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Personal Rights and
Contemporary Buddhism

TAITETSU UNNC

THE QUESTION OF PERSONAL rights, as understood in the contem-
porary West, has not been of traditional concern in East Asian so-
cietics. The concept of rights, as demanding one’s due, arose as
part of the adversarial legacy of the West. In East Asia, on the
other hand, the consensual model of society prevailed, ruling out
any assertions of self against recognized forms of authority, whether
secular or religious.! In the consensual society molded by Con-
fucian ethics, it was the principle of duty, felt and carried out
with sincerity, rather than rights, that was crucial for what it
meant to be human. In fact, sincerity was at the heart of [i, rites
and rituals, that reached heaven (tiien). Likewise, in periods of
great Buddhist influence, it was the sense of gratitude, rather than
rights, that was regarded as essential for a truly human life. Grati-
tude was born from a profound appreciation for all of life and
nature, and it was to be expressed in various acts of compassion
and thanksgiving.

The fact that the Buddhist tradition in its past history has
had little to say about personal rights in the current sense of the
term does not mean that Buddhists were not concerned with hu-
man well-being, with the dignity and autonomy of the spirit. In
fact, throughout its long history, in spite of some dark and un-
savory moments, Buddhism has taught the path whereby all forms
of existence, animate and inanimate, would be able to radiate
and shine in their own natural light. Contemporary Buddhism,
if it is to survive in the modern world and especially if it is to es-
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tablish roots in the West, must clarify what it has to offer to the
concept of personal rights and its realization for all people. The
first task for Buddhists, then, will be to clarify the meaning and
content of the basic teaching of anatman, translated variously as
“not-self,” “non-self,” and “non-ego,” which forms the essence of
personhood.? ,

As a basic teaching or yana the realization of not-self is a prac-
tical method of liberation from all kinds of delusion, especially
self-delusion, which requires that one live not-self rather than sim-
ply debating its meaning from a purely theoretical and abstract
viewpoint. Moreover, “the supreme truth to be realized [not-self]
- is not a product of ‘my’ efforts, not a conceptual entity to be visual-
ized or concocted by my mind.” It is an awareness that the true
self is more than what the self is normally conscious of as self, an
awareness that dawns upon the self as it deepens and grows in re-
ligious practice. The core of that awareness, born from the repeated
realization that “this is not mine, I am not this, this is not myself,”
produces the power of critical analysis leading to the insight that
there is no permanent, abiding entity called the self.

The intellectual milieu of India during the time of the Bud-
dha in the sixth century B.C.E. is summarized by the Buddhist
logician Dharmakirti (seventh century C.E.) in the following words:

The unquestioned authority of the Vedas;

the belief in a world-creator;

the quest for purification through ritual bathings;

the arrogant division into castes;

the practice of mortification to atone for sin;

— these five are the marks of the crass stupidity
of witless men.*

Countering these “five marks” of traditional religion, societal val-
ues, and accepted practices were the so-called heterodox (sramana)
religions, among which the surviving ones are Buddhism and Jain-
ism. These originated for the most part far from the center of
the Indo-Aryan cultural sphere in northwest India and incorpo-
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rated indigenous pre-Aryan beliefs, such as yoga, transmigration,
karma, and nirvana.

Countering the class or caste system, based on color and born
from the mystical depth of the creation myths, Gautama Buddha
established the Sangha, the community of practitioners, which was
a society of equals — regardless of birth or lineage or whether one
was rich or poor, man or woman. His fundamental teaching was
a radical negation of the ruling Brahmanic religion. The teaching
of not-self (anatman) was the cornerstone of a new religion which
undermined the absolute authority of Atman-Brahman and the
life characterized by the “five marks.” Besides not-self there were
other basic teachings which directly countered the supreme val-
ues characterizing the Brahman-Atman unity: permanent being
(sat), knowledge (cit), and bliss (@ananda). In contrast, the Bud-
dha’s teaching emphasized impermanence (anitya), rather than
permanent being, as the universal human condition; radical igno-
rance (avidya) as more elemental than knowledge; and suffering
(duhkha, “life does not go according to one's wish™) as more fun-
damental than bliss.

By negating the metaphysical basis of traditional religious
values and practices the Buddha affirmed instead the crucial na-
ture of human conduct and virtus as determining what is truly
human.® He also stressed reliance on the powers of analysis and
autonomous reason and rejected revelation, authority, and tradi-
tion as sources of knowledge. In the words ascribed to Gautama
Buddha:

Just as the experts test gold by burning it, cutting it and ap-
plying it on a touchstone, my statements should be accepted
only after critical examination and not out of respect for me.®

The new ideal of what should be regarded as desirable in a per-
son is found in the Dhammapada, one of the earliest recorded
savings of the Buddha, wherein he infuses new content into the
meaning of the high-born priest caste (brahmana):

I do not call a man a brahmana because of his origin
or of his mother. He is indeed arrogant, and he is wealthy;
but the poor man who is free from all attachments, him I
call indeed a brahmana.
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Him I call indeed a brahmana whose knowledge is deep,
who possesses wisdom, who knows the right way and the
wrong, and has attained the highest end.

