reader to use jhāna 
practice to remember past lives.42

According to Brahmavaṃso, the goal of jhāna is nirvana, and “data 
obtained from reviewing jhāna form the basis of insight that leads to 
nibbāna.”43 He argues against the so-called “dumbing down of nibbāna” 
in modern interpretations of Buddhism, insisting that nirvana is the 
highest happiness and that “you deserve to bliss out.”44 

Although Brahmavaṃso teaches laity (including through his 
books), he asserts that “if you get a few of these jhānas, you’ll prob-
ably want to become a monk or nun.”45 If one is to reach stream-en-
try, Brahmavaṃso maintains he or she must hear the dharma from 
a stream-enterer or above; these enlightened ones are found only in 
monastic centers.46 A sign that one’s teacher is not enlightened is that 
they don’t have unshakeable faith in the monastic sangha. Likewise, if 
one does not believe in the suttas, one is not enlightened.47 

Some of Brahmavaṃso’s ideas are a bit controversial. For example, 
he makes the rather surprising contention that the jhānas are original 
to Buddhism, that is, that the Buddha discovered jhānas rather than 
learning them from his teachers.48 Brahmavaṃso is also unabashedly 
sectarian, calling certain Zen ideas “foolish,” saying it is impossible to 
postpone enlightenment out of compassion, and contending that jhāna 
practice is the one and only path to nirvana.49 This last remark seems 
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to have made popular Insight Meditation teacher Jack Kornfield, who 
trained under the same teacher as Brahmavaṃso, a bit uncomfortable; 
he states in the foreword to Brahmavaṃso’s book that jhāna is only one 
of a number of legitimate spiritual paths.50 

Brahmavaṃso argues for a very deep level of concentration—
ekaggatā—that other teachers often criticize. He states that in jhāna 
the body disappears, so that one can no longer see or hear.51 He also 
states bluntly that jhāna is not possible during walking meditation, 
perhaps a statement made in reference to Vimalaramsi’s light, sutta-
based jhānas, discussed below.52 Finally, he argues that “some teachers 
today present a level of meditation and call it jhāna when it is clearly 
less than the real thing.”53 Among the sources Brahmavaṃso reveres 
and cites throughout his work are the Vinaya, the Visuddhimagga, and 
even the jātakas—which are very rarely mentioned by Western Insight 
Meditation teachers.

BHANTE VIMALARAMSI

Another Westerner popular in American convert jhāna circles is the 
American Theravāda monk Bhante Vimalaramsi, who runs the Dham-
ma Sukka monastery/meditation center in Missouri. Vimalaramsi is 
particularly interesting in his strong desire to return to the “original” 
teachings of the Buddha, a phrase he uses often in his talks and writ-
ings. Part of this effort to return to the origin of Buddhism has led 
Vimalaramsi to revere the suttas and Vinaya but reject the later com-
mentaries and the Abhidhamma. He is particularly critical of the Visud-
dhimagga. For example, he notes:

So you have the Visuddhimagga teaching one kind of meditation, 
that doesn’t lead to nibbāna, and you have the sutta, that teaches an-
other kind of meditation, and it leads directly to nibbāna. And now, 
because we’re so far away from the time of the Buddha, there’s a lot 
of monks that take the Visuddhimagga as the same as the teaching of 
the Buddha, and then there’s other monks that don’t take that as the 
teaching of the Buddha, they take the suttas as the true teaching.54 

Though Vimalaramsi initially studied in the vipassanā centers in Bur-
ma, he became convinced that this style of meditation was not authen-
tic because it was based on commentaries rather than the suttas.55 

In fact, this sutta-based interpretation of meditation has led him to 
teaching what he calls “tranquil-wisdom meditation,” a joint samatha/
vipassanā meditation. He teaches mainly from the Anapanasati-sutta 
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and the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta, and maintains that jhāna should not be con-
sidered ecstatic or one-pointed (ekaggatā). Rather, it is a light, relaxed 
state in which various Buddhist insights are examined. He maintains 
that (1) those who follow the commentaries’ descriptions of jhāna are 
practicing a non-Buddhist meditation that does not lead to nirvana 
and (2) those who follow the commentaries in practicing a separate 
vipassanā practice are mistaken in following a non-canonical authority. 

