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Recently I had an interesting chat with a gentleman from a local
mortuary cstablishment who wanted me to buy a prepaid burial plan,
so that my family would be spared all the trouble when the time
came. Better yet, there was a guarantee that the cost would never
increase beyond what I had prepaid. This is surely a prudent way to
prepare for the end. I did not buy the plan, but I did become
fascinated with the salesman’s talk. 1 listened for well over half an
hour and not once did the words ‘die’ or ‘death’ pass his lips. I could
not resist calling this to the man’s attention and he confessed that
such language depressed people. I suspect that the corollary was that
it would be bad for sales. But here was a man who tried hard for
almost an hour to get me to buy a plan that involved ecmbalming
expenses, caskets, and burial services, and never did he refer to a
corpse, embalming, death, or burial. Rather, when I ‘passed on’, the
‘remains’ would be ‘prepared’ and ‘interred’. The lucky remains
would, however, never get caught in an inflationary spiralling of
costs, and survivors would not cven have to decide what suit the
remains would wear throughout cternity.

The salesman reflected beautifully a widespread conspiracy of
silence and cvasion where death is concerned. A colourful array of
cuphemisms, from *passing on’ to the *buying the farm® made popular
in the Victnam War, attempt to soften the blow of death. They allow
us to talk circumspectlully and delicately about what is in cffect a
taboo subject. Even religion, sex, and politics are sometimes per-
missible in polite conversation but not ‘It’. We in effect deny it exists
by not permitting oursclves to think of it, as Heidegger showed so
cogently. We in turn justify our evasions by relegating any frank
discussion to the inadmissable category of the morbid. And morbid
people are no fun to be with. Yet it is, as Heidegger points out, the
most possible of all our possibilitics.
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The taboo nature of the discussion of death reflects, I believe, what
is without question the case, which is that death is the gravest of
problems for human beings. I believe that this is so obviously so that I
shall not try to defend what shall remain a rather flat assertion.
Though it is sometimes said in flights of rhetorical fervour that there
are worsc things than death, I would scriously doubt that anyone
really belicves this. Perhaps prolonged and irremedial pain may be an
exception, but aside from this, the individual can in fact not think of
anything worse than one’s own death, which must be the greatest of
evils. In fact, it shall be the overriding theme of this paper that human
beings arc primarily motivated in their everyday conduct to escape
death and that they go to great lengths to deny its reality and finality.

I have come, in fact, to think that religion is the universal human
responsc to the problem of death. Every religion I know anything at
all about, from the animistic and tribai religions of the Native
Amecricans or Japanese Shinto, to the so-called ‘salvational” religions
of Christianity, Hinduism, and Islam, has much to say concerning
dcath. However, while the former religions respond in some way to
the problem as part of a broader concern for such things as a plentiful
food supply, mating, ritual purity, tribal unity, and harmony
with natural forces, the salvational religions, by virtue of their special
concern for salvation itself, scem to me to be fundamentally and
primarily responses to the fact of death. I would go so far as to say
that were it not for their attempt to provide a satisfactory way of
dealing with the problem of death, they would have little attraction
for most pecople. In saying this I am adopting an understanding of the
sources and function of religion which operates within anthropology,
which is to sce any culture as a response to the environment. Religion
as an important  clement  of - culture — sometimes  pervasively
so — must also be seen as a problem-solving strategy, whether the
stratepy consists of sympathctic magic or the belief in the immortality
of the soul. Such an interpretation of religion has been sugpested by
L. O James and others, and in agrecing with their assessment, Tan,
at the same time, rejecting the possibility that a religion s divinely
revealed, and hence that its pronouncements vis-a-vis immortality
and the like are rooted in something other than the needs of people.
In other words, to state it rather bluntly, people invent religion as a
way of coping with life, and some religions scem to be mainly coping
stratcgics addressing the urgent problem of death.

