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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.!

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 pratitya-
samutpada (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.?

The doctrine of emptiness declares all things to lack inherent self-exis-
tence (svabhava); 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.”* 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.*

This dynamic between the separate self and the larger Self implies a
particular interpretation of the Buddhist concept of no-self (anatman):
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.”

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.® “Buddhism, shamanism, and deep ecology,” asserts
Halifax, “are based on the experience of engagement and the mystery
of participation.”
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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, Buddhadasa, 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
Buddhadasa (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.”

While modern articulations of interdependence are rooted in the
traditional Buddhist concept of pratitya-samutpada, 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.’ 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 Pali 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 Pali 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 parinirvana, 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 Pali 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 (Samyutta-nikaya 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, Digha-nikaya 15). Rather than
celebrating the “experience of engagement and the mystery of partici-
pation” in the interconnected “web of life,”* Pali literature instead en-
courages quite the opposite: the disengagement from all entanglement
in this web.

Many Pali 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-nikaya 22).
The investigation of the world and worldly life bring about “disgust”
(nibbida) 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., Aniguttara-
nikaya 9.15, Samyutta-nikaya 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. Pali 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.” 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 Pali 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 Theragatha, for instance, Kassapa extols the joys of living and
practicing in the wilderness, where “these rocky crags do please me
s0” (Theragatha 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.’? More importantly, there is
no sense in the Pali 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.
Pali 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 (metta) 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 Mahayana
Emptiness and Dependent Origination

A number of South Asian Mahayana 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 (Saddharmapundarika) and the Perfection of
Wisdom (Prajfiaparamita) Sutras.

Another important source for rethinking the valuation of de-
pendent origination is Nagarjuna’s Fundamentals of the Middle Way
(Malamadhyamaka-karika), one of the most influential texts of Mahayana
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 (sinya) of, inher-
ent self-existence (svabhava)—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, Nagarjuna declares that there is “not
the slightest difference between the two” (Milamadhyamaka-karika
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 (samvrtti-satya). Nagarjuna also
identifies emptiness (Siinyata), 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” (Miilamadhyamaka-karika 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).”* 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 Pali literature.** Rather
than attempting to attain the unconditioned (nirvana) and reject the
conditioned (samsara), Nagarjuna 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: Pali suttas claim that on the night of his awak-
ening Sakyamuni 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 (Udana 1.3). There is a subtle difference,
however, between the emerging Mahayana understanding of “seeing”
dependent origination and that of the Pali 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 Pali 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, Uddna 1.3).

It is possible to read Nagarjuna, 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 Nagarjuna given above is supported by quite a few
Mahayana 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 Nagarjunian 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 Mahayana 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 Avatamsaka-siitra epitomizes this visionary tradition and is
also one of the most important sources for the contemporary inter-
pretation of interdependence. Here, especially in the Gandavyitha sec-
tion,” 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 Nagarjuna’s
“truth in the highest sense” (paramartha-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 (samvrtti-satya). This is symbol-
ized in the Chinese Huayan school, which takes the Avatamsaka (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 Avatamsaka 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 Avatamsaka 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 Mahavairocana. This vision, in
which Sudhana becomes one with Mahavairocana, 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 Pali 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.'

Whether presented as an analytic insight into the nature of
all things as empty or as a visionary revelation, some South Asian
Mahayana 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, dharmakaya,
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.”

Nevertheless, the sages’ views of nature created conditions for
a revaluation of the phenomenal world within Buddhist traditions.
We have mentioned that some Indic Mahayana 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 (tathagata-garbha). In contrast to the earlier emphasis on no-self
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(anatman), texts such as the Mahaparinirvana-sitra 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 Avatamsaka-siitra
in ways that essentially overturn the Pali 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 Nagarjuna. The universe is the body
and mind of the cosmic Buddha Mahavairocana, 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.’

The work of famous East Asian Buddhist poets, such as China’s
Hanshan and Japan’s Basho, 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?”*

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.”” 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. Saigyo, 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.” Dogen, the prolific thirteenth-century
founder of the Soto school of Zen, likewise discussed the non-duality
of humanity and nature in a number of his writings. In “Mountains
and Rivers Suitra,” which Snyder has interpreted in an ecological vein,
Dogen 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.””
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A brief passage from Dogen 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.””
The verse in a stroke erases what for many Buddhists are the “Maras”
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 Dogen 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.” 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.?

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.”* 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.”” 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.”? 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.?

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—tathagata-garbha, 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-1.” 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.*
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.””! 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.*?

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....”*
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.”** 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.”* 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.”*

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.” “When we try to pick out
anything by itself,” he declared, “we find it hitched to everything in the
universe.”* 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.”
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”* 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.” 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.”*? 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.”** 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.*
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.”* 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.”* 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, Basho, and
Dogen 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.*

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.”® 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.*

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.”®
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.” 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.”” 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.”s® 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.*

She then incorporates these claims into the doctrines of anatman 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.*®

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.” 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.”

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.”* 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.*

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 Pali 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 Mahayana
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 (Samyutta-nikdya 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-nikaya 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
Hanbh, 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.”* 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 Hanbh 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.”s 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,
ariver, 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.®

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.®

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.* 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 selfthood, 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.”* Donald Lopez points out in response
to Smith that the eighth-century Indian Buddhist scholar Santideva
argues that one must in fact deny oneself for the sake of others.* 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.”s” 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).*® His specific assertion of the rationale for ethics is clearly root-
ed in the Romantic-Transcendentalist cosmologies we have discussed,
combined with neo-Vedantic 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 Dogen’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.”® There is room for debate here regarding interpretation of
Dogen. 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 Mahayana nor in any forms of
Theravada. In fact, one of its main sources is neo-Vedanta 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, Nagarjuna, or Dogen. 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.” 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 Theravada tradition, have critiqued the
contemporary view of interdependence through appealing to more
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traditional doctrines in Pali literature. In a popular Buddhist periodi-
cal, an essay displaying impressive historical acumen by the American-
born Theravada 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.””
“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.””? 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.””

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.””
In a similar vein, Mahasi Sayadaw, 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.”” 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 Theravada and Mahayana 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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