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ABSTRACT

By and large, modem societies have understood themselves to be increasingly
without religion. This is reflected in religion's marginalised position within academic
disciplines such as sociology and philosophy and, in turn, their isolation from
developments in religious studies. The discipline of religious studies itself has
sometimes colluded in this process of marginalisation and isolation by a reluctance to
engage with the intellectual dynamism of similarly eclectic disciplines such as cultural
studies, as well as with current developments in sociology and philosophy. This is
now beginning to change, and the purpose of this thesis is to contribute to this
transformation by drawing upon debates surrounding the notion of 'postmodemity',
and to suggest that forms of religious tradition not only persist in contemporary
Western societies, but can exhibit a dynamic and challenging engagement with the
cultural conditions which shape them.

Concentrating on notions of self-hood and identity, I argue that the encounter
between Buddhism and Western society provides an opportunity to examine a role for
the religious in the context of a modernity which appears to exhibit increasingly
ephemeral aspects, culminating with the postmodern. By initially drawing on
examples in colonial and post-colonial South East Asia, I argue that Western and
Buddhist cultural forms interacted in a manner which presaged the formation of the
complex cultural hybridities that occur in contemporary Western society. Here,
through the use of what I shall call 'quasi-knowledge' and 'quasi-memory', individuals
are exposed to a multiplicity of cultural phenomena in attempting to establish coherent
biographies for themselves, such exposure being reflected in the ephemeral nature of
self-perception which is instrumental in the formation of the postmodern self.

I suggest that both Buddhism and the postmodern operate in milieux which function
on several levels of reality. These, to some extent, equate to certain dichotomies
which may be found in modernity, and provide a context in which to establish a
continued and significant role for religion at all of these levels. This can be reflected
in my notion of a 'de-universalised' society which can encompass both secular and
religious narratives - being a product of the tensions found between the two. As a
consequence of this, I argue that it is possible to regard religion as a significant factor
in understanding contemporary self-hood; as something which is both at the root of its
development, and central to its continued evolution.
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INTRODUCTION

The real problem of modernity is the problem of belief. To use an unfashionable
term, it is a spiritual crisis, since the new anchorages have proved illusory and the
old ones have become submerged. ..The effort to find excitement and meaning in
literature and art as a substitute for religion led to modernism as a cultural mode.
Yet modernism is exhausted and the various kinds of post-modernism (in the
psychedelic efforts to expand consciousness without boundaries) are simply the
decomposition of the self in an effort to erase individual ego (Bell, 1976: 28-9).1

These comments of Daniel Bell draw our attention to a characteristic of modernity

which was of great concern to many of the founding figures of modem philosophy,

sociology and psychology; namely the modern world's highly ambivalent relationship

with religion (Levine, 1995; Nisbet [1966] 1993). As the twentieth century has

progressed, however, intellectuals have tended to simplify this relationship, focusing

instead upon an assumed disappearance of religion from modern life through such

notions as secularisation, 'de-traditionalisation', the 'death of the subject' and the 'end

of metaphysics' (e.g. Giddens, 1990, 1991; Baudrillard, 1983; Lyotard, 1984). The

concern with social and cultural fragmentation which marks much 'postmodern'

thought (Featherstone, 1991; Lash and Urry, 1994), has often added to this vision of

modernity as some sort of spiritual vacuum, though others have heralded the collapse

of the modem project as the simultaneous reappearance of the sacred (Ferguson,

1992; Maffesoli, 1996).

Bell's reduction of modernity's 'spiritual crisis' to 'the problem of belief, however, is

unsatisfactory for two reasons. First, his assumption that in the past most people

adhered to a relatively fixed set of beliefs is highly questionable and ignores the

pluralism and dynamism of pre-modern and early societies (Archer, 1988). Second,

and more importantly, it fails to take account of Durkheim's ([1912] 1995) emphasis on

the importance of collective practices, rituals and experiences, as well as cognitive

factors such as belief, of how people make sense of the world. This emphasis is

especially important when examining the development of modernity, which has tended

to valorise cognitive factors, but even more so with regard to postmodemity, which is

often pictured in terms of an ephemeral, aestheticised, fragmented world of shifting

signs and exchanges of information (Baudrillard, 1993). Bell rightly draws our

attention to the importance of a particular model of selfhood for modernity, where

people saw themselves as individuals responsible for their own beliefs and action, and

its apparent displacement by a postmodern awareness of fragmentation and plurality.

In returning to a consideration of modernity's relationship with religion, however, and

that of its postmodern offspring, these notions of selfhood can be examined again,

1 Cited in O'Neill (1988: 494-5).
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and it is possible to question whether the modern self was as stable and the

postmodern self as ephemeral as is often imagined.

The purpose of this study, in fact, is to examine various religious sources for both

modern and postmodern models of self, with regard to their synchronic and diachronic

dimensions. In order to pursue this, it is first of all necessary to draw attention not

only to modernity's ambivalent relationship with religion, but to modernity's own

inherently ambivalent character. Consequently, whilst taking into account the

narratives of secularisation which still shape the perspectives of social theorists such

as Giddens (1990), I shall also follow the lead of a number of other contemporary

thinkers (Mestrovic, 1991, 1993; Buci-Glucksmann, 1994; Maffesoli, 1996; Mellor &

Shilling, 1997), who have drawn attention to a deep ambivalence at the heart of

modernity, both sides of which have roots in religious phenomena. Alongside the

desacralising impulses of the Enlightenment and the Protestant Reformation,

modernity also reflected the baroque, the Catholic Counter-Reformation and other

challenges to modem rationalism (Turner, 1991); something which has largely been

ignored by twentieth century thinkers until very recently. By analysing the evolution of

modernity in this way I shall suggest that these 'strands' have come together in the

late twentieth century to form a postmodern hybrid of the two. Furthermore, given that

religion seems to have played such an important role in the development of modernity

I shall assess the extent to which postmodern society is intrinsically religious.

While, as the title of this thesis suggests, I shall base my arguments on the nature

of selfhood, I shall also examine the phenomenon of tradition. The marginalisation of

tradition, and especially religious tradition, has been of central importance to many

influential accounts of modernity and postmodernity, but its continuation in Western

society underlines the need for a reassessment of these ideas. Through an analysis

of tradition in varying contexts I shall attempt to analyse the patterns of selfhood

which have emerged, also giving attention to the role of the collectivity in these

situations. I shall concentrate on the nature of tradition in contemporary society, with

a particular focus on Buddhism. Of the world's principal religions it has, in the past,

proved extremely adaptable in integrating itself into various societies and cultures,

and it seems that the West is no exception to this. Drawing on the way in which

Buddhism has interacted in the West, I shall suggest that contemporary society is not

devoid of tradition and religion, but awash with it in a series of complex cultural

hybridities from which religious elements - Buddhism being only one example - are

inextricable. Through this analysis I shall highlight a number of affinities which I

believe Buddhism has with elements of Western society and thought. Furthermore, I

shall use this equation of society and thought to argue that the persistence of religion

in society in this way mirrors its persistence in the intellectual tradition. I suggest that,
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while the previous fin de siècle proved important in the foundation of modern

philosophy, sociology and psychology, as we reach the 'fin de millénaire', we may

have come to another seminal point of intellectual thought.

Early Sources of Contemporary Identity.

Charles Taylor's Sources of the Self (1989) is an important contribution towards the

assessment of distinctively modern forms of selfhood. Taylor's basic premise is that,

as modern people, our moral world is significantly different from those of our

forebears (Taylor, 1989: 11). In particular, the modem person seeks human rights

through the notion of autonomy (Taylor, 1989: 12), without the sense of a cosmic

moral order (Taylor, 1989, 13). This can, he suggests, lead to a crisis of identity which

is borne of radical uncertainty (Taylor, 1989: 27), that would have been unthinkable in

former times. For Taylor, this underlines the importance of the creation of individuals'

own moral spaces. Because of the individual nature of these spaces, however, a

universal perception is no longer possible, since the framework itself may not be

grounded in anything solid. Nevertheless, this issue of frameworks is important,

coming particularly in relation to identity construction, as "it belongs to human agency

to exist in a space of questions about strongly valued goods, prior to all choice or

adventitious social change" (Taylor, 1989: 31).

Although the genesis of distinctively modem thought is rarely agreed upon, Renê

Descartes's notions of the self are of vital importance in discussing the sources of

contemporary individuality. For Taylor there are a number of parallels which can be

drawn between Cartesian and earlier thought, and in particular Augustine's

introduction of the notion of the inwardness of radical reflexivity (Taylor, 1989: 131ff).

This shows that there are a number of apparently modem ideas which pre-date the

Enlightenment, and point to a progression of thought in the West which suggests a

considerable degree of coherence rather than radical rupture. This, I shall argue, is

also apparent between the modem and the postmodern, certainly to a greater degree

than is often acknowledged. As with Descartes's use of Augustinian thought,

however, it can be seen as providing a radical 'twist' to that which has gone before.

The twist in Descartes's case was to actually situate the sources of morality within the

self, taking Augustine's language of inwardness and removing it from the cosmic

moral order (Taylor, 1989: 143). Most importantly, perhaps, is the rationality which

stems from this. Herhe self is cast adrift from the cosmic moral order to which it

was tied, leading to a demystification of the cosmos, favouring a much more

mechanical process where individuals begin to feel a greater sense of control.

Fundamental to this is the gaining of insight through knowledge; that is rational

scientific knowledge as opposed to the insight required in a non-rational cosmic order.
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As Henri Lefebvre suggests, space - along with time - was no longer a category which

contributed to the appropriation of evidence received from senses. Rather it became

part of the Absolute:

As Object as opposed to Subject...space came to dominate, by containing them,
all senses and all bodies (Lefebvre, 1991: 1).

The 'location' of knowledge changed (Lefebvre, 1991: 296-7) which facilitated a more

reflexive inner search. The object of this was no longer to meet God, but to meet

oneself - to achieve the clarity and fullness of self presence, which, for Taylor,

prepared the way for Deism (Taylor, 1989: 157).

The sense of self-control postulated by Descartes was pushed further by John

Locke's notion of the 'punctual self'. Cartesian philosophy advocates an objective,

disengaged approach which Descartes kept in check by employing radical reflexivity

in order to maintain control in the attainment of knowledge (Taylor, 1989: 163-4;

Lefebvre, 1991: 114-5). Locke, however, goes further than Descartes in rejecting the

latter's idea of the notion of innateness, removing attempts at teleological

reconstruction (Taylor, 1989: 164). Locke considers the importance of external forces

in the development of the self (Seidler, 1994: 52), seeing that:

The underlying notion is that our conceptions of the world are syntheses of the
ideas we originally received from sensation and reflection. But under the influence
of passion, custom and education, these syntheses are made without awareness
and without good grounds (Taylor, 1989: 165).

This, for Locke, is something which must be overcome through the disengagement of

these beliefs and syntheses, subjecting them to reflexive scrutiny (Taylor, 1989: 168).

Such radical disengagement not only allows Cartesian notions of individuality, but

allows for the process of the remaking of a self. In other words, rational control can

enable the re-creation of individuals' habits, and thus of themselves, and enables us

to trace one of the principal facets of the modem self (Taylor, 1989: 177). While this

does not constitute its entire development, I would argue that the dichotomy within

modem thought which I have already begun to consider here, can be identified as

early as the seventeenth century. This can be seen in Montaigne's notion of radical

reflexivity which required individuals to explore what they are in order to establish their

identity (Taylor, 1989: 178). His empirical self-assessment led him to acknowledge

that the self, to a certain extent, is undergoing a process of constant change. Within

this flux, however, a certain equilibrium can be achieved through the acceptance of

certain patterns; although these are not of a universal nature (Taylor, 1989: 179).

This is represented by Montaigne through the work of an Essayist who sees each

unique experience as a reflection of the changing self (Norton, 1975: 120).



5

Whereas Descartes had instigated notions of modern individualism, Montaigne was

more concerned with ideas of individual, and empirical, originality. His search for

knowledge was much less scientific in nature. For him this was an inward quest

which, through sensory mechanisms, attempted to bring some sort of order to the soul

(Norton, 1975: 120; Taylor, 1989: 182). He recommended a course of 'self-

absorption' where the individual could gain knowledge through empirical experience,

rather than public obligation, and was later reflected the work of French thinkers

(Keohane, 1977) such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau. These two facets of the modern

self, along with a third - the individualism of personal commitment - were also

increasingly evident within the religious traditions arising from the Protestant

Reformation, which so radically altered the nature of Western thought.

Of particular significance is the critique of those qualities which had been previously

associated with the upper echelons of society, and had contributed towards their

perceived positions of superiority; the ethic of honour and glory. As Taylor points out

these had come under scrutiny before but took on new significance during the latter

part of the seventeenth century "as an engine of social change.. .[in] the promotion of

ordinary life" (Taylor, 1989: 214). It gave a new emphasis to perceptions of modem

society which were to be reflected in the concentration on production. This led to a

shifting of the locus of morality towards an ethic of hard work and civic responsibility, a

prerequisite in any realisation of the inherent Good which was believed to underpin

the rational order. As Seidler suggests, reason was the sole source of freedom and

morality, giving direct access to a 'higher truth' (Seidler, 1994: 53). Mediation between

individuals and the deity had been discounted. Detached by the Enlightenment from

the cosmic order individuals were now adrift, and were totally reliant on God for

salvation, towards whom they showed an immense amount of awe and gratitude

(Taylor, 1989: 215). Possibly the most important consequence of this was the

rejection of previous understandings of the sacred which were regarded as

blasphemous. This was because the Reformers could not countenance any

suggestion that individuals might possess within themselves the ability to attain

salvation.