Him I call indeed a brahmana who, after leaving all
bondage to men, has risen above all bondages to the gods,
and is free from all and every bondage.

Him I call indeed a brahmana, the manly, the noble,
the hero, the great sage, the conqueror, the sinless, the ac-
complished, the awakened.”

The new concept of high-born, based on the teaching of not-
self and manifested in the mode of personal conduct, meant that
the low-born (sidra), depending on his or her actions, could be
regarded as a high-born. And similarly a high-born, by ignoble
and virtuous living, could become a low-born. Various criticisms
are found in Buddhist texts from this early period which reject
the caste system. They may be organized into seven kinds of argu-
ments: biological —plants and animals have many different spe-
cies but humans make up one species; anthropological — the caste
system began as divisions of labor and occupational distinctions
and has nothing to do with race or color; sociological — the four-
class system is not universal, not found among neighboring king-
doms; legal — punishment for crimes crossed class lines (not neces-
sarily true in Hindu law as it is known today); moral —we are all
subject to the karmic law; ethical —we are all equally capable of
good and evil; and religious — we are all endowed with the poten-
tial for enlightenment.?

This transformation in traditional values, freeing people from
fixed stations determined at birth and enabling them to decide
their own destiny, is also evident in other changes. Terms of racial
connotation, such as Aryan, meaning “noble,” were infused with
religious significance as evidenced in the doctrines of the Four Noble
Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path. The concept of middle con-
tained in the Middle Country, Madhyadesa, the center of Aryan
culture in northwest India, was transformed into the Middle Way,
madhyama-pratipad, the universal path to supreme enlightenment
—a path that was, at the same time, the concrete manifestation
in daily life of enlightenment itself. The ultimate goal of such radi-
cal changes was to open wide the gates to religious life, such that
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any person could claim for himself or herself the proclamation
made by the Buddha at his birth: “Heavens above, heavens below,
I alone am the World-honored One.” This legendary affirmation
expressed the spirit of a revolutionary age when a new sense of
personhood, based on the negation of atman, was born, and peo-
ple became truly liberated.

The community of the liberated formed the Sangha, com-
posed of people from all walks of life, both men and women, who
were accorded equal treatment under the aegis of the Three Gems
—Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. A remarkable degree of demo-
cratic practice was observed, especially in the rules and regula-
tions set forth in the Vinaya, which were formulated to protect
the individual rights of monks and nuns. Inheriting the liberal at-
mosphere of northeast India, the Sangha was modeled after the
elected councils and the assembly forum. Hierarchy was based on
the character and quality of the person. The Vinaya places a
premium on the rights of the individual members of the Sangha.
An example would be the treatment of someone accused of an al-
leged crime or a violation of precepts. Evidence had to be pre-
sented and confession of guilt made together with repentance and
a vow to correct one's errors.”

Having established the historical context in which the teach-
ing of not-self arose, we will explore its evolution in China as mani-
fested in Hua-yen thought and in Japan as expressed in the Shin
Buddhism of the Japanese Pure Land tradition. Before proceeding,
several crucial points about this teaching should be made. While
not-self is to be manifested in a mode of action, it is nevertheless
deeply rooted in meditative practices whose primary aim is the
radical transformation of the ego-self to the egoless self. Without
this transformation (paravritti) at the base of the mind system,
focusing on the deep-rooted source of self-centeredness, not-self
has yet to be fully realized and meditative absorption remains
nothing more than another form of delusion. In the history of Bud-
dhism the teaching of sinyata (“emptiness” or “voidness”) evolved
into the Madhyamika philosophy in third-century India and
deepened and expanded the awareness of not-self to include the
negation of all fixations on substantial being, whether within the
self or without in the external world. Second, not-self does not mean
the loss of personality, individuality, or moral responsibility but
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a realization of an egoless personhood that is truly human. In ac-
complishing the true act of giving (dana-paramita), for example,
there is no attachment to the giver, the gift, or the receiver. This
is so because each exists not in isolation but in interdependence
and interconnectedness with all existence, and no one should make
an exclusive claim as to giver, gift, or receiver. This interdepen-
dence, transcending the bounds of the human world and involv-
ing all sentient and insentient existence, including nature, is re-
garded as a more elemental relationship than anything rationally
conceivable. Crucial to this interdependence is the egoless self
which, properly understood, rules out any kind of self-centeredness
which would destroy it. The content of interdependence will be
clarified in its most developed form as articulated by the Hua-yen
School. However, the immense difficulty of eliminating the deep
roots of self-centeredness was realized from the very beginning of
Mahayana Buddhism in the first century B.C.E., an awareness
that led to the evolution of the Pure Land tradition. This tradi-
tion, which had always gathered a large lay following in East
Asia, reached its heights in thirteenth-century Japan and opened
the way for the establishment of the new schools of Japanese
Buddhism — the various forms of Pure Land, of Zen Buddhism,
and of the Nichiren schools. We shall focus on the Pure Land tra-
dition and see how the problem of self-centeredness relates to the
realization of not-self.