Vimalaramsi maintains more traditional beliefs as well, such as re-
birth and supernormal powers. However, he cautions against trying to 
remember past lives (an ability that the commentaries suggest results 
from jhānic powers). He notes, “I’ve been asked by people if I would 
teach them how to remember past lifetimes…. These people that are 
doing hypnosis [Visuddhimagga jhānas] and fooling around with past 
lifetimes—it’s really dangerous….”56 Superhuman powers are possible 
as a result of sustained practice according to Vimalaramsi, including 
“psychic abilities—like the Divine Eye, or the Divine Ear, or flying in 
the air, reading other people’s minds.”57 In this sense we can see that 
he has not rationalized or explained away Buddhist ideas that many 
Westerners might find “superstitious.”

THANISSARO BHIKKHU

The American monk Thanissaro Bhikkhu was trained in a Thai mon-
astery and is currently abbot of the Metta Forest Monastery near San 
Diego. He is very well-known in the United States through the popular 
Web site AccessToInsight.org. His teacher, Ajahn Fuang, emphasized 
that concentration is essential for developing insight.58

Thanissaro Bhikkhu teaches jhāna exclusively from the suttas and 
not from the commentaries. After noting that the jhānas as taught 
in the Visuddhimagga include elements not mentioned in the suttas, 
Thanissaro Bhikkhu notes, “Some Theravadins insist that questioning 
the commentaries is a sign of disrespect for the tradition, but it seems 
to be a sign of greater disrespect for the Buddha—or the compilers of 
the Canon—to assume that he or they would have left out something 
absolutely essential to the practice.”59 He concludes that jhāna in the 
commentaries is “something quite different” than jhāna in the canon.60

Unlike others who advocate the “deeper” states described in the 
Visuddhimagga, Thanissaro Bhikkhu argues that extremely deep states 
of meditation are “wrong concentration.”61 One must be fully aware 
of the body; powerful ekaggatā, as discussed in the Visuddhimagga, can 
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lead to one losing a sense of sounds, thoughts, or perceptions, which 
is not ideal for insight in his opinion. People who advocate such deep 
meditation are, according to Thanissaro Bhikkhu, blocking out certain 
areas of awareness and are “psychologically adept at dissociation and 
denial.”62

In what sounds like a Protestant American version of jhāna prac-
tice, Thanissaro Bhikkhu suggests that one has to look to oneself and 
not to an outside authority when it comes to the jhānas; he clearly val-
ued his teacher’s hands-off instructional approach to jhāna, which cul-
tivated in his students a sense of what Thanissaro Bhikkhu calls “self-
reliance,” a theme that runs through much of Thanissaro Bhikkhu’s 
teachings.63 

LEIGH BRASINGTON

Leigh Brasington is an American student of Ayya Khema who now 
teaches regularly on the jhānas across the United States, mainly to stu-
dents at Insight Meditation centers. Like his teacher, Brasington sug-
gests that the jhānas are not difficult to learn or practice.64 He notes 
that “The jhānas as discussed in the suttas are accessible to many peo-
ple” but maintains that the jhānas presented in the Visuddhimagga are 
actually qualitatively different from those described in the suttas; he 
speculates that the Visuddhimagga jhānas were developed during a later 
period and are more difficult to achieve.65 In fact, Brasington has sug-
gested that we distinguish between “sutta jhānas” and “Visuddhimagga 
jhānas,” which he considers quite different from one another. Brasing-
ton favors the lighter sutta jhānas.66

When I asked him about his opinion of the authority of the writ-
ten tradition, including the canon and commentaries, he stated that 
he reads the texts often and tries to understand “the main strands” 
of the teachings and “let the rest go.” His approach is in many ways 
very pragmatic, a difference that distinguishes his interpretation from 
more traditional Buddhists. In noting that debate continues over the 
nature and interpretation of jhānas, he contends that rather than try-
ing to determine the most authentic form of jhāna, a more fruitful line 
of inquiry is, “Is there some level of jhāna that people can actually 
learn and will help them in their spiritual growth?”67 Given this very 
practical approach, I wondered what his attitude toward rebirth is. 
When I prodded him, he smiled and said simply that he doesn’t know 
what happens after death.68 The goal of jhāna, he said, was developing 
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insight that leads to nirvana—given his view of rebirth, I think it is safe 
to assume that he considers nirvana possible in this very life.