The Protestant Reformers not only rejected some of the principal tenets of Catholic

theology, but as with later Enlightenment thinkers, they also sought to establish a

direct relationship between each individual and God, effectively removing the sacred

from religious life. There were no longer any individuals who enjoyed an

advantageous position in relation to God. These notions of individuality were taken a

stage further in the eighteenth century with the emergence of Deism, the basis of

which is that "God's purposes fully respect humans' autonomous reason", so

individuals become much more able to express their rational behaviour while retaining
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a belief in God, although - importantly - not in God's grace (Taylor, 1989: 251). Deism

is generally seen as being seminal in the development of a secular society, although

Taylor warns against viewing Deists as somehow lacking religious commitment

(Taylor, 1989: 266). While Deism was not wholly secular, it did represent a moral shift

whereby the locus of the Good moved from God to nature. This can be seen as a

reaction against Puritanism, shifting the locus of moral law to a purely anthropocentric

morality which God only supported (Bernstein, 1978).

The result of this shift seems to be two-fold. On the one hand the role of nature

gave a significant impetus to the status of rationality in Western society, while on the

other it "brings about a revolution in the philosophical understanding of sentiment"

(Taylor, 1989: 283). It was this use of philosophy which allowed for such an important

turning point in the development of religious thought (Campbell, 1987: 112). In a way

these two aspects of Deism2 both reflected and furthered the development of the

groundless individualism. The latter shift may be regarded as pre-eminent as through

the gradual replacement of passion, sentiment becomes the norm, and is beholden to

reason as part of the design of nature (Taylor, 1989: 284). This supports Taylor's

belief that Deism is not to be seen as a wholly secular theory, as through sentiment it

retains some element of the non-rational. This tends to be subsumed beneath the

dominant themes of the Enlightenment. It was the sentiment which nature is said to

awaken within individuals (Taylor, 1989: 297), which was instrumental in the musings

of the Romantics (Campbell, 1987: 176), and most influentially, Rousseau:

After Rousseau, nature becomes decidedly what it is for us modems, a deep and
confused life, where all that is inexpressible in us is poured out (Mornet, 1971:
255)3.

In Romanticism, nature has become detached from reason, in other words it is no

longer the order by which our rationality is defined (Taylor, 1989: 301). The

Romantics took the ideas espoused by the Protestant Reformers and Enlightenment

thinkers and reflexively interpreted them. So while they were an integral part of the

Enlightenment, they were also a reaction against them - the Cartesian self could not

recognise emotional or somatic experience because these were regarded as aspects

of 'nature' and consequently separated off (Seidler, 1994: xii). This, to some extent,

came from a recognition of the negative side of the individualism and autonomy which

was becoming so part of modern life. Rousseau, for instance, came to realise in his

later life that the further one got away from nature, the worse life got. Indeed, he

considered that progress was going in entirely the wrong direction, and in his

2 Taylor particularly attributes this to what he calls Lockean Deism which he considers became
the dominant form during the eighteenth century (1989: 283).
3 Cited in, and translated by, Taylor (1989: 300).
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Discourses spoke of scientific and technological advances to be a corrupting influence

on human beings. As with many of the Romantics who followed, however, he did not

do this through any religious affiliation as is shown in his book on the nature of

education, Emi10, 4 which was widely regarded to be anti-Christian in its stance; and for

which Rousseau was forced to leave France for almost ten years. 5 From this point of

view Rousseau was critiquing the Enlightenment from within, something which was

accepted by many of his contemporaries, although not his bitter enemy - Voltaire.

This, together with the more reflexive nature of modern thought left many individuals

who were being exposed to modernity, feeling isolated and confused. In the following

excerpt from Rousseau's romantic novel The New Eloise, 6 the hero, Alcibiades, is

reflecting on his move to the city from the countryside:

I'm beginning to feel the drunkenness that this agitated, tumultuous life plunges
you into. With such a multitude of objects passing before my eyes I'm getting
dizzy. Of all the things that strike me, there is none that holds the heart, yet all of
them together disturb my feelings, so that I forgot what I am and who I belong to
(cited in Berman, 1983:18).

This, says Marshall Berman, "is the atmosphere in which modern sensibility is born"

(Berman, 1983: 18). For Berman, Rousseau is "the archetypal modern voice in the

early phase of modernity" (Berman, 1983: 17), while Taylor suggests that "he is the

starting point of a transformation in modern culture towards a deeper inwardness and

a radical autonomy" (Taylor, 1989: 363). The Romanticism which Rousseau

espoused and inspired remained largely within the Enlightenment project. Indeed,

strong continuities can be traced from the Romantic period to modernity. Art, for

instance was seen as:

...the locus of a manifestation which brings us into the presence of something
which is otherwise inaccessible, and which is of the highest moral or spiritual
significance; a manifestation, moreover, which also defines or completes
something, even as it reveals (Taylor: 1989: 419).

According to Taylor, this can be epitomised by the notion of 'epiphany'; an approach

which appealed to artists such as Piet Mondrian and Wassily Kandinsky, who sought

to represent the monistic theories of such as the Theosophical Society in their work.

This could also be seen in the romantic ideals that attracted much of the literate

society of Victorian Britain to Buddhism. So while Romanticism primarily begot the

nature mysticism of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, its influence on other

more structured religious developments is also significant. Indeed, it is through

4 First published in 1762
5 From a BBC2 Documentary in the series The Enlightenment entitled Jean-Jacques Rousseau
- The Retreat to Romanticism, broadcast 13/08/96.
6 Published in 1761 as La Nouvelle 1-16lorse.
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Rousseau's affinity with monism that his influence on Schopenhauer can be

assessed, an influence which can be carried through to some of the great fin de siècle

thinkers of the end of the nineteenth century.

Counter-Reformation and Anti-Enlightenment.

While the initial impetus towards individuality and autonomy provided by Descartes

and Locke (furthered by Montaigne's empiricist position) and the more monistic

musings of Rousseau and his fellow Romantics are in many ways anti-pathetic to

each other, they are in fact two sides of the same coin. Both can be placed within the

Enlightenment project. According to Mellor and Shilling (1997) there were parallel

developments at this time which opposed many Enlightenment ideas. They suggest

three key stages in Western forms of embodiment which are important for

understanding the nature of the modern world: the 'medieval body', the 'Protestant

modern body', and the 'baroque modern body' (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 8).

Beginning with the medieval body they provide a context in which to judge the

changes in embodiment which have been wrought by modernity. They suggest that,

in medieval times, structured approaches to the body, where they existed, tended to

seek to maintain a sensual relationship with the sacred (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 37),

especially in rituals which were believed to engender religious truth through:

...the sensuous experience of the body to the goals of an institution which had a
highly developed awareness of the symbolic values of human and supernatural
bodies (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 39)7.

These relationships between the body and religious fundamentals had the

consequence of creating anxieties which were in themselves similar to those of

modernity, but which had sacred rather than profane sources. Here, as with other

Enlightenment notions of the self, there were elements of the modem body which pre-

dated it, but, as Mellor and Shilling suggest, Protestant attitudes towards the body

proved to be a catalyst for these processes (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 42). Nowhere

was this more the case, arguably, than in the individualisation of the body which was

separated from the ritual mediation of the sacred:

...as Protestant believers stood alone before God, they also became separated
from effervescent forms of sociality; a separation symbolised by the increasingly
hostile attitude toward ritual (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 43).

Ritual was replaced by the Word of God as the primary locus of religious belief.

Consequently, the words themselves became the inspiration for the "construction and

maintenance of righteous self-identities" a focus which, "prioritised the linguistic signs

7 See also Asad (1983).
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of the scriptures above all other sensory knowledge" (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 66).

By concentrating on the individualisation of the self, Protestant Reformers were

advocating that individuals look more inwards for their identity. Individuals were urged

to become reflexive in their attitudes both to their minds and their bodies. Such

attitudes towards the body may be seen as rational developments which were

concomitant with the early Enlightenment, though perhaps not the later Romanticism

of Rousseau. The Protestant Reformers eschewed any notion of feeling such as

sensuality, something which Rousseau clearly felt in his relationship with nature. For

Taylor, this is why writers in the eighteenth century distinguish between two forms of

imagination, the reproductive and the creative. This seems to have been the case for

Coleridge, who, in the following passage, seems to suggest that there was something

ineffable and non-rational at the root of true imagination, representing an individuality

which is able to manifest reality through the creation of new forms (Taylor, 1989: 379):

The primary IMAGINATION I hold to be the living Power and prime Agent of all
human Perception, and as a repetition in the eternal act of creation in the infinite
I AM.8

The simultaneous sensitivity to the non-rational and the acknowledgement of the

ideas of reflexive thought and individuality is something which has more in common

with Mellor and Shilling's third notion of embodiment, the 'baroque modern body'

(Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 47ff). A number of social theorists and sociologists (Turner

(1991, 1994a), van Reijen (1992), Buci-Glucksmann (1994), Maffesoli (1996)) have

discerned certain affinities between the baroque and a number of aspects of

contemporary thought, particularly with regard to notions of sensuality (Mellor and

Shilling, 1997: 47) which can be discerned in the Counter-Reformation:

What is especially significant about the Counter Reformation's use of baroque
culture is that its manipulation of the sensuous experience of the sacred was
accompanied not by attacks on certain forms of discursive, but by an increasing
emphasis on others. This reintroduced a greater level of cognitive apprehension
and visuality to carnal knowing within Catholic communities, and provided another
reason for early modem Protestants to be concerned by, and fearful of, the
'shadow kingdom' of human sensuality (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 132).

This notion of carnal knowing in the Catholic communities - a term coined by Margaret

Miles to denote the inextricable links which medieval people are believed to make

between thinking, sensing and understanding (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 23) - is of

particular importance for Mellor and Shilling since it suggests certain epistemological

connections between the rational and the non-rational which the Protestant Reformers

sought to sever, but which nevertheless endure. This points to a relationship between

the sacred and the profane which can be traced to back through developments in

8 S. T. Coleridge - 1954 Biographia Literaria (London: OUP), cited in Taylor (1989: 379).
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modernity from before the Enlightenment to the present day. In fact, I shall argue,

that a connection with the non-rational within the modern project - which has often

been masked by notions of individuality, secularisation and reason - has persisted into

postmodernity.

Schopenhauer, Buddhism, and Non-Rational Modernity.

An understanding of the work of Schopenhauer is of particular importance in

analysing the development of non-rational elements in modernity. While influenced

by Romanticism, he can help us to understand the emergence of sociology, through

his position as the philosopher of the fin de siècle (Mestrovic, 1991: 42). He also

showed a considerable interest in Buddhism sharing what he perceived to be its

pessimistic world-view. Although, as Abelsen comments, compared with

Schopenhauer, the Buddhist outlook seems "almost cheerful" (Abelsen, 1993: 255)9.

Similarities may be seen, however, in the context of their respective views on reality,

which both suggest ambiguity. For Schopenhauer the centrality of this lies in his

attitude towards the will - the 'lower half of what Durkheim ([1914] 1973) calls the

homo duplex. This occurred as part of the realisation that individuals were not, in fact,

part of the cosmic order, creating a sort of duality which was proving difficult to

reconcile (Taylor, 1989: 416-7). Schopenhauer, however, attempts such a

reconciliation:

Everyone finds himself as a subject, yet only in so far as he knows, not in so far as
he is object of knowledge. But his body is already object, and therefore from this
point of view we call it representation. For the body is object among objects and
subordinated to the laws of objects, although it is immediate object
(Schopenhauer, [1818] 1969: 5).

This sets Schopenhauer apart from those intellectuals following a post-Enlightenment,

Protestant, or even post-Christian line of argument. Instead of viewing liberation, for

instance, as a transfiguration of ordinary life; he sees it as an escape from the self

and the will altogether (Taylor, 1989: 443). Schopenhauer sees the will as emanating

from nature, itself a "great reservoir of force" (Taylor, 1989: 445), regarding will as the

basis of everything that we perceive - it is the Real (Abelsen, 1993: 261). It could be

argued, then, that the body is the spatialisation and temporalisation of the will by the

intellect, the 'higher pole of the homo duplex. If this is the case, then the body is

representation of the will as interpreted by the intellect, suggesting a complex

interaction between the two components of the homo duplex. While the body and

9 Abelsen is careful to note that it is questionable whether Buddhist philosophy and the
philosophy of Schopenhauer "breathe the same atmosphere" with regard to their respective
pessimistic natures since the former does not, by and large, share the disguist for life that
Schopenhauer did. Nevertheless, he does feel that they share a certain 'Weltanschauung'
which makes comparisons between them both possible and fruitful (Abelsen, 1993: 255-6).
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mind represent the two poles of our being, the body can only be represented, or even

constructed, through the mind's interpretation of the will.

Here comparisons can be made with Buddhist notions of the self. Perhaps these

can be best understood in the context of the inherent ambiguities which they possess.