II

The teaching of not-self is not simply a matter of following
the dictum “This is not mine, I am not this, this is not myself”
as a guide to becoming free of the fictive self. It also has a posi-
tive aspect. The true dharma-nature is brought to full realization
in a person, manifesting fundamental reality (tattva) itself. What
hinders this realization is the deep-rooted self-centeredness that
arises from a depth below the reach of ordinary consciousness. In
the analysis of Yasuo Yuasa, a Japanese philosopher who has done
extensive research into the mind-body relationship from both the
Western and the Eastern perspectives, there are two levels of con-
sciousness in meditative experience. One is a bright, disembodied,
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surface self-consciousness. The other is a basic structure of con-
sciousness which is dark, hidden below the bright glance of sur-
face consciousness, and one with the body. Conventional thinking
is pursued in the surface consciousness which is light and quick,
but our affective life is bound to the base structure of conscious-
ness which is dark and heavy. Until the latter is dealt with prop-
erly, we lack true awareness of self, we are not fully integrated,
and we are not completely free.!°

Meditative practices are directed to the base structure of con-
sciousness, to what Buddhists traditionally call the “darkness of
ignorance” (avidya), the source of inexhaustible self-enclosure,
which weaves the net of delusion into which we unknowingly
throw ourselves. When the transformation called paravritti occurs
at the base structure of consciousness, then the darkness of igno-
rance is illuminated, its power and energy are properly channeled,
and the body becomes light and free to work in consonance with
surface consciousness. Meditative practice is more than a mere
subjective, psychological experience, for it involves the whole be-
ing, including the base structure of consciousness, which realizes
dharma-nature, the fundamental reality, in the transformation of
ego-self to egoless self.

When the Buddha proclaims in the Dhammapada that “self
is the lord of self, who else could be the lord? With self well-
subdued, a man finds a lord as few can find,” he is referring to
such an egoless personhood, liberated from the bondage of subtle
self-centeredness. Such also is the self to which the Buddha makes
reference in his farewell sermon to his lifelong companion and
disciple:

Therefore, O Ananda, be ye lamps unto yourselves. Rely
on yourselves, and do not rely on external help. Hold fast to
the truth as a lamp. Seek salvation alone in the truth. Look
not for assistance to any one besides yourselves.!!

Reliance on “self as a lamp” and on “truth as a lamp” suggests that
the reference is not to the conventional self but to the egoless self
manifesting dharma, translated here as truth.

The optimum functioning of the realized self, the integra-
tion of thinking and feeling, the unity of surface and base con-
sciousness, is a prerequisite to realizing the goal of Buddhist life:
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seeing things, including the self, as they are (yathabhatam), freed
from any self-centered distortions. The stopping of external stim-
uli (Samatha) in meditative practice is a mere preliminary to the
insight into reality (vipasyana) which is possible only when things,
including the self, are seen as they truly are—that is, from their
own centers, rather than from the perspective of the individual
or the ego-self. This radical form of seeing, beyond any subject-
object dichotomy, is true wisdom (prajii@), which is simultaneously
true compassion (karuna). When both are active, they bring to
life all things, including nature, as they truly are. Each reality is
then affirmed just as it is in its nonobjective mode of being.

In the history of Buddhism this standpoint of not-self (nai-
ratmya) was expanded to include not only the human self (pud-
gala) but all things (dharma), negating the existence of any per-
manent, substantial entity in the world. With the rise of Mahayina
Buddhism this evolved into the teaching of sinyata (“emptiness”
or “voidness”), that which makes all phenomenal things possible.
The basic meaning of emptiness is succinetly stated in the Heart
Sutra: “Form is none other than emptiness; emptiness is none
other than form.” The negation of that which has form — persons,
things, objects — by emptiness has two connotations: first, it ne-
gates a permanent, substantial form grasped conceptually; and
sccond, it restores form in its essential mode of existence, mani-
festing emptiness.

The form thus affirmed is dharma, the product of dependent
coorigination (pratityasamutpada). As the reality of each mode
of existence, including not only humanity but all things in life and
nature, dharma is clearly real, but it is also temporary and pass-
ing. Each dharma at its elemental source, then, is both real and
unreal, appearing in double exposure. This is expressed in the clas-
sic Mahayana statement, “True emptiness is miraculous being”;
and in T'ien-t'ai Buddhism reality is grasped in the “middle” mode
of being, as the unity of “emptiness” and “provisional being.”
Dharma thus realized is the suchness (tathata) of things, includ-
ing the self, in the world and nature. On the field of emptiness,
devoid even of the re-presentation of emptiness, each existence
realizes its suchness, its dharma-nature. Life is then seen not from
the human standpoint but from the nonobjective mode of each
being as it is.