SHAILA CATHERINE

The second lay American of the jhāna teachers presented here, 
Shaila Catherine is the founder and head teacher of Insight Meditation 
South Bay in the Palo Alto area of Northern California. Her book, Focused 
and Fearless (forthcoming), is a manual dedicated to teaching the jhānas 
to a Western, English-speaking audience, and it assumes a background 
in Insight Meditation on behalf of the reader.69 Her work appears to be 
directed to a lay audience, whom she insists are perfectly legitimate in 
practicing the jhānas—“traditionally this practice was not reserved for 
special people nor restricted to the monastic order.”70 Throughout the 
book, Catherine cites various authorities, teachers, and inspirations, 
ranging from the Buddha of the Pāli canon to contemporary vipassanā 
teachers like Ajahn Chah, a variety of Tibetan teachers such as Dilgo 
Khyentse Rinpoche, Tenzin Palmo, Kalu Rinpoche, and Longchepa, and 
non-Buddhists such as the Advaita teacher Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj 
and her own teacher, H. W. L. Poonja. Expressing this spirit of ecumeni-
calism, she notes, “there is no single right way to experience the truth 
of the present.”71 

The textual authorities she uses to support her assertions about 
jhāna practice include the Pāli canon and the Visuddhimagga. Although 
she concedes that access concentration is not mentioned in the sut-
tas and is found only in the commentarial tradition, she nevertheless 
teaches access concentration in her book.72 

Like Brasington (whom she later cites), Catherine suggests there 
are two different jhāna traditions being promulgated, each requiring 
different levels of absorption. She asks, are these “two valid but differ-
ent jhanic systems within the Buddhist tradition?” and goes on to dis-
passionately describe the two approaches.73 Later, she notes that “some 
teachers in Asia and the West recognize fairly light levels of natural 
samadhi (unified concentration)…they liberally apply the term jhana 
to any arising of the designated configuration of jhanic factors. Other 
teachers reserve the term jhana for a depth of seclusion that permits 
no sensory impressions whatsoever. Most teachers fall somewhere be-
tween the two extremes.”74 Hesitant to be pinned down to a correct 
interpretation, Catherine instead suggests that the “academic debate” 
be sidelined in favor of a “practical attainment of jhana,” but at the 
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same time suggests that the two approaches are simply different expe-
riences of the same jhanic states.75 In her book she notes Brasington’s 
interpretation approvingly, namely, that one can swim deeply in a pool 
of water (a deep ekaggatā interpretation of jhāna) or merely swim at 
the surface (the light sutta jhāna approach of Vimalaramsi and Thanis-
saro), but the pool remains the same.76 Having skillfully addressed the 
question of authentic versus inauthentic jhāna, Catherine is free to ex-
press her trust in the ekaggatā approach, choosing to define jhāna in 
her book as referring to “a traditional sequence of specific states of 
absorption where the mind is secluded from sensory impingement and 
deeply unified with a chosen object.”77 Still, she prefers “to let the in-
dividual practitioner determine this for her- or himself,” coaxing the 
reader, “you can gauge for yourself….”78

This last theme runs throughout the book. Where debate muddies 
the water, Catherine prefers to allow experience to operate as the ulti-
mate authority, suggesting to the reader again and again that he or she 
is the final judge of truth, and that one can trust—a word used copi-
ously throughout the work—one’s own experience.79 “In the absence of 
authoritarian requirements,” she comments, “we must each discover 
for ourselves the tender discipline that sustains us.”80 

In terms of expressing the sort of belief-free agnosticism often at-
tributed to Western convert Buddhists,81 Catherine expresses a clear 
belief in the attainability of nirvana, suggesting that while jhāna medi-
tation itself cannot produce enlightenment, it can support liberative 
wisdom.82 But elsewhere she is more guarded and ambiguous about tra-
ditional Buddhist teachings. She mentions karma only once, and even 
then only in passing.83 Perhaps most significantly, she completely (and 
rather diplomatically) avoids the question of the supernatural pow-
ers traditionally attributed to the practice of the jhānas: “The ancient 
discourses present the possibility of using the fourth jhana as a spring-
board for ‘wielding the various kinds of spiritual power,’ such as mind-
reading, seeing into the future, or recollecting past lives—even dupli-
cating the body, or flying through the air. Although these possibilities 
are interesting, this book limits itself to a discussion of the two other 
traditional options [the four formless jhānas and vipassanā].”84 
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MANY MODERNISMS