In Buddhism's case, this is explained by the existence of two levels of reality, a

conventional reality which is impermanent and provisional, and an ultimate level,

nirvana, which represents the true nature of reality perceived at liberation. This is

achieved through a realisation that the notions of space, time and causality which

underpin our everyday existence are not, ultimately, 'real'. According to Abelsen

these concepts are essential in any comparison which is to be made between

Buddhism and the philosophy of Schopenhauer (Abelsen, 1993: 256), and perhaps

can be best shown by seeing conventional truth as the 'lower' pole of Buddhist

philosophy. As a means and a sign of liberation, the attainment of ninigna, ultimate

truth, the 'higher' pole is intellectually incomprehensible for the vast majority of

Buddhists. For this to be fully effective the analysis of what is not involved with

ultimate truth must be set in stark contrast to it, hence the amoral mundaneity of

conventional truth. Like Schopenhauer's 'will', the body, as the representation of the

self in this conventional milieu, is seen as the point at which such as passion, desire

and fear are located. Here the body is a sort of intrinsic representation of the

conventional truth that individuals experience. This can be compared to one of the

central teachings of the Buddha, that of dependent co-origination, or paticca

samupp7da (pratityasamutpada). The basic premise of this is that the conventional

world occurs through a series of twelve causalities lo. Each step of the process, when

represented in a linear fashion, represents a further construction of first the self, and

then the body. This process can only be reversed through a deconstruction of the

self, initially achievable through a balanced mixture of wise and compassionate acts.

It is through affinities such as these that I shall highlight the importance of Buddhism

in establishing a non-rational strand of modernity which, although largely ignored by

scholars until relatively recently, will have an important role in confirming my view that

postmodemity contains religious elements through the presence of traditions such as

Buddhism in it.

Schopenhauer's philosophy, especially with regard to nature, reflects the changes in

attitude which were taking place in the nineteenth century. This was partly due to a

10 These twelve nidanas are:
1. Ignorance
2. Action
3. Consciousness
4. Name and form

5. The senses
6. Contact
7. Sensation
8. Craving

9. Attachment
10. Becoming
11. Birth
12. Old age, disease and

death.
(Zimmer, 1951: 541n).
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further erosion in the perception that the universe is somehow underpinned by a

cosmic order. The principal reason for this seems to be the emergence of natural

science (Friedman, 1994) which, according to Taylor, had shown the universe to be

"much vaster and more bewildering in space, time, and evolution than the earlier

orders had envisaged and rationalized" (Taylor, 1989: 416). Such developments

signalled a shift in perception even for the Romantics who, while retaining their desire

to be in tune with nature, had to acknowledge the scientific discoveries which were

demystifying it. For Taylor, this had three principal effects on Romanticism which can

be seen in its relationship with art, and became the primary source for claims of

transcendence after the Enlightenment (Wolin, 1993: 170). First is Realism, in which

art becomes 'de-spiritualised' (Taylor, 1989: 441), where artists appear to accept

Enlightenment views of naturalism (Taylor, 1989: 432). Taylor cites Emile Zola as a

typical example of this outlook:

This is the modern countryside. One feels the passage of man who digs up the
earth, cuts it up, saddens the horizon.. .Nothing could be more banal, were
nothing greater. The painter's temperament has drawn a rare poem of life and
force from ordinary reality (cited in Taylor, 1989: 433).11

The second effect, exemplified by Baudelaire, sees art as an epiphany of anti-nature

(Taylor, 1989: 441) where there is no denial of nature as spiritual, but where the

eighteenth century Romantic view that nature contains the highest spiritual reality is

rejected (Taylor, 1989: 434). Baudelaire, saw nature as ugly but believed that,

through their imaginations, artists were able to take fragments of it to produce

something beautiful (Taylor, 1989: 436). Most famously, he saw the city as the

representation of this, detecting beauty in the chaos:

To banish, as irregular,
All vegetation from that land;

And, proud of what my art had done,
I viewed my painting, knew the great

Intoxicating monotone
Of marble, water, steel and slate.12

This he set in a temporal context where modernity represented the transitory nature of

art, the other part being that which is eternal and immutable (Baudelaire, 1964; Frisby,

1985: 50). Beauty could be found in the ephemeral, changing nature of the city,

through both its structures and the human thoughts and action of which it was made

(Frisby, 1985: 50).

11 From Zola's explanation of Camille Pissaro's painting Jallais Hill, Pointoise which hangs
below it in the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art.
12 From Charles Baudelaire - 1962, The Flowers of Evil, M. and J. Matthews (eds.) (Norfolk,
Conn.: New Directions), cited in Taylor (1989: 438).
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The third negation of Romanticism in the nineteenth century can be found in the

philosophy of Schopenhauer. This is a conception of art which "relates to the wild

energy of an amoral nature" (Taylor, 1989: 441). For, Schopenhauer, as with

Baudelaire, art provides an opportunity to represent an essentially worthless and

degraded reality through which we can continue to use our expressive powers.

Consequently, although seemingly anti-Romantic in terms of the way in which nature

is viewed, Schopenhauer's philosophy also continues some of its ideas through his

exploration of the inner depths of ourselves in relation to nature.

According to Mestrovic, Schopenhauer was the father of social science (Mestrovic,

1991: 52), such was his influence, and is significant in locating the roots of

postmodern thought:

The starting-point for most of the postmodern discourse as well as the positivistic
readings of the origins of the social sciences is derived from Enlightenment
culture: that the mind is stronger that the will. Schopenhauer's importance is that
he reversed this starting point, and thereby set an entirely new course for fin de
siècle thought relative to the Enlightenment (Mestrovic, 1993: 94).

For Mestrovic, it seems that Schopenhauer's importance for fin de siècle thought lies

to a considerable extent in his pessimism. He concentrated on what people are rather

than what they do, based on the notion of a will to life which led to compassion

through a realisation of the nature of suffering and human evil (Mestrovic, 1993: 64).

Such pessimism was typical of the fin de siècle, Baudelaire and Schopenhauer being

indicative of this gloominess (Mestrovic, 1991: 106). Furthermore, the religious

element inherent in this is important since it points to developments within modernity

which accommodate the non-rational which are evolving quite separately, and in

opposition to what has been widely regarded as its mainstream project.

Durkheim and 'Janus-faced' Modernity.

To Mestrovic this is particularly crystallised in Schopenhauer's opposition to Kant

(Mestrovic, 1993), but can also be identified in Mellor and Shilling's definition of what

they call the 'Janus-faced' nature of modernity. This arises from their examination of

the differences between the Protestant modern body and the baroque modern body:

We argue that the corporeal consequences of both the Protestant Reformation
and the baroque cultures of Counter-Reformation Catholicism provide central, if
markedly divergent, sources for.. .'two' contrasting and potentially conflicting
modernities (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 131).

The 're-formations of the body' which Mellor and Shilling consider to be at the centre

of a 'Janus-faced' modernity require a fresh understanding of the ideas of Durkheim.

This is well founded since much of his oeuvre looks at the nature of community in
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relation to "the immanence of powerful passions and emotions of collective, sacred

character" (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 1).

Durkheim's study of suicide ([1897] 1952) is particularly important since it reflects

the pessimism of the previous fin de siècle which has been seemingly ignored by so

many thinkers in the meantime. As early as 1818, Schopenhauer argued that suicide

was becoming more common as a result of the desires which modernity had brought

about, and became self-motivating as the attainment of material objects led to greater

desire (Mestrovic, 1991: 10-1). According to Mestrovic, such ideas have been largely

ignored since they do not suit optimistic Enlightenment perspectives (Mestrovic, 1991:

85), perhaps exemplified by Rousseau - whom Durkheim considered naïve (Mestrovic,

1991: 75). Arguably, then, a study of suicide as the outcome of an excess of

passions ('anomie') could not have come about purely as a result of Enlightenment

thought. This does not, however, deny the fact that Durkhiem's study is intrinsically

modern since it has as its centre the most intimate and individual of acts (Nisbet,

[1966] 1993: 92). Durkheim is aware of this when outlining his methodology at the

beginning of Suicide, he acknowledges that societies cannot exist where there are no

individuals, but that individuals are dominated by a moral reality greater than their

own, that is the collective reality (Durkheim, [1897] 1952: 38). This is reflected in his

four-fold13 typology of suicide; all of which consider the relationship of the individual

within modem society, and which for Durkheim shows it to be in deep crisis (Simpson,

1952: 17). Even in this seemingly most individual of acts, Durkheim concentrates on

the nature of collectivities in seeking the causes of suicide. Of particular relevance is

his assertion that religious belief has a bearing on the frequency of suicide. He

outlines a general trend which suggests that Protestants were more than three times

as likely to commit suicide than Catholics. 14 He offers a number explanations for this.

First, that the Protestant church allows for an atmosphere of freer enquiry than its

Catholic counterpart, something which he felt led to a greater degree of reflexivity

since:

Reflection develops only if its development becomes imperative, that is, if certain
ideas and instinctive sentiments which have hitherto adequately guided conduct
are found to have lost their efficacy. Then reflection intervenes to fill the gap that
has appeared, but which it has not created (Durkheim, [1897] 1952: 158).

This suggests a lack of cohesion in the Protestant church, where individuals feel less

integrated, and is something which Mellor and Shilling note in their dichotomisation of

modernity. In discussing Protestant re-formations of the medieval body they highlight

three changes which support Durkheim's assertions of why Protestants seem more

13 Egoistic, fatalistic, altruistic and anomic suicide
14 Average suicides per million inhabitants, 190 in Protestant states and 58 in Catholic states
(Durkheim, [1897] 1952: 152).
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likely to commit suicide than Catholics. First, and perhaps most relevant, that the

Reformation has dislocated people from their environments - both natural,

supernatural and social (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 42). This not only detaches them

synchronically, but also diachronically, with the result that individuals are cast adrift of

the traditions and beliefs, as well as the locations, with which they are familiar.

Combined with an increased degree of individualisation, this has led to what Durkheim

sees as a lessening of integration of individuals in Protestant society. It is

exacerbated by the subordination of the flesh to the mind (Mellor and Shilling, 1997:

42) in Protestant thought creating a 'spirit of free inquiry'. This in turn leads to Mellor

and Shilling's other re-formation of the medieval body which reflects the inability of

Protestant narratives to overcome, or even sublimate, the passions and emotions

which occur naturally in humans, and which can result in an immense amount of

anxiety on the part of the individuals concerned (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 42).

Durkheim considers the role of knowledge to be an important factor in this process.

He stresses that individuals do not commit suicide because of knowledge or its

acquisition; rather the relationship between knowledge and suicide lies in the need to

acquire knowledge which can come about through the anxiety and anomie felt by

individuals as a result of the changes which the Reformation wrought:

It is certainly not the learning...that disorganises religion; but the desire for
knowledge wakens because religion becomes disorganised (Durkheim, [1897]
1952:169).

Leading on from this, Durkheim suggests that religion has generally had a

prophylactic effect on suicide, not purely through moral representation - although this

is a strong feature for him - but also through the individual's perceived place within

society. The importance of this study as far as this thesis is concerned lies in its

establishment of a relationship between religion, society, and suicide. Here,

Durkheim's assertion, that more strongly integrated individuals are, broadly, less likely

to commit suicide, can be linked with the degree of anomie which individuals were

increasingly feeling. Given this relationship he suggests that other symbols, in

addition to religious symbols, are important in reflecting the general situation in which

a society finds itself. He achieves this by outlining a series of examples of suicide in

literature, concentrating on anomic types, such as Goethe's Werther, who are

"enamoured of infinity" (Durkheim, [1897] 1952: 286; Mestrovic, 1991: 89). Through

this study of suicide, we can see a generalised stratification of society which existed in

Europe during the latter half of the nineteenth century and can, to some extent, be

classified according to religious denomination. This provides two important points with

regard to Mellor and Shilling's discussions about corporeal re-formation in modernity.

First, that there is a distinction which can be made between the role of the individual



16

respectively within Catholic and Protestant societies; and, second, that there is a

greater sense of individuality within Protestant societies than in Catholic ones where

pre-Enlightenment and counter-Reformation thought was more prevalent.

Durkheim argued that there are three principal forms of suicide; egoistic, altruistic,

and anomic. 15 I would suggest, however, that it is possible to reduce this trichotomy

to a dichotomy through a provisional examination of egoistic and anomic suicide.

Durkheim himself admits that his typology is by no means fixed, suggesting that there

are a number of hybrids which can be observed, egoistic and anomic suicide showing

a particular affinity for each other as two different aspects of one social state

(Durkheim, [1897] 1952: 288). Emphasising the nature of the Protestant modem

body, that is a synthesis of individualisation, disintegration from society, and anxiety,

egoistic and anomic suicide can arguably be seen as being two sides of the same

coin. That is, they can not really exist in isolation from each other when viewed in a

post-Enlightenment and post-Reformation context. The key to these ideas, however,

really lies in Durkheim's overall view of modem society in which he argues that:

Facts thus are far from confirming the current idea that suicide is due especially to
life's burdens, since on the contrary, it diminishes as these burdens increase
(Durkheim, [1897] 1952: 201).

This underlines the degree of pessimism which Durkheim has for modern life,

something which Mestrovic claims has not been fully appreciated by many

commentators, who, he says, have attempted to remove what does not fit into their

modernist assumptions. This has led him to a variety of interpretations of Durkheim's

work, citing in particular Barclay Johnson who believes that:

A closer look at Suicide suggests, however, that altruism and fatalism really do not
belong in Durkheim's scheme, and that egoism and anomie are identical. Thus his
four causes of suicide can be reduced to one, so that all variation in suicide rates
is attributed to a single cause (Johnson, 1965: 875; cited in Mestrovic, 1993: 135).