Now, this understanding of the origins and function of religion will
not be acceptable to the Abrahamic religions, given their self-
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understanding as being religions revealed by a divine being.
However, the situation is different with the Indic religions, which are
not revealed religions and which tend to think of themsclves as being
primarily functional or instrumental. This is undoubtedly true as far
as Buddhism is concerned, which acknowledges that it is merely a
means to the end of liberation and has no absolute claim. This is very
clear in the well-known parable of the raft, in which the Buddha has
likened his teaching to a raft, which is contructed to accomplish the
task of transporting one across the river (the ‘world’, perhaps in the
Pauline sense) but which is no longer needed once the other shore
(nirvana, liberation) is reached. However, what I shall argue in this
paper is that the task for which the Dharma has been constructed is
that of overcoming the fear of death, although this is not the way
Buddhism ordinarily articulates the existential problem, which is said
to be that of craving, hatred, and ignorance, and the unsatisfactory
mode of being generated by them.

Thus, Buddhism is certainly not unique or even unusual in
addressing the problem of death. I think that what is unusual about it
is, if I am not completely off base in interpreting it as a response to
death, its self-admission of being primarily a coping response to
death. What is unique about it is the way it solves the problem. But
my main purpose in this paper is to respond to the highly challenging
and novel demand of showing that Buddhism has religious reasons for
rejecting the notions of a self, the immortality of this self in an
afterlife, and, incidentally, a divine being who is the creator and lover
of this self. In other words, although other philosophies reject these
for some of the same recasons Buddhism docs, Buddhism as a religion
of salvation or liberation differs from them in sceing such a rejection
as being crucial to salvation. .

We can do no better than to begin with the well-known rubric of
the ‘Four Noble Truths’ (catur-aryasatyani) as a good way of getting
at traditional Buddhist ways of analysing the human problem and
offering a solution. In bricf, the first truth is the truth of suffering or
turmoil (duhikha), and it asserts categorically the university of
duhkha among sentient beings. This is the human and religious
problem, formally analogous to the problem of sin among Christians.
The second truth is the truth of the cause or origin (samudaya) of
duhkha. The cause is located in craving (trgnah), and expanded
discussions amplify this by also asserting that hatred (dvesd) and
ignorance (avidya) complete the list of the three ‘fundamental
poisons’ which cause dulikha. The third truth, the truth of cessation
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(nirodha), defines the religious goal as the cessation or stopping of
craving, hatred, and ignorance, hence, dultkha. The fourth truth is
the truth of the path, or method (marga), which lists cight factors
which bring about liberation, and these are often subsumed under the
three broader categorics of moral re-cducation, meditation, and
wisdom or insight. All of Buddhism can be discussed in terms of the
four truths. While traditional literature takes them in order, I shall
begin with the second truth as a better place to begin for my own
purpose.

The second truth finds the source of duhikha in craving. Sometimes
translated as ‘desire’, frsna is a technical term with a very specific and
limited meaning. Trsnd is a very powerful, persistent, mostly uncon-
scious drive to perpetuate the sclf, to make it comfortable and happy,
and to preserve its needed sense of self-importance and meaningful-
ness. Consequently, however the term is translated, it should be
reserved to refer to this fundamental erotic drive for sclf-importance
and self-preservation, and not to those actions we loosely categorise
as desire, such as my desire to write this paper or when I want to cat
because 1 am hungry. To Buddhistically quench desire or craving
therefore does not entail ccasing to want lunch or write papers but
does mean that the individual is no longer motivated primarily to
preserve the self. Karma, then, is an intensified form of craving
taking the form of vocal or physical acts designed to satisfy the
craving. A lic, for instance, is seen as an attempt to avoid discomfort
or worse for the sclf. A racial slur is an attempt to maintain a sense of
self-importance through the demeaning of another. Any vocal act of
this sort is always sclf-referential and self-generated in the sense that
it is basically an attempt to maintain a scnsc of sclf-importance,
self-integrity, and self-preservation. The same is true of physical acts
motivated and preceded by intention or will of the same kind.