We would benefit from developing a less monolithic understanding 
of contemporary Buddhisms than “Buddhist modernism” to describe 
what is, in my estimation, a very wide range of beliefs and practices. 
For example, like the other teachers mentioned in this study, Ayya 
Khema’s interpretations of Buddhism and the jhānas offer a mishmash 
of modernist and traditional qualities. In some areas, her perspectives 
clearly fit the ideal type of “modernist”: she focused on meditation in 
her Buddhist practice, was rather ecumenical, and considered Bud-
dhism consonant with science. On the other hand, she believed in the 
supernatural powers of the Buddha and retained many traditional be-
liefs regarding karma and rebirth. 

On the whole, Ayya Khema, Bhante Gunaratana, and Pa-Auk 
Sayādaw share much in their orientations to Buddhism. Like the other 
jhāna teachers in this study, they share the largely modernist empha-
sis on meditation and the belief that the laity can and in fact should 
practice meditation. Each of the teachers in this study expresses what 
Bond has described as “optimism,” that is, the belief that nirvana is 
still reachable in our time so far removed from the Buddha.85 For all 
of these reasons, and a host of others, all of the teachers in this study 
can be described as modernists. Ayya Khema, Bhante Gunaratana, and 
Pa-Auk Sayādaw are traditional, however, in other ways, and it is this 
particular mix of modern and traditional orientations that I would like 
to call here a “mainstream” modernism. Unlike the American convert 
monastics Vimalaramsi and Thanissaro, these mainstream modernists 
teach from the entire canon as well as from extra-canonical works such 
as the Visuddhimagga and see the entire written tradition as a valuable 
guide to jhāna and Buddhist practice. They share an emphasis on re-
birth and karma as essential Buddhist doctrines, and at least acknowl-
edge the reality of abhiñña, with each teacher placing more or less em-
phasis on these powers. Neither Khema, Gunaratana, nor Pa-Auk shy 
away from traditional Buddhist cosmology regarding various realms 
of existence and the beings who reside there, ideas that in the hands 
of lay American converts are often rationalized or discarded as super-
stitious. These teachers acknowledge that the vipassanā movement’s 
methods are useful, and some of them recommend either vipassanā 
or jhāna for students on a case-by-case basis. In other words, they see 
multiple paths to awakening existing in the Buddhist tradition. This 
shines through in their willingness to acknowledge the authenticity 
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of other traditions. For example, Pa-Auk Sayādaw is more than willing 
to teach to Mahāyāna monastics without trying to convert them, and 
Ayya Khema suggests that the mystics of the Christian tradition dis-
covered and practiced jhāna.86 

Overall, Ajahn Brahmavaṃso shares much in common with Khe-
ma, Gunaratana, and Pa-Auk: he cites the suttas, the Abhidhamma, the 
commentaries, and the jātakas as authoritative and appears to accept 
the authority of the entire written tradition. He also teaches the doc-
trines of rebirth and karma, in many ways more forcefully than the 
other teachers in this study. He insists that one necessarily believes 
in these things if one is on the path to awakening. In fact, with his 
background as a physicist, it is not entirely surprising that he asserts 
science proves these doctrines; the above teachers are not particularly 
concerned with confirming Buddhist teachings through Western sci-
ence. He likewise emphasizes abhiñña, teaches past-life recall,87 and 
emphasizes levitation and other superpowers in a vigorous way that 
the other teachers do not. But perhaps the most important distinction 
between Brahmavaṃso’s style of modernism and those of the other 
teachers in this study is that he does not view vipassanā meditation as 
a legitimate path to awakening. In fact, Brahmavaṃso makes it very 
clear that there is only one possible way to awaken, and that is through 
jhāna.88 His emphasis on jhāna as the one true way, as the only legiti-
mate Buddhist path, leads him to criticize other traditions with a cer-
tain freeness that one rarely associates with Buddhist modernists. Al-
though his particular blend of modernist and traditional orientations 
brings him quite close to the “mainstream modernists,” his unique 
anti-ecumenical approach and fervent claims of the “proof” of Bud-
dhist belief through scientific means is a unique blend of traditional 
and modernist Buddhism.