Here Johnson has made an assumption which Durkheim has not, that modem people

are individuals who have, to a large extent, adopted the position suggested by Mellor

and Shilling's description of the Protestant modern body. While this can be seen to

lead to a increase in suicide due to a combination of egoism and anomie, it does not

discount either altruism or fatalism, which Durkheim sees as being in contrast to

anomie (Durkheim, [1897] 1952: 276n). Indeed, it is through his ideas of fatalism that

I can argue against Johnson's position. Although Durkheim suggests that fatalistic

suicide would be very rare during his time, I would suggest that it may be more

prevalent in contemporary society than altruistic suicide. From Durkheim's very brief

account of what he considers fatalistic suicide to be (and it is restricted to a single

15 He only latterly mentions the fourth, fatalistic suicide.
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footnote), there may well be any number of people who are suffering from "excessive

physical and moral despotism" (Durkheim, [1897] 1952: 276n), within both personal

and corporate milieux, the person trapped in a violent or oppressive marriage, or who

is subject to the dogmatism of a religious group, for instance. This latter example in

particular may be applicable to the other half of Mellor and Shilling's 'Janus-faced'

modernity, through the continued authority of the Catholic Church. Consequently,

fatalistic suicide could be seen as the downside of the sensual experiences which

they see as being central to the baroque modern body. One could even go as far as

to suggest that the presence of fatalistic suicide is essential in the establishment of a

presence of this type of embodiment in modernity.

The Sacred and the Profane in 'Janus-faced' Modernity

The basis of Mellor and Shilling's discussions of the presence of the baroque modem

body lie in their contention that there are forms of contemporary embodiment which do

not accord with the disciplined and cognitively focused bodies which are generally

associated with modernity (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 47). Much of this lies in

individuals' relationship with knowledge. In Suicide, Durkheim allies the need to seek

knowledge with the anomie and egoism which modem life seems to bring. According

to Mellor and Shilling this is due to a loss of sense-contact with knowledge in which:

What we learn through our bodies is no longer validated in the way it used to be,
and this is why 'experience' is popularised as individual, unique (Mellor and
Shilling, 1997: 36).

Rather than accepting Johnson's view that there is a single cause for suicide in

modernity, I suggested that there are two basic sets of causes which may be set in

opposition. The first, and principal cause of suicide since Durkheim's time, arises

from anomie and egoism, the second being altruistic and fatalistic suicides which

seem to be less prevalent. This duality has a certain resonance with the 'Janus-faced'

nature of modernity which Mellor and Shilling discuss. In order to contextualise these

into my central themes of identity and tradition further I shall respectively examine

Durkheim's theories of the homo duplex and collective effervescence.

These are brought together in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life ([1912]

1995), which suggests that the nature of religion can be gleaned from the most

elementary forms of religious belief and action. Fundamental to his ideas is that

religion is essentially a social phenomenon where:

Religious representations are collective representations that express collective
realities; rites are ways of acting that are born only in the midst of assembled
groups and whose purpose is to evoke, maintain, or recreate certain mental states
of those groups (Durkheim, [1912] 1995: 9).
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At the basis of all religious beliefs, he suggests, lies a dual categorisation of real or

ideal phenomena which are generally distinguished by the terms sacred and profane.

Durkheim's assertion that all that is religious is differentiated in this way; together with

Mellor and Shilling's notion that the origins of 'Janus-faced' nature of modernity lie in

religious schism, provides the basis in which comparisons of the two can be made.

Despite assertions to the contrary - modernity has at least partly remained within a

religious framework; while postmodernity exhibits features which enable me to place it

within a religious context. This is something alluded to by Mellor and Shilling, that

Protestantism promoted its profane nature leading to a situation where:

A sky empty of angels becomes open to the intervention of the astronomer and
eventually the astronaut (Berger, [1967] 1990: 112-3; Mellor and Shilling, 1997:
131).

This, set against what they call the 'voluptuous corporeality' of the counter-

Reformation, provides a duality with which Durkheimian notions of the profane and

the sacred can be compared:

While the Protestant focus on the individual provided a basis for the extension of
contractual arrangements built initially around the Word of God, the Counter-
Reformers' incorporation of the Word into the flesh constantly threatened to stain,
muddy and bypass these abstract channels for human interaction (Mellor and
Shilling, 1997: 132).

By allying this duality with that in suicide as suggested by Durkheim I can begin to

establish two distinct phenomena based around a central dichotomy, both of which

can be situated within the realm of religion. This can be further appreciated by

considering the nature of the homo duplex, that humans contain within themselves

two beings: an individual based within the body, which is subjective and egoistic; and

a social being which represents what Durkheim calls the "highest reality in the

intellectual realm that is knowable through observation", which he sees as being

society itself (Durkheim, [1912] 1995: 15). The realisation of the homo duplex,

however, may not be seen as something which entirely differentiates the baroque

modern body from the Protestant modem body since both, to varying extents, sought

to regulate individuals' passionate aspects (Mellor and Shilling, 1997: 135).

Mestrovic's discussions of homo duplex centre around his assertions that

contemporary Western society and culture are not as sanitised as many theorists

believe them to be. Like Mellor and Shilling, he argues against the notion that

modernity has followed a single progressive path from the Enlightenment suggesting

that, during the previous fin de siècle in particular, many thinkers were exploring the

more sensual side of human nature. He feels that many intellectuals have

subsequently been either unwilling or unable to accept this fact:
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Hence, there arises among modernists efforts to obfuscate barbarism in modern
cultures, and among postmodernists efforts to deny the very existence of culture,
much less 'good' versus 'bad' culture (Mestrovic, 1993: 21-2).

Mestrovic sets out to rectify this, suggesting an alternative approach to modernity.

Through it he seeks to ally a number of fin de siècle intellectuals, most importantly,

Durkheim and Schopenhauer, arguing that the former's notions of homo duplex are

similar to the latter's postulation of the opposition between the will and idea "down to

the detail that 'the body' is the ultimate seat of the will" (Mestrovic, 1993: 168). Here,

according to both Mestrovic and Touraine (1995), Schopenhauer's work was seminal

for Durkheim, particularly through his attitude towards religion. Indeed, they both

regarded religious beliefs as "empirical realities that reflect back to humans their

existential situation". This, in the context of Schopenhauer's pioneering work

regarding the spectrum of religious ideas as on a continuum according to how

optimistic or pessimistic they are (Mestrovic, 1993: 172), is summarised by Durkheim:

The old formula homo duplex is...verified by the facts. Far from being simple, our
inner life is like a double centre of gravity. On the one hand is our individuality -
and more particularly, our body in which it is based. On the other is everything in
us that expresses something other than ourselves (Durkheim, [1914] 1973: 152;
cited in Mestrovic, 1993: 172; Mestrovic's emphasis).

This explanation of Durkheim's provides a great deal of resonance with his ideas

regarding the dichotomy between the sacred and the profane, something which he

himself acknowledges later in the same work (Durkheim, [1914] 1973: 159) and from

which we can draw the conclusion that collective representations of the sacred and

the profane can be found in actuality (Mestrovic, 1993: 174). In addition to this,

however, it is important to stress that the two 'poles' are here regarded by Durkheim

as being in tension with each other (Touraine, 1995: 128), with - vitally - the lower

'amoral' pole being the stronger of the two (Mestrovic, 1993: 176). It is this attitude as

much as anything which underlines the pessimism which, for Mestrovic, sets such as

Durkheim and Schopenhauer apart from their forebears, and many of their

contemporaries.

As with Durkheim's theories on suicide, the postulation of the homo duplex is

indebted to the Enlightenment, and in particular Descartes's notions of duality of the

soul and the body. However, whereas Descartes and his successors discussed a

disengagement from external cosmic and moral forces towards a rational individuality;

many fin de siècle thinkers went against this trend considering that morality could not

be based on the mind or rationality, but on the other side of the will, that of

compassion (Mestrovic, 1993: 253). This position exemplifies the notion that the

homo duplex is in tension, between the profane will and the sacred idea. In particular
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it makes sense of his work on suicide which can result from a disequilibrium of its two

components (Hynes, 1975: 91; Mestrovic, 1993: 220). The homo duplex also helps

me to focus on the relationship between egoism and anomie in Durkheim's work. I

have discussed previously that these are essentially two sides of the same coin as

regards causes of suicide, although it is clear that, by his very categorisation,

Durkheim saw that they did warrant some distinction:

Suicide of both types suffer from what has been called the disease of the infinite.
But the disease does not assume the same form in both cases. In one, reflective
intelligence is affected and immoderately overnourished [egoistic]; in the other,
emotion is over-excited and freed from all restraint [anomic]. In one, thought, by
dint of falling back upon itself, has no object left; in the other, passion, no longer
recognising bounds, has no goal left. The former is lost in the infinity of dreams,
the second in the infinity of desires (Durkheim, [1897] 1951: 287).

In the context of the homo duplex, therefore, egoistic and anomic suicides can be

seen as distinctive with, as Hynes suggests, the former pertaining to the idea and the

latter the will. This does not preclude my suggestion that they are two sides of the

same coin since they both occur at the disjunction of the individual with society.

Consequently, Durkheim's analysis highlights the tensions which occur within

individuals which can be contextualised in the opposition between sacred and the

profane. Furthermore, his assertion that Protestants were much more likely than

Catholics to commit suicide as a result of an imbalance in this duality underlines the

difficulties which individuality brings in becoming detached from the sacred. As

Mestrovic points out, anomie is essential in modern societies because it questions

tradition, and without this there would be no progress (Mestrovic, 1993: 244). If this is

so, and egoism and anomie are mutually productive, then there is a good case for

establishing that this is a dynamic through which modernity develops. Where that

dynamic is imbalanced, as it seems to be in Protestantism, tragic results ensue. By

seeing the lower 'pole' as dominant, Durkheim shows a certain pessimism towards

modernity seeing the steady rise in the suicide rate as being proof that the more

individuals move away from the sacred, the greater the disjunctures which will occur in

society. This allows for the presence of a very complex series of relationships within

modernity, allowing for the presence of the sacred in such relationships, and

emphasising the central dynamic of the homo duplex through which modernity can

operate.

From this it would seem that, far from existing as an extension of Enlightenment

thinking, modernity is in fact operating as a complex hybrid of ideas which may

become more apparent in a more detailed discussion of society itself. For this to be

compelling, however, I think that a paradox which exists in Durkheim's analysis of

elementary religious societies first needs to be resolved. This lies in the fact that the
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sacred and the profane interact with each other, while at the same time being very

distinct. Indeed, Durkheim frequently suggests that the sacred often attempts to

move into the territory of the profane. In the basic forms of religion which he

discusses, and sees as seminal in the development of more complex types, he

suggests that anything can have sacredness (Durkheim, [1912] 1995: 35), and that it

is possible to pass from one state to the other (Durkheim, [1912] 1995: 37). However,

he also emphasises the gulf which exists between them because of the very

prohibitions which separate the one from the other (Durkheim, [1912] 1995: 322),

resulting in a discontinuity between the two (Durkheim, [1912] 1995: 303). This leads

me to focus my ideas upon the nature of the transition between the two, and indeed to

how this is possible. Durkheim stresses how highly contagious the sacred is, and how

this means that the profane must be kept in isolation from it (Durkheim, [1912] 1995:

322). Consequently, an analysis of the passage between the two is important if I am

to express the importance of this duality, and of other dualities in this context. As

Durkheim comments:

[VV]hen this passage occurs, the manner in which it occurs demonstrates the
fundamental duality of the two realms, for it implied true metamorphosis
(Durkheim, [1912] 1995: 36-7).

This process has been discussed at length, notably by Arnold van Gennep (1960) and

Victor Turner (1969, 1974). Of particular interest is Turners analysis of liminality as

the position, in the rite of passage, which is interstitial between the states before and

after the rite. In this liminal position individuals can be seen as being in touch with the

sacred, and outside of the mundane society to which they usually belong. According

to Turner this is a dangerous stage principally because of the large numbers of

ambiguities which exist there, a position which is between categories of ordinary

social life:

Liminality is usually a sacred condition protected against secularity by taboos and
in turn prevented by them from disrupting secular order, since liminality is a
movement between fixed points and essentially ambiguous, unsettled, and
unsettling (Turner, 1974: 273-4).

This, for Turner, can be seen in conjunction with 'communitas' which characterises the

relationships between those who are jointly experiencing the rite in a spontaneous,

immediate, and concrete way (Turner, 1974: 274). Together these form what he

terms 'anti-structure' which is a positive, generative centre of the ritual, and which is in

tension with the structure of society, although as he argues:

Communitas does not merge identities; it liberates them from conformity to
general norms, though this is necessarily a transient condition if society is to
continue to operate in an orderly fashion (Turner, 1974: 274).
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Turner's ideas of liminality and communitas show a number of parallels with

Durkheim's notion of collective effervescence, in that both are regarded as transient

conditions in which there is a freedom from general norms (Pickering, 1984: 416-7).

Although important, Durkheim's ideas regarding collective effervescence16 have, in

comparison with other aspects of his work, been ignored. According to Pickering the

theory came about as, in suggesting that a mutual dynamic between society and

religion can cause change, Durkheim saw the danger of creating a circular argument.

In order to explain how change can occur he sought to introduce an additional force

which is not identified with either social structure or religion (Pickering, 1984: 380-1).

At the basis of his theory lay his perception that the religious comes from, and is allied

with, intense collective activity which 'transports' individuals to states which they

consider to be outside their own mundane milieu (Durkheim, [1912] 1995: 220).

Durkheim saw collective effervescence as being an intensely creative activity where

new religious and social forms may be either instigated or reinvigorated. He cites the

French Revolution as a good example of society making its own gods by drawing

things which were wholly secular, temporarily at least, into the sacred realm where:

A religion tended to establish itself spontaneously, with its own dogma, symbols,
altars, and feast days. It was these spontaneous hopes that the Cult of Reason
and the Supreme Being tried to give a kind of authoritative fulfilment (Durkheim,
[191211995: 216)

Of particular interest here is Durkheim's use of the word 'cult'. This is important for

Mestrovic as he feels that Durkheim's use of this term helps place him within anti-

Enlightenment thought, carrying as it does, overtones of religion, sacredness,

metaphysics, and feelings (Mestrovic, 1991: 43). This emphasises his position as a

Romantic whose writings were in keeping with the fin de siècle milieu in which he lived

(Mestrovic, 1991: 44).

Durkheim considered that a society which lacks effervescence is an anomic society,

something which suggests a certain correlation between anomie and the sacred.

Although I do not suggest that the sacred and anomie are inversely proportionate to

each other, Durkheim does put forward a case which suggests that there is certainly

an inverse linkage between collective activity and anomie. Indeed, although his study

of suicide probably pre-dates his ideas about effervescence, it can be seen as a

factor in his notions that individuals are more susceptible to suicide the less they are

involved in shared religious activity. This strengthens the linkage which I am seeking

16 Pickering (1984: 385) prefers the term effervescent assembly as for Durkheim it is as a
result of a deliberate coming together of people which produces the effects with which he is
concerned. I shall continue to use the term collective effervescence while at the same time
acknowledging Pickering's important proviso.
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to achieve between the sacred and collective activity. As Mellor and Shilling suggest,

the baroque modern body, itself associated with Durkheimian emphases on the non-

rational in fin de siècle society, exhibits many of the features which can be associated

with collective effervescence.

The Postmodern as Complex Hybrid.

From the above analysis it is clear that religious elements are central to the

development of modernity, despite its apparently rational and secular character. This

creates a duality within modernity which displays a certain ambivalence towards

religion, which, in turn, masks modernity's inherently ambivalent character which is

itself rooted in religion. The division which emerges from an analysis of this

ambivalence reveals a series of tensions within modernity, reflected by the

dichotomies found within the concept of the homo duplex (Schopenhauer, [1818]

1969; Durkheim, [1914] 1973; Mestrovic, 1993; Touraine, 1995) and between the

sacred and the profane (Durkheim, [1912] 1995). These are mirrored in contemporary

Western society in the tensions found between the social and sociality (Maffesoli,

1996), the heterotopia and the utopia (Foucault, 1986; Soja, 1995), tensions which I

believe can be further seen in the context of the dichotomy between conventional and

ultimate truth found in Therav-ada and much of Mah5Ana Buddhism. Such tensions, I

shall argue, provide a basis for an examination of the postmodern, where diachronic

developments have come together to act in a groundless, synchronic manner in which

fragments of tradition, including religious tradition, have merged with a plethora of

other cultural phenomena to create a series of complex and ephemeral hybrids.

In chapter one I shall examine the role of religion in contemporary Western society,

concentrating on the relationship between Buddhism and modernity. In examining the

nature of reality and identity in both, I shall seek to establish a number of affinities

between the two. Judging these in terms of the dichotomy between the sacred and

the profane, I argue that postmodemity contains attributes which can be seen as

religious, leading me to question whether it can itself be regarded as a religious

phenomenon. Examining this through an analysis of the role of tradition in modernity

and postmodernity, and picking up on the dual nature of modernity's development, I

shall suggest that it may be possible to see the sacred and profane strands of

modernity coming together to form postmodemity.

Continuing this analysis of hybridity in chapter two, I shall concentrate on the

development of Buddhist modernism in South East Asia. I suggest that the

emergence of new types of colonial and post-colonial religious groups represents an

analogous version of what is currently occurring in the West. Here the interaction of

Buddhism with principally Protestant Western religious ideas has formed cultural
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hybrids within society which, while still being ostensibly religious, exhibit facets which

can best be described as modern. This occurs at the meeting point of cultural

phenomenon, in an interstitial space between the two, something which will form the

basis for a spatial metaphor which I shall develop in subsequent chapters. Having

established the nature of this cultural hybridity, I shall examine the dichotomy that

exists between this and the cultic religions of the region, which are also Buddhist in

nature. I argue, that these developments are important for a number of reasons.

First, that they occur within the context of religious, and particularly Buddhist,

phenomena. Second, that they offer a parallel with more complex integrations in the

West - where such spaces may be constructed from exposure to a much greater

variety of cultural phenomena compared with colonial and immediately post-colonial

South East Asia - providing a useful lead into discussions regarding the nature of the

sacred and the profane in such societies, and providing a sound basis from which to

re-establish a role for religion as an institution, and the presence of religious thought

into contemporary Western society.

In chapter three I concentrate more on individual identity, establishing the nature of

the postmodern self, and its role in society. In particular, I shall seek to establish that

the presence of non-rational and religious phenomena are fundamental to the

establishment of this culturally hybrid identity. By initially drawing on the

developments in modernity which I outlined in chapter one, I suggest that there is an

alternative way which such developments can be viewed. I shall do this by developing

the 'spatial' metaphor which I established in the chapter two. Then, using the work of

Baudelaire as an example, I shall examine how modem individuals have historically

reacted to their surroundings, particularly in the metropolis, suggesting that they

exhibit characteristics which can be associated with both aspects of modernity.

In chapter four I shall continue my discussion of hybridity, establishing the nature of

postmodem space. Drawing, in particular, on Michel Foucault's discussion of

heterotopias and utopias, I shall seek to establish the role that the sacred and the

profane play in such a complex scenario. Furthermore, by equating liminality and

communitas with Foucault's ideas, I can begin to explain how postmodern space is

constructed, suggesting that the respective dichotomies of the heterotopia and the

utopia, and the profane and the sacred, can be seen in terms of reality and

hyperreality; and latterly in terms of Buddhist conventional and ultimate truth. I shall

pay particular attention to the ephemeral nature of such spaces, seeking to equate

Buddhist conventions of dependent co-origination and emptiness with Derrida's

discussions of groundless language. This will provide me with a highly complex

interstitial space which is able to accommodate a considerable variety of intellectual

phenomena which may then be applied in the context of society and culture.
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In chapter five I shall examine the corporate nature of complex hybrid religious

spaces, looking especially at how certain Buddhist groups have established such

spaces for themselves in the West, particularly through their involvement in

environmental issues. Discussing them with reference to recent research into the

nature of collectivity in postmodern society, and especially that of neo-tribalism as

discussed by Maffesoli (1996), and Bauman (1993a, 1993b, 1995), I shall suggest

ways in which such groups may be regarded in the context of a de-universalised

order. Furthermore, by discussing them in relation to Victor Turner's (1969, 1974)

notions of communitas, and Durkheim's ([1912] 1995) ideas of collective

effervescence, I suggest how these collectivities may be seen in the wider context of

the sacred and the profane.

In the final chapter I shall concentrate on the role of the postmodern individual.

Giving the body a central role in this assessment, I shall draw on the developments of

the self and individuality which I have seen as being essential to the evolution of

modernity (or modernities), discussing possible further re-formations of the body

which may better accommodate the highly complex hybrid nature of the postmodern.

Through an analysis of the nature of the body in relation to new technologies such as

cyberspace, the internet and virtual reality, I discuss the extent to which the individual

or the self is fully projected into these milieux. Examining this in terms of the sacred

and the profane, I shall ask whether these can be seen as liminal spaces for the

postmodern self. This will allow me to discuss the very nature of the postmodern self

in terms of the central themes of the thesis, as well as allowing me to argue for the

religious nature of these states, offering Buddhist notions of the self as a comparison.

This, I suggest, will bring together the great variety of phenomena which I have been

discussing in this thesis, as well as allowing me to provide a firm foundation on which

future discussions of religion and the self may be based.



CHAPTER ONE.
BUDDHIST TRADITION IN A DE-UNIVERSALISED SOCIETY.

The more tradition loses its hold, and the more daily life is reconstituted in terms of
dialectical interplay of the local and the global, the more individuals are forced to
negotiate lifestyle choices among a diversity of options (Giddens, 1991: 5).

In this passage Anthony Giddens encapsulates much of what I regard as being central

to this thesis. His attention to the interplay between the local and the global, the

expansion of lifestyle choices, and the necessity of incessant negotiation that modern

life offers is, I suggest, a fruitful way into an exploration of certain features inherent in

contemporary British life. It is in this context that I wish to examine the growth and

role of Buddhist religious forms, providing a new insight into certain features of

Western Buddhism.

As a background to this I shall initially examine the nature of early encounters

between Buddhism and the West, suggesting that these are useful inasmuch as they

provide examples of the nature of modem society and culture during the previous fin

de siècle, thereby establishing an earlier role for Buddhism, and the spiritual more

generally, in modernity. I suggest that these encounters provide further examples of

modernity's ambivalent, 'Janus-faced' nature; additionally providing a historical

provenance with which to study Buddhism in contemporary milieux.

Examining affinities between certain Buddhist notions of identity and tradition and

those found in the West, I shall seek to provide a basis from which to assess potential

roles for religion in the contemporary society and thought. From this I argue that it is

possible to propose the development of a 'de-universalised' society which can

accommodate notions of tradition and the non-rational in identities and societies which

have generally been regarded as being fragmented, rational and synchronic.

The Emergence of Buddhism in the West

European scholars had been aware of diverse forms of Eastern religious practice

before the colonial expansion of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was not

until the nineteenth century, however, that it became a serious matter for study.

Missionaries, in particular, uncovered a great deal of textual data which they sent

back to Europe, where it was gradually translated and analysed. At the same time,

these missionaries also sent back reports of their own activities and experiences.

These were devoured by the literate classes who were impressed by what they saw

as the heroic adventures of those who were bringing Christianity to the 'heathen'

(Warren, 1965: 37), while at the same time being fascinated by the exoticism of these

strange beliefs. Amongst these, Buddhism came to hold a special interest, though the
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conditions surrounding its 'discovery' meant that its character was, to some extent,

'constructed' by intellectuals in the West:

Originally existing 'out there' in the Oriental present, Buddhism became an object
the primary location of which was the West, through the progressive collection,
translation, and publication of its textual past (Almond, 1987a: 79-80).

Scholarship had advanced far enough, however, to discern the fundamentals of its

philosophy. Indeed, according to Brear, by the end of the nineteenth century most

students of Buddhism had agreed on at least four basic points of doctrine:

cosmological speculation, dependent co-origination (paticca-

samuppUda/pratityasamutga-cla), no-self (anatta/anntman), and karma and

transmigration (Brear, 1975: 145). While this understanding was often used to fuel

criticism, especially in comparison with the theism of Christianity, there was positive

appreciation of the nature of Buddhist ethics as well:

Even critics who were scornful of its metaphysics or of its 'idolatry' admitted both
the centrality and general validity of its moral system (Brear, 1975: 143).

Buddhism appealed to the literate classes of Britain who seemed to be attracted by

the romanticism and exoticism of the Orient, but tended to remain subject to the

values of Protestant Christianity. Consequently, it was a religion whose ethics were

regarded as second only to those of Christianity (Almond, 1987a: 84) with the person

of the Buddha being accorded a similarly elevated position:

With the sole exception of Christ, there does not exist among all the founders of
religion a purer and more touching figure than that of the Buddha (St. Hilaire,
1862: 12; cited in Almond, 1987b: 382).

From this it would seem that the development of attitudes towards Buddhism during

the nineteenth century can be seen in terms of two interlocking strands: scholarly -

and largely textual - investigations, together with Buddhism's popular appeal to a

limited but important, literate, section of society. This, to some extent, was

exemplified by Edwin Arnold's long poem The Light of Asia, published in 1879. Here

Arnold highlighted the romantic ideas which many Victorians had for Buddhism and of

which one commentator, George Cobbold, suggested in 1894 that:

...probably more than any other work of the day [it] has been a means of drawing
the attention of English-speaking people to Buddhism...(cited in Almond, 1988: 2).

As can seen from the following extract, while romantic in its style there is also an

inherent scholarly knowledge within the text:
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The Dew is on the Lotus! Rise, Great Sun!
And lift my leaf and mix it with the wave.

Om mani padme hum, the Sunrise comes!
The Dewdrop slips into the shining sea!

(Cited in Almond, 1988: 1)

The nineteenth century marked an early and formative encounter with Buddhism, as a

period during which Buddhist texts were first translated, systematised, and

interpreted; and where Buddhist ideas were considered and approved of by a sizeable

number of other people. This may be seen as the first step of a Buddhist assimilation

into the West, a process which has become more marked as the affinity between

Buddhist and Western ideas became further apparent.

Theosophy and Modernism.

According to a number of scholars, the affinities which were apparent between

Buddhist and Western thought during the nineteenth century are not too far from

those which are present today. Of particular note are the connections between

Protestantism and Buddhism which occur as a complex series of interactions which

make it difficult to isolate any single causal affinity (Obeyesekere, 1970; Gombrich

and Obeyesekere, 1988; Mellor, 1991a; Schopen, 1991).

While Buddhism was treated as something of a special case amongst non-Christian

religions in Victorian Britain, there were very few people who found its philosophy

convincing enough to accept it for their own lives. Nevertheless, by the end of the

nineteenth century the foundations for a commitment to Buddhism were laid. These

were realised in 1907 through the formation of the Buddhist Society of Great Britain

and Ireland. The availability of newly translated texts, written by scholars who were

generally sympathetic to Buddhism added to the romantic and exotic attitudes already

in place. In Britain these were led by T.W. Rhys Davids whose ideas seem broadly to

agree with other Victorian sympathisers:

Buddhist or not Buddhist, I have examined every one of the religious systems of
the world, and in none of them have I found anything to surpass in beauty and
comprehensiveness, the Noble Eightfold Path of the Buddha. I am content to
shape my life according to that path (Cited in Oliver, 1979: 34).