Thanissaro Bhikkhu and Bhante Vimalaramsi, both of whom 
trained in meditation centers in Southeast Asia, show some striking 
similarities in their contextualization of jhāna and overall approach to 
Theravāda. What is particularly salient to me is that each suggests re-
turning to “original” Buddhism, that is, the Buddhism of the Buddha as 
preserved in the Pāli canon, and therefore relies almost exclusively on 
the suttas and Vinaya rather than the commentaries, Abhidhamma, or 
any other writings that appear to have been composed at a later time. 
The two trained in different centers, one in Burma and the other Thai-
land. Though Vimalaramsi studied in the vipassanā centers in Burma in 
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the 1980s, he became convinced that this style of meditation was not 
authentic because it was based on the commentaries rather than the 
suttas and decided to stop giving any authority to the commentaries.89 
Likewise, Thai-trained Thanissaro Bhikkhu completely rejects the au-
thority of the commentaries in terms of jhāna practice. Both of these 
teachers agree that the jhānas are a light state of meditation because 
ekaggatā, deep one-pointedness, is mentioned only in the commentar-
ies. Thanissaro argues that the deep state of meditation advocated by 
some Buddhist teachers is “wrong concentration,”90 while Vimalaramsi 
suggests that the jhāna practices endorsed by Visuddhimagga follow-
ers is “hypnosis,” not jhāna.91 To me this orientation suggests a more 
Protestant, or at least American, attitude in which religious specialists, 
like those monastics who wrote commentaries, are seen as fallible and 
not particularly trustworthy.92 The Theravāda tradition in Asia in the 
post-Buddha era is looked on with a critical eye, and the only source 
of true authority is the Buddha himself—and the words of the Buddha 
are found only in the earliest suttas and the Vinaya. It suggests to me a 
more text-centric orientation, perhaps fed by the work of early Orien-
talists who sought “true” Buddhism in the early Buddhist writings rath-
er than in traditional practices, and in fact Paul Numrich in his study 
of Theravāda Buddhism in the United States suggests that American 
converts to the more traditional Theravāda (in contrast to the Insight 
Meditation movement) frequently appear to come from fundamental-
ist Christian backgrounds.93 Indeed, he notes that “American-convert 
Theravāda bhikkhus have uncovered a clear strain of conservatism on 
vinaya,”94 and Thanissaro Bhikkhu has in fact been branded elsewhere 
as a “Vinaya fundamentalist.”95 What is most interesting to me about 
these two jhāna teachers is that while they diverge in teaching lineage, 
they nevertheless share a strong suspicion of the commentaries (and 
hence teach “light” jhānas) and other items not “original” to the Bud-
dhism of the Buddha as presented in the Pāli canon; they also became 
monastics rather than practiced as laypeople (suggesting a more “tra-
ditional” approach to Buddhism). Their similarities lead me to describe 
them as “original Buddhism” modernists.

Brasington and Catherine—the last of the teachers discussed here—
share a more pragmatic, lay-centric approach that places the author-
ity to interpret the Buddhist tradition firmly in the self (and I suspect 
a great deal of lay convert practitioners in the United States have a 
similar orientation).96 In other words, competing truth claims are set-
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tled not by appealing to the authority of text, tradition, doctrine, or 
science, but through experience or “inner wisdom.” This leaves the 
practitioner with the ability to pick and choose among the teachings 
in the entire written and living tradition, and even from beyond the 
Buddhist religion altogether. For example, though Brasington tends to 
reject the authority of the Buddhist tradition in the post-Buddha era, 
he still draws on ideas such as access concentration and vipassanā as 
a separate practice, which are only mentioned in the commentaries. 
Such an orientation leaves considerable space for interpretation, rein-
terpretation, and even creative invention. I would like to call these two 
Buddhist teachers “pragmatic modernists.”

My analysis revealed that divergent interpretations of authority 
among these teachers affect their jhāna teachings and practices, and in 
some cases there is significant overlap in distinct orientations, such as 
the commonalities shown in Vimalaramsi and Thanissaro’s “original 
Buddhism” approach and the “experience as authority” of Brasington 
and Catherine. Is this related to distinct modernist lineages? This ques-
tion would be less complicated if we were comparing, for example, the 
so-called “modernism” of the Thai forest tradition versus the modern-
ist Burmese or Sri Lankan traditions. But each of these teachers has 
been affected not only by their birth region’s norms but also by the 
global flow of culture and religion, and in the contemporary period it 
becomes near impossible to untangle distinct lineages of modernism in 
a manner such that we could then identify various unique modernities. 
For example, is Thanissaro’s orientation due to his training in the Thai 
forest tradition, or to the legacy of the “original” Buddhism espoused 
by the Western Orientalists that informed so much of America’s un-
derstanding of Buddhism, or perhaps to his own religious upbringing? 
Likewise, is Gunaratana’s modernism the result of Burmese influence 
on Sri Lankan Buddhism, more “traditional” Sri Lankan Buddhism (or 
even a distinct brand of Sri Lankan “Protestant” Buddhism), his resi-
dence in the United States, or something else? Furthermore, all the 
various Buddhist modernisms described here display only some “mod-
ernist” traits in conjunction with other, more “traditional” traits. This 
makes it very worrisome to place all of these teachers under the sim-
ple rubric of “Buddhist modernism” generally, or even within specific 
“lineages” of nationally-circumscribed modernisms (i.e., “Sri Lankan 
Buddhist modernism”). And given the simultaneous flow of multiple 
Buddhist traditions not only into Western cultures, but across Asian 
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national borders as well, tracing specific Buddhist modernist “lineag-
es” is likely to become increasingly difficult if not impossible in some 
cases.

Both Bechert and Lopez have cautioned that the label “Buddhist 
modernism” purports to describe what is in fact a very diverse group 
of people; Bechert notes that “Buddhist modernism is by no means a 
uniform movement,” but to date no researcher that I know of has tak-
en on the task of untangling the many different orientations subsumed 
under this very general term.97 Complicating matters further is the fact 
that many of the people we call “Buddhist modernists” retain very tra-
ditional practices and/or beliefs in addition to more modernist ones. 
Our definition of Buddhist modernism needs to become more nuanced 
and plural in nature; we need to avoid lumping together into a single 
undifferentiated category (“Buddhist modernism”) such a wide variety 
of orientations, many of which are antagonistic to one another. 

We would benefit greatly from a model that recognizes multiple 
modernities, such as I have tried to suggest. As Rofel noted over ten 
years ago, “That which has been taken as homogenous and called ‘mo-
dernity’…obscures a range of diverse practices.”98 How have various 
modernist notions been adopted, transformed, and localized, even 
among so-called “traditional” Buddhists? Eisenstadt notes: 

The idea of multiple modernities presumes that the best way to un-
derstand the contemporary world—indeed to explain the history of 
modernity—is to see it as a story of continual constitution and re-
constitution of a multiplicity of cultural programs. These ongoing 
reconstructions of multiple institutional and ideological patterns are 
carried forward by specific social actors in close connection with so-
cial, political, and intellectual activists, and also by social movements 
pursuing different programs of modernity, holding very different 
views on what makes societies modern.99

This study has indeed demonstrated that different sorts of modernity 
underlie the jhāna teachings being presented to the West, with some 
teachers emphasizing the authority that tradition (esp. the commen-
taries) carries, some rejecting anything not said by the “Buddha him-
self” in textual accounts, and some locating authority in the de-tradi-
tionalized self.