While the presence and commitment of intellectuals to Buddhism did provide a certain

amount of scholarly leadership to potential Western Buddhists, they lacked real

spiritual authority. This was addressed, to a certain extent, by the Theosophical

Society, founded by Madame H.P. Blavatsky in the U.S.A. in 1875. Blavatsky had

travelled widely in Asia where she learned a great deal about Eastern spirituality. Of

particular importance were a number of Tibetan teachers - her 'Masters' - who
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instructed her to establish the Society in the first place, and with whom she claimed to

be in some form of psychic communication for the rest of her life.

The foundation of the Theosophical Society coincided with an increased interest in

Spiritualism amongst literate American society. In philosophical terms Blavatsky may

have presented nothing new in her writings, but she did capture a certain zeitgeist

through the establishment of what became known as 'Esoteric Buddhism'. As the

following quotation shows, however, while there is a great deal of Eastern philosophy

contained within the central tenets of Blavatsky's thinking, they could not be described

as fully Buddhist in nature:

1. There is an omnipresent, eternal, boundless, and immutable Reality, of which
spirit and matter are complementary aspects.
2. There is a universal law of periodicity, or evolution through cyclical change.
3. That all souls are identified with the Universal Oversoul, which is itself an
aspect of the unknown reality (Cited in Selion, 1987: 245-6).

While Theosophy was not purely Buddhist, it was important for the development of

Buddhism in Britain, offering accessibility to the practice Eastern spiritual techniques.

Theosophists were also very much part of the initial formation of the Buddhist Society

of Great Britain and Ireland, although they also contributed significantly to its

disbanding in 1924, partly as a result of their 'non-Buddhist' views.

It seems that even at this very early stage of Buddhism's development in Britain,

there was a unique relationship developing between it and Western society. This, in

some ways, is paradigmatic of the way in which Westerners began to look beyond the

local and draw on 'alien' cultural influences. A good example of this is how modernist

art, from the beginning of the twentieth century onwards, began to draw on Eastern

philosophy, and particularly Theosophical ideas. 1 Interest in Eastern spirituality,

together with the rise of scientific theories such as Darwinism, meant that Christianity

was becoming less universal in its appeal. It appears, though, that far from reflecting

the new scientific age of the machine, as had been thought previously, many

modernist artists were attempting to represent the non-rational in their work, a trend

which has continued throughout the twentieth century.

Concentrating on the pioneers of abstract art, it seems clear that many modernist

painters did have a non-rational agenda. These were important and influential artists

such as Pablo Picasso, 2 Hilma Klint, Paul Klee and Kazimir Malevich in Europe;

Georgia O'Keeffe, Arthur Dove and, later, Marsden Hartley in America (Tamney,

1 These were highlighted in a Channel 4 series, Hidden Hands: A Different History of
Modernism - the initial programme 'Is Anybody There', first broadcast 22/10/95, concentrating
on the role of the spiritual.
2 Typically, although Picasso was an atheist it seems that he spent much time reading tarot
cards and smoking opium - that is indulging in the 'mode' of the spiritual (Saunders, 1995: 6).
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1992: 23-4; Saunders, 1995: 6)3. In the name of brevity, however, I shall concentrate

on arguably two of the best examples of this trend, the Dutch painter Piet Mondrian

and the Russian Wassily Kandinsky, both of whom were deeply involved in

Theosophy during the first quarter of the twentieth century.

The development of Mondrian's work is a particularly good example of the affinity

which could be achieved between Eastern philosophy and modernism. Mondrian saw

his work as a means for transition to the spiritual realm allowing viewers, through the

concentration and contemplation of its meaning, to seek the true nature of the

universe - a sort of 'spiritual clarification'. This, for Mondrian, could not be achieved

by traditional means, as his fellow artist Constantin Brancusi suggests:

What is real is not the external form, but the essence of things... It is impossible for
anyone to express anything essentially real by imitating its exterior surface (Cited
in Saunders, 1995: 7).

This, according to Saunders, was the key to both abstraction and Theosophy, both

seeking a universal essence, and a universal grammar with which to communicate it

(Saunders, 1995: 7). For Mondrian this commonality could be found in geometricism.

Inspired by the writings of Blavatsky, who considered geometric design to be evidence

of God's presence in the world (Ringbom, 1986: 147), Mondrian began to develop a

clear vision of the nature of the spiritual. Early work such as his Woods near Oe/e

(1908) show a geometry which emphasises a distinct opposition between the (male)

ascending lines of the trees and the horizontal (female) ground, through which a

"spirit-matter polarity may be assumed" (Welsh, 1986: 83). Gradually his work

became more geometrised and abstract, the triptych Evolution (1910-11) being a

particularly important example of this development. It consisted of three female

figures whose features were geometrised, and was, according to Carel Blotkamp:

Mondrian's clearest confession of his Theosophical conviction and as such quite
exceptional in his entire oeuvre because of its unnatural character and overt
symbolism (Blotkamp, 1986: 100).

It seems clear that Mondrian was influenced by Cubism during this period, although

his adherence to Theosophy meant that his subjects, trees and female figures, were

much different to those of his Parisian counterparts (Blotkamp, 1986: 102). As his

work became more abstract, he believed that the geometric representations which he

painted were of great cosmological significance. Through this, suggests Blotkamp:

Mondrian transposed the concept of evolution from natural to cultural life, a vision
which would play an essential role in his Neoplasticism (Blotkamp, 1986: 102).

3 This was not limited to artists as Arnold Schoenberg, Boris Pasternak, Walter Gropius and
T.S. Eliot, to name but a few, also showed an interest in various expressions of non-rationality.
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This theory of evolution paralleled that of Theosophy, and particularly in Blavatsky's

central tenets that matter and spirit are complementary - where spirit is an evolution of

matter. Paintings such as Composition with Red, Yellow and Blue underlines this

well, consisting of geometric grid designs which use only black, white and the primary

colours, in order to lay bare "the immutable gridwork behind the outer shells of visible

reality" (Ringbom, 1986: 146). Through this Mondrian sought to emphasise a

simplification of form which highlights the abstract nature in which a 'true' or 'higher'

reality can be depicted in relation to the mundane world. One could even suggest that

Mondrian's grids may be regarded as simplified mandalas - for both are seen to

represent the structural principles of the cosmos.

Like Mondrian, Kandinsky also saw art as a means by which to change the world.

They both believed that their art could help people encounter higher realms of

consciousness, providing them with a greater sense of morality and ethics. There

were, however, also important differences in their respective approaches. Mondrian,

for instance, did not see the relevance of individual spiritual exercise:

There are two paths leading to the Spiritual, the path of learning, of direct
exercises...and the slow path of evolution, The latter manifests itself in
art...[Whereas] [t]he conscious path of learning usually leads to the corruption of
art (Welsh & Joosten, 1969: 33-5; cited in Ringbom, 1986: 137).

Kandinsky, on the other hand, did, regarding "the artist's drive to express and create

as a fundamentally spiritual activity" (Holtzman, 1994: 69). It is his immersion in

spiritual texts by such as Blavatsky and Rudolf Steiner provide the basis for his

abstractionism (Tuchman, 1986: 35), a process which seems to have begun with his

publishing of On the Spiritual in Art (Ober Das Geistage in der Kunst) in 1912. This,

according to Long, is what first established the equation of abstraction,

Expressionism, and mysticism for both the public and critics alike (Long, 1986: 202),

to the extent that Kandinsky believed himself to be standing at the turning point of two

great epochs. This was expressed in the extremely influential Der Blauer Reiter

Almanac (the journal of the Munich based group of the same name, co-founded by

Kandinsky and Franz Marc) also in 1912. In it he suggests that there is an artistic

revolution taking place which will result in the formation of a 'new religion' (Holtzman,

1994: 69-70), the two epochs being represented by:

1. Disintegration of the soulless, materialistic life of the nineteenth century...
2. Construction of the spiritual and intellectual life of the twentieth century that we
experience and that is already manifested and embodied in strong, expressive,
and distinct forms (Kandinsky, 1912: 186-7, cited in Holtzman, 1994: 70).

For Kandinsky these two processes are the two aspects of the 'modem movement',

an example of his utopianism which would, as with Mondrian, see the eclipsing of
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matter by spirit in a Theosophically inspired evolution. In terms of his painting,

Kandinsky considered that abstractionism had less in common with the material world.

Central to his philosophy was 'synesthesia', which can be described as the tendency,

for instance, to hear colours and see sounds (Ringbom, 1986: 132). This is closely

related to structuralist developments of language which attempt to understand a web

of relationships of sounds, colours and numbers which rely on the mind's ability to

perceive something in order to differentiate it from what it is not (Holtzman, 1994: 52).

For Holtzman this is similar to what the second century C.E. Buddhist philosopher,

IVEgnrjuna suggested as "the web of relationships that are at the center of discursive

thought", although for IANgTrjuna the ultimate aim was to transcend these (Holtzman,

1994: 52). This was not the case for Kandinsky, although he did appropriate a

synesthesia of colour and sound in a spiritual sense:

Colour is a power which directly influences the soul. Colour is the keyboard, the
eyes the hammer, the soul is the piano with many strings. The artist is the hand
which plays, touching one key or another, to cause vibrations in the soul
(Kandinsky, 1977: 9; cited in Holtzman, 1994: 75).

It seems likely that for Kandinsky this idea of vibration arose from a Theosophical

theory of aesthetics which sees the artist's task to communicate his/her thought

vibrations to the viewer through the medium of the art (Ringbom, 1986: 137).

Despite their differences in terms of method, Mondrian and Kandinsky would have

largely agreed on the role of their work in making the viewer more aware of the

parallel nature of matter and spirit. Their abstract work demonstrated a Theosophical

utopia through which the true nature of the cosmos was variously represented

geometrically and through a complex web of 'synesthesic' representations in which

colour, form and vibration were used to contact the soul directly.4

From this evidence it seems that the tentative arrival of Buddhism coincided with

developments in modernity rather than being contradictory to them. Far from

heralding an era of rationalism, many artists who were at the forefront of modernity's

development were heavily influenced by non-rational ideas. In particular, they sought

to establish a connection between their work and the fundamental nature of the

universe, seeing the former as representing the latter in microcosm. This was a form

of speculation which possesses a certain similarity with some Eastern philosophies,

most notably Buddhism. Indeed, as with Buddhism, there is a sense - in the work of

both Mondrian and Kandinsky - of a dual level of truth operating, their paintings being

windows from the conventional to the ultimate, providing the viewer with the insight

4 The advent of the First World War shattered such utopian dreams, as a number of artists,
including Kandinsky's Der Blaue Reiter collaborator Franz Marc, were killed in the trenches.
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and awareness necessary to evolve spiritually, which they saw as being the next

stage of humanity's development.

In contextualising the origins of Western Buddhism in this way, it is possible to

regard its presence as a reflection of an ambivalent modernity, as well as contributing

towards processes which are able to place tradition, including religious tradition, within

the contemporary milieu. In the remainder of this chapter I shall examine how an

analysis of different levels of reality such as those discussed above can be used to

express certain affinities which exist between Buddhist philosophy and social theory.

Concentrating on identity and tradition, I shall suggest that there are a number of

similarities between them which can form a basis for understanding the nature of

religion in contemporary Western society.

Diachronic Identities and Diachronic Traditions.

In his article 'Buddhism in Recent British Philosophy and Theology', Steven Collins

sets out the diachronic nature of identity in Buddhism:

One (conventional) person can only inherit the karmic results of action performed
by a single series of predecessors. Equally, if anyone achieves the rare but
possible 'supernormal knowledge' which consists in remembering past lives there
can, again objectively, be only a single series which he can remember. But such
an objective diachronic series is not (ultimately) a personal fact (Collins, 1985:
480).5

By concentrating on a single diachronic series of lives, Collins is drawing attention to

the nature of individuality in Buddhism. This can be seen in the context of Buddhist

religious practice where individuals undergo a process of self-discovery in their own

particular 'lifetime' in order to construct their own individuality. This is as it appears to

them in their unenlightened state, and is usually referred to as attabhava which

literally means 'self-state' (Collins, 1982: 74), a series of these being referred to as a

series of attabhnva. These are the two forms of individuality that can be found in

Buddhism: first at the stage of patinirtiava where the 'individual' is able to peruse his

or her diachronic series of rebirths, both past and future; and second where

individuals are in an unenlightened state and cognition is limited to their current

attabh7va. Collins does, however, seek to qualify ideas of individuals' perception of

their previous rebirths:

...it is natural for the unenlightened to see the penumbra of self-interest as
extending beyond this life into the future. Nevertheless, it is clear that the further
one moves away from present conditions into other lives, which may be in a
different sex, a different biological species.. .the emphatic imagination required to

5 Collins is taking for granted the Buddhist assertion that 'supernormal knowledge' is
achievable. Indeed, it is not my intention to question any 'supernormal' or 'supernatural' claims
made by Buddhists Rather, I wish to see how such claims affect their behaviour and attitudes.
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regard these lives as one's own will increasingly - and soon - come to resemble the
empathy needed to imagine oneself as someone else... (Collins, 1985: 481).

Collins suggests that such recollections are "best characterised not as ordinary

memory, but as. ..'quasi-memory'." Furthermore, he asserts that even ordinary

memories are in a subclass of these quasi-memories. Derek Parfitt explains the

processes involved:

(1) I seem to remember having an experience, (2) someone did have this
experience and (3) my apparent memory is causally dependent, in the right kind of
way, on my past experience. On this definition, ordinary memories are a subclass
of quasi-memories. They are quasi-memories of our own past experiences (Parfit,
1984: 220).