As I have demonstrated, distinct strands of modernism may exist 
even in one nation. The modernism of what I called here the “original 
Buddhism” converts differs considerably from that of the “pragmatic” 
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modernists not just in their jhāna practices, but more fundamentally in 
their vision of Buddhism in the contemporary period. While the pro-
ponents of “original” Buddhism envision a religion led by monastics 
and relying exclusively on the textual works directly attributable to 
the Buddha, the more “pragmatic” Buddhists seem to reject traditional 
authority altogether and espouse a more “spiritual but not religious” 
Buddhism that relies on the self as the ultimate arbiter of truth. This 
difference in orientation reveals two rival interpretations about the 
proper boundaries of religious authority in the contemporary period, 
particularly as related to the lay/monastic distinction and who can 
claim a legitimate interpretation of the Buddhist tradition, as well 
as differing conceptions regarding the authority of text. That both of 
these strands exist in the United States suggests that we reconsider not 
only the homogenizing term “Buddhist modernism,” but even nation-
ally-derived descriptors such as “Sri Lankan Buddhist modernism” or 
“Vietnamese Buddhist modernism.” The flow of cultural and religious 
capital across national boundaries in the emerging global ecumene de-
mands that we reconsider such narrow methods of categorization, par-
ticularly in places such as the United States where a wealth of different 
Buddhist traditions are practiced side by side.
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NOTES
1. I’d like to express my appreciation to Shaila Catherine and Leigh Brasington 
for taking the time to grant me interviews regarding jhāna meditation in the 
American Insight Meditation context, including their own understandings of 
jhāna.

2. Some colleagues may challenge my choice to describe these Buddhists un-
der the rubric of “Theravāda,” particularly given Peter Skilling’s objection 
to the use of the term based on its modern history and scarcity of use in Pāli 
sources (see “Ubiquitous and Elusive: In Quest of Theravāda,” unpublished 
paper presented at the conference “Exploring Theravāda Studies: Intellectual 
Trends and the Future of a Field of Study,” National University of Singapore, 
August 12–14, 2004). However, my intent here is not to point toward a historic 
continuity of a particular ordination lineage, nor to suggest that “Theravāda” 
as a term is appropriate for discussing ancient or pre-modern Buddhisms in 
South and Southeast Asia, nor even to determine whether convert Buddhists 
who claim to be Theravādin are really Theravādin or even Buddhist. Rather, 
I employ the term in describing a group of persons who self-consciously use 
it to describe themselves. I will therefore leave questions of authenticity to 
those better suited for Buddhist “theology” and the discernment between 
heresy and orthodoxy. However, I should like to mention that my own field 
research in Sri Lankan American Buddhist communities revealed that many 
of these Asian American Buddhists are perfectly content to call the Insight 
Meditation movement a “Theravādin” group. 

3. There are such individuals, though my research indicates they are consid-
ered heterodox in the Insight Meditation and Theravāda communities. See, 
for example, the self-ordained (and self-declared “stream-winner”) Sotapan-
na Jhanananda’s writings at http://www.greatwesternvehicle.org. 

4. For a good introduction to the Insight Meditation movement in the United 
States, see Gil Fronsdal, “Insight Meditation in the United States: Life, Lib-
erty, and the Pursuit of Happiness,” in The Faces of Buddhism in America, ed. 
Charles Prebish and Kenneth Tanaka (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1998), 163–180.

5. In examining the literature, I found no academic treatments of the topic of 
jhāna in Western Buddhism. The dearth of research on this topic is likely re-
lated to the reluctance of many scholars to treat Western Buddhists as worthy 
of study. Furthermore, when the concepts of modernity and Westernization 
are collapsed into one, scholars decry the tainting of Asian Buddhism with 
Western influences, producing an attitude toward Buddhist modernism that 
views it as nothing more than an Orientalist product leading to the demise 
of so-called “traditional” Buddhism, rather than as a way for Buddhists them-
selves to keep Buddhism applicable to their contemporary lives. For more on 
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this see Natalie Quli, “Western Self, Asian Other: Modernity, Authenticity, and 
Nostalgia for ‘Tradition’ in Buddhist Studies,” Journal of Buddhist Ethics (forth-
coming).

6. See, for example, Martin Baumann, “Protective Amulets and Awareness 
Techniques, or How to Make Sense of Buddhism in the West,” in Westward 
Dharma: Buddhism beyond Asia, ed. Charles S. Prebish and Martin Bauman 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002).

7. Interview with Shaila Catherine, September 2007. 

8. See Heinz Bechert, Buddhismus, Staat und Gesellschaft in den Landern des Ther-
avada-Buddhismus, 3 vols. (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1966–1973); and for an 
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