What is being questioned here is the ability of individuals to recall their experiences

with exactitude. This is difficult to judge for a number of reasons. First, their

perception of the world is not a uniform one over time. As a result their memories of

the past will pass through a filter of this changing perception. Second, if this is so for

individuals, then it will be more so for the other as an additional filter of personal

perception will also be employed. Third, a similar significant shift of perception may

occur where the perception of individuals is radically altered; that is, if their lives

undergo radical change, so that their previous personas are practically an-other.

Whereas Collins talks of a series of diachronic rebirths, I wish to show that life in

contemporary Western society can be seen as a series of diachronic roles, brought

about by a series of lifestyle choices made through a process of reflexivity, as Kellner

suggests:

Identity today thus becomes a freely chosen game, a theatrical presentation of the
self, in which one is able to present oneself in a variety of roles, images, and
activities, relatively unconcerned about shifts, transformations, and dramatic
changes (Kellner, 1992: 158).

These can be seen on two levels. First are those choices which are made at times

that Giddens refers to as 'fateful moments'. These are "points at which, no matter

how reflexive an individual may be in the shaping of her self-identity, she has to sit up

and take notice of the new demands as well as new possibilities" (Giddens, 1991:

142-3). Such moments are not fully in the control of individuals and have profound

repercussions for their futures:

Fateful moments are transition points which have major implications not just for
the circumstances of an individual's future conduct, but for self identity (Giddens,
1991: 143).

I suggest that it possible to relate such momentous changes in attitude to the idea of

rebirth where individuals move from one attabava to another. As Giddens says, a
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profound change occurs in the self-perception of individuals which results in them

adopting a significantly different role in society. Here the shift would be so great as to

render many of their previous attitudes redundant. A form of quasi-memory can be

employed, however, whereby individuals can no longer directly relate to their previous

personas; but, as in Parfit's schema, are able to acknowledge its occurrence to an

extent greater than any other individual could. It is in this sense that I would argue,

that individuals can be seen to live out a diachronic series of lifestyles formed initially

by a succession of fateful moments which alter their own self-perceptions, as well as

their perceptions towards others in the world.

Such fateful moments are irregular and will often come unexpectedly, but are not

solely responsible for the changes which occur in the diachronic development of self-

identity. There is also a less distinct level where more subtle changes occur. These

can be regarded as a continuous process of self-conscious checks and balances

which can be seen as reflexive responses to the wider milieu where, as Giddens

argues:

...the discovery of oneself becomes a project directly involved with the reflexivity
of modernity (Giddens, 1990: 122).

This relates to Collins's suggestion that Buddhist practitioners are engaged in a

process where they are discovering more and more about their 'self-state' (attabhava).

As a result it is possible to place the development of individuals into a diachronic

series of rebirths; where a rebirth counts as a fateful moment which radically changes

their lives and perceptions, so comparing the process of reflexivity in modernity

between fateful moments to that of a single life in such a series.

In doing this I am seeking to establish a relationship between the philosophical

notions which Collins draws out of Buddhism with some of Giddens's sociological

ideas concerning contemporary society. Using Parfit's conception of quasi-memory I

am developing a linkage which is dependent on the actual cognition of individuals;

that is the extent to which they are aware of their current and previous lives. This is

not unproblematic, however, as the question of enlightenment arises, that is the

extent to which a fateful moment can be related to an enlightened experience.

Again it is ultimately the actual level of cognition which I wish to consider. As each

fateful moment occurs, so the perception of the individual will change. I would argue

that while such dramatic changes cannot be wholly related to rebirth, the actual

perception of the individual is similarly incomplete. In other words, the unenlightened

person does not possess the 'supernatural' knowledge required to transcend the

temporal barriers between rebirths. Here I would see experience as acting as a form

of enlightenment whereby individuals undergo relatively dramatic changes in their

situations; to the extent that, over time, they are no longer able to fully relate to their
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previous 'personas'. According to Buddhist philosophy such changes are not only

thought to take place between lifetimes, but constantly:

The soul, the individual, is no more than a complex of momentary entities; and
these are the only reality (Zimmer, 1951: 514).

This seems to discount any talk of diachronic series, although provisional Buddhist

teaching does acknowledge a subtle form of rebirth:

Every phenomenal being is to be regarded as...a flux of particles that are
themselves ephemeral. Throughout the transformations of birth, growth, old age,
death, and the endless chain of rebirths, the so-called individual is no more than
the vortex of.. .a causal sequence - never quite what it was a moment ago or what
it is just about to be, and yet not different either (Zimmer, 1951: 513).

Here Zimmer points to a situation where any perception is seen as being neither-real-

nor-not-real. This is very subtle and subsequently problematic when attempting to

discuss the cognition of individuals. In terms of this research, however, I would stress

that it is the actual self-cognition of the 'individual' that is important. What

unenlightened individuals perceive as reality is what maps out their actions. Such an

analysis of Buddhist 'reality' gives a further indication of how quasi-memory can

operate both at the level of a single rebirth and a diachronic series.

There are also aspects of contemporary society which seem to problematise the

nature of reality. According to Featherstone, this had its beginnings in "the new

experiences of modemite in the big cities of the mid to late-nineteenth century", as

discussed by Baudelaire, Benjamin and Simmel (Featherstone, 1991: 72). Here "the

new department stores and arcades were temples in which goods were worshipped

as fetishes" (Featherstone, 1991: 73). This marked the beginning of a definite move

from an emphasis on production to one of consumption, a major catalyst for this being

the mass-media:

This leads to a breakdown of the relationship between signifiers and the
fragmentation of time into a series of perpetual presents... (Featherstone, 1991:
99)

This seems to coincide with Buddhist notions of reality. Where the enlightened

'Buddhist' would perceive reality as a series of perpetual presents; so, through

experience, can the individual in contemporary society also realise its nature. Both

cases being dependent on the degree with which the individual perceives this

dichotomy of reality and illusion. This is discussed by Baudrillard who considers that

"we live everywhere already in an 'aesthetic' hallucination of reality" (Baudrillard,

1983: 148) which he terms 'hyperreality':
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...'hyperreality', a world in which the piling up of signs, images and simulations
through consumerism and television results in a destabilized, aestheticized
hallucination of reality (Featherstone, 1991: 99).

As with Buddhist philosophy, the idea of hyperreality cannot be conceived by

individuals who live their lives in the everyday world of 'common' perception. If this is

the case it may only be possible to conceive of a world of hyperreality for an individual

who is constantly and exclusively subjected to mass media imagery. Similarly

someone who constantly and exclusively meditates may also realise the true

'Buddhist' nature of reality. Contextualising these in terms of the relationship between

time and social interaction I shall be able to provide a common basis with which to

look at diachronic ideas in both contemporary Western society and Buddhist thought,

as well as underlining the importance of tradition in such a comparison.

Giddens suggests that "we may identify three interlacing forms of temporality that

enter all moments of social life" (Giddens, 1987: 144) which he calls durtes. The first

is that of "day-to-day life, expressed in reversible terms" (Giddens, 1987: 144-5) which

he sees as the ordering of sociat activities through their daffy re9etition. mcs can be

seen constantly to intersect the second duree which represents the life span of the

individual, in Buddhist terms an attabhava. Giddens sees this as irreversible and

"might indeed be the chief basis of our sense that time, sequence and direction are

inherently connected" (Giddens, 1987: 145). These two in turn both intersect the

durte of the institution:

All societies worthy of the name endure beyond the lives of those individuals
whose activities constitute them at any given moment (Giddens, 1987: 145).

For Giddens this complex series of interactions "are no more than analytically

separable from one another' (Giddens, 1987: 145). By seeing these durees as part of

a series in which such interactions take place it is possible to discuss them in terms of

tradition, since the deconstruction of time into such units allows for the study of

synchronic interaction within a diachronic framework. In terms of Buddhism, Collins

suggests:

The idea that self and other have the same epistemological and soteriological
status can be seen in a large number of different contexts in Buddhist thought
(Collins, 1982: 190).

The presence of the 'other shows that synchronic interaction by a number of

individuals, represented as diachronic series, is prevalent in Buddhism. By coming

together at different times, they form a single diachronic tradition which is explained

by Shils as follows:
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At any moment, an individual human being is given, not only to others but to
himself as well. His character...has already been formed, his beliefs. ..his mental
and physical capacities have been formed. His characteristics, beliefs, and
capacities might be unsteady and they might undergo changes subsequently; they
might furthermore be only dimly or erroneously perceived by the individual himself
and by others (Shils, 1981: 11).

Shils discusses how the past has a bearing on the attitude of individuals in the

present, but suggests that their actual cognition of the past may not be fully correct. A

form of quasi-memory is thus employed. But if this is so by individuals, then how

much more so will it be by an-other? Although the level of quasi-memory may be

significant it does not lessen the importance of synchronic interaction between

individuals, especially those who have a shared or similar past, something which is

vital in the evolution of tradition.

One must also look at a diachronic series of generations Indeed, this is where

synchronic interaction is important. While it is possible to talk of a diachronic series of

rebirths, to the unenlightened there is only this attabhUva. Consequently, a similar

view should be taken of generational evolution as enlightened individuals would of

their previous rebirths. Where successive lives in a diachronic series of rebirths

cannot be wholly empathic with each other due to their different milieux; so it is the

same for successive generations within a tradition (Shils, 1981: 13). In terms of the

transition and translation of such as Buddhism into the West, this is extremely

important as the continuation of such diachronic tradition is central to the success of

such a process:

The implantation of a religious tradition involves not merely a set of theological
beliefs being handed down from one generation, from one territory, to other
generations in other territories but also to the implantation in a different territory of
an image of the past which had been formed by those whose biological ancestors
had lived in it and to whom it was endogenous (Shils, 1981: 100).

For tradition to exist there must be some form of diachronic connection, although at

the same time there must be a synchronic sharing of experience between individuals.

This occurs as a result of remembering and re-enacting the rituals which are

perceived to form part of the tradition:

Memory is more than the act of recollection by recollecting persons. Memory
leaves an objective deposit on tradition. The past does not have to be
remembered by all those who re-enact it; the deposit is carried forward by a
continuing chain of transmissions and receptions. But to become a tradition and
remain a tradition, a pattern of assertion or action must have entered into the
memory (Shils, 1981: 167; my emphasis).

These comments bring together much of my discussion on individuality and place it in

the context of tradition, and particularly the role of memory in the formation and

continuation of tradition. The nature of quasi-memory is an important consideration
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here. This suggests that 'transmissions and receptions' will not be accurate.

However, they may well be perceived to be accurate. Individuals are relying on their

own perceptions of their pasts, which may well have been unconsciously altered by

the quasi nature of their memories. Furthermore, they may have also affected the

nature of their own milieux; hence Shils's concerns regarding the transplantation of

traditions into different societies.

Such transitions must continue to be seen in a diachronic sense. While a tradition

may alter as it translates into another society, it does nevertheless possess certain

aspects which signify its continuance. Such signifiers can be seen as the signs and

symbols which are evident in, and an integral part of, the tradition in the society of

which it was endogenous. These will be filtered as they are received into the 'host'

society. However, because of the differentiated nature of Western society, such

filtering will not be uniform. Furthermore, if, as I shall discuss in the next section,

society is held to be as fragmented as it is claimed, this poses serious problems for

the assessment of its acceptance into that society.

Religion in Contemporary Society.

Having looked at the relationship between diachronic identities and diachronic

traditions, setting them in their philosophical and sociological contexts I shall now

discuss them in relation to contemporary society. Considering the nature of tradition

in such a society, with particular regard to its relationship with culture, I shall discuss

the role of religion, concentrating initially on the notion of self-consciousness. As

Kellner comments:

[0 modernity, self-consciousness comes into its own; one engages in reflection on
available social roles and possibilities and gains a distance from tradition (Kellner,
1992: 141-2).

Although the Enlightenment proposed that the self could be seen "as something

essential, substantial, unitary, fixed and fundamentally unchanging", there was a

fundamental move away from such ideas. Hume, for instance, discussed the idea of

a non-substantiality of the self; while Nietzsche and Heidegger saw the self as an

existential project, a creation of the authentic individual (Kellner, 1992: 142). The

project of modernity has gradually increased the self-awareness of the individual from

Enlightenment thought, where individuality, although still viewed in relation to a

relatively static and unreflexive society, was nevertheless being considered. This led

to a more thorough examination of individuals in conjunction with a progressive shift

towards a greater self-consciousness.

In the previous section I stressed the importance of the cognition of the individual in

relation to both rebirth in Buddhism and the evolution of self-perception of the
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individual in contemporary society. In both I suggested that there were two levels of

change, both of which employed a degree of quasi-memory. Here self-consciousness

may be seen as being integrally linked to the notion of quasi-memory, the latter being

instrumental in shaping the cognition of the former. In a diachronic series, be it of

rebirths or fateful moments, the level of self-consciousness of individuals is a

significant factor in assessing reactions to their milieux. In examining a series of

fateful moments in the life of individuals it is possible to establish a diachronic series

of events which find fruition in their own current state of self-consciousness.

Tradition is central to any discussion of religion. However, Giddens's assertion that

tradition is losing its hold does point to a diminished role for religion in contemporary

society (Giddens, 1991: 5). I wish to argue that religion can still have a role in society,

albeit an altered one. Central to this idea is this notion of lifestyle choices. In the past

it has been argued that individuals "need overarching reality definitions to give

meaning to life as a whole". (Berger, Berger & Kellner, 1973: 21). This stems from the

aforementioned rise in self-awareness that modernity brought, allied with a perception

of the centrality of religion. Thus, as Margolis argues, while in modernity there is a

need for "the segregation of the claims of tradition and reason upon the allegiance of

every cognitively informed endeavour and the preference of critical reason over

tradition for legitimative purposes" (Margolis, 1989:18). Tradition did nevertheless

have an important part to play in providing the 'overarching reality definitions'. But

whereas in the past these were seen at a societal level, this in no longer the case.

Awareness is no longer limited to the local. Technological advances have given

people, especially in the West, a global perspective. This creates tension between

the parochial and the cosmopolitan (Beckford, 1992b: 113), something which is

evident in many cities where the old communities of 'locals', who generally represent

the 'working class' element, often find it difficult to come to terms with - and are often

resentful of - immigration and gentrification into areas which were previously their sole

preserve. Such a process being amplified by the fact that there has been a societal

shift in emphasis from production to consumption. This has further 'dispossessed'

those whose position in society results in a lack of self-awareness of the possibilities

which can arise from lifestyle choices, which they simply cannot afford.

Consequently, the ensuing discussion of lifestyle choices does not apply to society as

a whole. Indeed, it is the very nature of a society such as this that such decisions are

not universally available.

Such a society has been described by a number of thinkers as postmodern

(Featherstone, 1991; Lash and Uny, 1994), something which has become a

repository for a number of different ideas, not all of which are concomitant with each
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other. As Philip Mellor has discussed, much of this has come about due to the

confusions over its derivations:

The meaning of 'postmodern' often remains obscure...I suggest that postmodernist
discourse is characterized by assumptions rather than arguments. We can note
that aside from the variety of definitions of 'postmodern' available to us, there is a
widespread confusion concerning the distinction between 'postmodernism' and
'postmodernity' (Mellor, 1993: 2).

He distinguishes the former as being characterized by discussions of the 'crisis of

modernity' resulting in the loss of master narratives; while the latter he sees as the

cultural environment which may exist after such a crisis. The central question here is

whether such a crisis has occurred? Giddens accuses postmodernists of rejecting the

master narrative while still discussing a diachronic location in appointing the

postmodern as a 'successor' to the modem:

To speak of postmodernity as superseding modernity appears to invoke the very
thing which is declared (now) to be impossible: giving it some coherence to history
and pinpointing our place in it (Giddens, 1990: 47).

This is further highlighted by Featherstone who points out that if there were to be a

postmodern account of postmodernism it would either "resist the examination of

developments in knowledge and the interrelation between specialists in symbolic

production and other groups to provide a parasitical account.. .which would use

postmodern strategies to play on the unities and differences within postmodernism";

or, "follow the strategy of smuggling in a coherent meta-narrative, a tale telling the

version of the fall, to announce the end of meta-narratives" (Featherstone, 1991: 32).

Mestrovic also criticises this approach suggesting that by removing any basis for

objective discourse, postmodemism destroys its own ground or referent as any

attempt at decentred discourse is ultimately subjective (Mestrovic, 1993: 78). This

upholds Luhmann's assertion of only internal legitimation being possible, where

"systems of function can only legitimate themselves" (Luhmann, 1987: 108), and

invalidates the idea that a discontinuity in the project of modernity has occurred. It

does not, however, negate the idea that there have been some important

developments in the nature of society.

For Giddens the notion of reflexivity stems from a situation where the modernist

beliefs in rationality and control have not come to fruition (Giddens, 1991: 28). It is

this that has caused postmodemist thinkers to discuss ideas of discontinuity which

have caused the narrative of modernity to appear fragmented. For Giddens,

postmodernists are merely reflecting the sense of alienation which has developed

from an inability to properly explain the nature of contemporary society which,



42

although part of, we cannot control (Mellor, 1993: 4). The notion of reflexivity is an

integral part of this high modem anomie which, as Mellor suggests, is:

...not just a generalised tendency towards revisionism, but a process of chronic
revisionism, an orientation towards systematic and potentially radical reappraisals
of all aspects of modern life. (Mellor, 1993: 5)

This results in a disorientation which is reflected in a loss of confidence in society by

thinkers such as Baudrillard (1983, 1990) who "speaks as a postmodern observer who

remembers the naïve modernist confidence" (Margolis, 1989: 5). Baudrillard is also

reflecting this idea of disorientation in terms of hyperreality, where "the 'essentialist'

forms of modernism, which still assume a historical subject and unified world-view,

eventually give way to a present-oriented aesthetic of immediacy, plurality, and

simultaneity". (Dunn, 1991: 113) This is characterised by a collapsing of the

boundaries between 'high' and 'mass' culture into a "postmodernist eclectic mixing of

subject matter, styles and attitudes formerly confined to separate realms". (Dunn,

1991: 114) For Bauman (1992, 1993b, 1995) this results in the development of lives,

which, he suggests, become far more fragmented and nomadic (Bauman, 1992: 166),

and questions the degree to which individuals are in control of their destinies. This

interrogates the reflexive nature of contemporary Western life, which for Giddens:

...is not a distinctive trait, or even a collection of traits, possessed by the
individual. It is the self as reflexively understood by the person in terms of his or
her own biography.

This, he continues; "includes the cognitive component of personhood", concluding

that:

The capacity to use 'I' in shifting contexts, characteristic of every known culture, is
the most elemental feature of reflexive conceptions of personhood (Giddens,
1991: 53).

Here is the employment of quasi-memory in the self-understanding of biography which

can be seen in conjunction with the conception of the self in the current 'shifting

context' of contemporary society. These points can be taken at two levels. First, at a

diachronic level, where the biography is developed, or perceived to develop, over a

period of time through a succession of contexts as discussed previously. And,

second, where there is the possibility of a succession of contexts at any one given

time - what I have referred to previously as lifestyle choices.

A number of problems arise from this. First, because of the utilization of quasi-

memory, individuals may perceive a certain continuity. Yet, for Bauman, they are

wandering nomadically between unconnected points (Bauman, 1992: 166), what

Giddens considers to be a series of discrete moments which sever previous and



43

successive experiences, preventing the possibility of sustained narratives (Giddens,

1991: 53). Despite this individuals will attempt to maintain a sense of continuity

through the construction of coherent diachronic biographies through their lifestyle

choices. Inherent in such choices, however, is also the risk of making the 'wrong'

ones. This lack of control through reflexivity or 'fate' further engenders feelings of

helplessness on the part of the individual which leads to a further desire for continuity.

Looking at this from a Buddhist perspective it is necessary to reiterate my earlier

assertion that what is important to my assessment of the processes involved in a

diachronic series is the actual perception of the individual. In Buddhist terms this

means the perceived proximity to nibblna. This is related to what Bastow calls the

'intention of action' which can be seen in the context of two value systems found in

Buddhism (Bastow, 1988: 158), respectively associated with karma and nibb7na. The

former can be seen in terms of a very limited perception in which the memory is not, to

a large extent, utilised. Here the individual is seeking a limited degree of self-change

in the context of seeking a favourable rebirth. This limited path is less common,

however, in Western Buddhism where there is a greater sense of nirvanic immediacy.

In this latter system there is a greater desire for self change and as such individuals

attempt to recreate themselves "around a completely new structure of intentions, a

structure which itself is fully intended" (Bastow, 1988: 159). Something which

suggests a much more significant utilization of quasi-memory.

This reflects a much more distinct form of lifestyle choice than that of the karmic

system and may, in a continuous process of reflexivity, lead the individual to a

situation where nibbana may be seen as a more immediate goal. There is still,

however, the aforementioned desire for continuity, this being the underlying

motivation for seeking the Buddhist path within a tradition. The Buddhist is now

seeking to extinguish such desires in order to gain a feeling of self-control through a

process of self-discovery and self-realisation. This is thought to be achieved through

the attainment of knowledge; in Buddhist terms - wisdom (pfkria).

It may be suggested that greater knowledge would increase that amount of control

which individuals have over their fate. Indeed, the perception might be of greater

awareness. Giddens, however, argues that this is not the case, concluding that

greater knowledge may equal greater control in knowledge about the physical world

"but not about the universe of social events" (Giddens, 1990: 43), as this is blocked by

the reflexive nature of modern social life (Giddens, 1990: 44-5). This seems

problematic, particularly as the aforementioned Buddhist path towards nirvanic

knowledge may be attained only through the most eremetic of practices. As a result it

could be argued that individuals are still anchored in the gross world from which they

are attempting to escape. 	 Consequently, I would suggest that despite the
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motivational impulses to achieve Enlightenment, Western Buddhists could be trapped

by their own reflexivity.

This can be reflected in the function of tradition in Western Buddhism, acting in the

role of an abstract system; which, according to Giddens, attempts to "create large

areas of relative security for the continuation of day-to-day life" (Giddens, 1991: 133).

Here there is a greater reliance on external advice systems which are looked upon by

individuals as 'significant others' in their quest to overcome the risks that are inherent

in society which gives an appearance of control. Such advice, however, may be

subjective and particular; and certainly "only valid 'until further notice" (Giddens, 1991:

32). In a Buddhist sense the security element is provided by the diachronic nature of

tradition where the authority of the 'advice' can be traced back directly to the Buddha

himself. The teaching, however, may be more speculative than authoritative. As I

have already suggested there may be a high degree of quasi-memory operating in the

transition and translation of tradition; especially when it is into a markedly different

social and cultural milieu.

More broadly I suggest that any semblance of advice may also be subject to

continuous change and discovery which may render any 'expert' assessment

redundant. Nevertheless, the perception of individuals is of a necessary and valid

process of control in which they are able to regulate the direction of their lives. They

are attempting to create a coherent and controlled diachronic series of events amidst

the continual construction and reconstruction of the biography that reflexivity

represents. For Giddens this represents a post-traditional social universe (Giddens,

1991: 80) where the dominant post-Enlightenment and post-Reformation themes of

secularisation and de-traditionalisation have removed any notion that religion may

persist in contemporary Western society.

Western Buddhism, Modernity and Tradition.

Such views do not, however, represent all aspects of modernity. As Mestrovic (1991,

1993) and Mellor and Shilling (1997) suggest, there is an additional strand to its

development which accommodates traditional and non-rational elements. Indeed,

without this it would be difficult to establish a role for religion in modem society given

the preponderance of theories which seek to marginalise it.

One problem that emerges in relation to cognition in Buddhist philosophy is that

there are two levels of reality - conventional and ultimate - which respectively relate to

the two notions of individuality before and after enlightenment. To compare this to

elements found in modernity requires a return to the connection which I made in the

introduction, between the ambiguities inherent in Buddhist philosophy, and those in

the work of Schopenhauer. This provides a basis with which to look at modernity in
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relation to Buddhism. The key to this is the position which Schopenhauer holds in the

development of modernity. Mestrovic (1991, 1993) regards Schopenhauer as being

of vital importance to the modern project. If this is the case, then comparisons made

between his philosophy and that of Buddhism are significant. For Mestrovic,

Schopenhauer embodied the spirit of late nineteenth century fin de siècle thought,

which did not accord with the rationality of Enlightenment and Reformation thinking.

In particular, Schopenhauer's emphasis on pessimism (Mestrovic, 1991: 88) and

compassion (Mestrovic, 1991: 112; 1993: 176) suggests affinities with Buddhism in

addition to the thought of the fin de siècle. Through his influence on such as

Durkheim and Simmel, Mestrovic sees Schopenhauer forming the basis of a

dichotomy within modernity by setting his ideas particularly against those of Hegel:

Schopenhauer took seriously the ethical message preached by all the world's
major religions, that the essence of morality is empathy, derived from the heart,
not egoism derived by the mind and glorified by the Hegelian State (Mestrovic,
1993: 55).

This accords with the 'Janus-faced' nature of modernity which Mellor and Shilling

suggest in their examination of modern embodiment (Mellor and Shilling, 1997). Like

Mestrovic, they draw heavily on Durkheim to make sense of the dichotomies which

they suggest. This is perhaps apt given the number of dualities which Durkheim

proffered in his own work, and relevant given the emphasis he gave to religion.

In the Introduction I began to make linkages between Duritheim and Buddhism,

especially through the homo duplex. This can, to a certain extent, be broadened to

include Durkheim's other theories. Mestrovic points to Durkheim's pessimistic outlook

which, if not as extreme as Schopenhauer's, is reflected in the anomic basis of his

study of suicide, as well as his discussions on pain and asceticism in The Elementary

Forms of Religious Life (Mestrovic, 1991: 85). Here Durkheim discusses some of the

painful practices which ascetics undergo (Durkheim, [1912] 1995: 320), and while this

may not immediately suggest a resonance with Buddhism, given the Buddha's

renunciation of such, physical, practices before his enlightenment, there is a linkage

to be made. Although more complex than the rudimentary types of religion in

Durkheim's study, Buddhism's emphasis on suffering does provide some interesting

parallels. These lie at the heart of Buddhist philosophy as explained through the Four

Noble Truths6 which set out the nature of existence and the path to liberation.7

6 These are respectively:
1. Dukkha - usually translated as suffering as best explained through a quotation from
the Buddha's first sermon:

...birth is dukkha, old age is dukkha, disease is dukkha, dying is dukkha,
association with what is not dear is dukkha, not getting that which is wished for
is dukkha, in brief the five groups of grasping ['material shape', 'feeling',
'cognition', 'constructing activity' and 'consciousness'] are dukkha. (Sarnyutta
Nik5ya).

2. Samudaya: the arising of dukkha.