According te the Buddhist anthropology, craving and karmic
action arc expressions of an extremely deep-scated crotic urge
towards sclf-preservation, which is clearly indicated by the sterco-
typed formula of the sccond truth, which speaks of craving for
sensual delights and for being and becoming. However, the existen-
tial problem of duhkha is created out of the sclf’s inability to be
satisficd that it is definitively sccure. It never achieves a sure sense of
invulnerability and significance in the face of real or imagined
threats. It is frequently prevented from acquiring those things which
it imagines will grant power and sccurity, such as material things or
immaterial things such as power, reputation, or philosophical certi-



158 Momento Mori: The Buddhist Thinks about Death

tude. Even if some things are actually required, they provide no
definitive sccurity, because it is the nature of the self to be funda-
mentally and irremediably insccure, suspicious, doubtful, and fear-
ful. The Buddhist picture of human life, then, is not a pretty one. Our
lives are portrayed as an unremittant cycle, in which a craving for
sceurity generates acts designed to ensure sccurity, the act fails to
achieve the security, and the frustration of this fundamental urge
perpetuates and indeed intensifies the self’s feeling of fragility and
insecurity. Now, what I have been calling ‘insecurity’ is what Buddh-
ism calls duhkha, often translated as ‘suffering’ (somewhat mislead-
ingly) but perhaps better translated as ‘turmoil’. T. R. V. Murti has
defined duhkha as ‘impeded willing, the inconsonance of our desires
with objective circumstances’.? “Turmoil’ seems to capture the sense
of the term inasmuch as it portrays the restless pursuit of the self for
security which it cannot find anywhere. Thus, we have the cycle I
spoke of:

craving

turmoil/

: . karma
insecurity

The object of Buddhism, as stated in the third of the Noble Truths,
is to bring an end to the turmoil or insecurity by bringing an end to
the craving, hatred (a negative form of craving), and delusion, the
so-called ‘three fundamental poisons’. The individual who has
accomplished this is obviously a rather remarkable person, inasmuch
as all craving of the sort 1 have spoken of has been cradicated and
consequently his actions are no longer of the karmic sort. The
transformed individual thus continues to live and function effectively
in the world (the Buddha is said to have actively taught his discovery
for 45 years after his own liberation and enlightenment), but unlike
ordinary people, such a person is no longer driven compulsively by
deep-seated urges to perpetuate the sclf. The Buddha, as a model of
such an individual, is in fact appreciated as the ideal human being in
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being a perfect union of clarity of understanding, (prajna) and
compassion (karuna). ’

As I have thought about this scheme of liberation and its anthropo-
logy for almost three decades, 1 have come to appreciate several
insights which arc muted in traditional literature or which arc
articulated in different language than that which I wish to use here.
The first insight is that human beings in their unreconstructed state
are severely and seriously ncurotic in a way not recognised by
western therapies. While most people would protest that they are
healthy or ‘normal’, and indeed are, according to the canons of
western psychology, Buddhism would on the contrary say that by its
criterion, their so-called normal behaviour is conditioned by a
universal and fundamental insecurity and that such behaviour is not
really healthy. Pecople arc consequently victimised by a universal
drive which lies beneath the threshold of sclf-awareness for the most
part, and their normal behaviour is in fact destructive to others and to
themselves. In this way, just about all of us are sick.

The sccond insight I find in Buddhism is related to the first and
directly bears on the subject of this paper. Buddhism has, it seems to
me, determined that it is a decp fear of dcath that is responsible for
the insccurity that characterises the lives of ordinary people, and,
consequently, it is the fear of death that must be overcome. In such
biographies of the Buddha as Asvaghosa’s Buddhacarita (The Deeds
of the Buddha), the young prince and Buddha-to-be is portrayed as
being motivated to leave the palace and its pleasures after secing
successively an old man, a sick man, a corpse, and a mendicant
monk. Asvaghosa tells us that the prince was then in his mid-twenties
and had been completely insulated from the knowledge of such things
by a protective father. Encountering old age, sickness, and death was
thus 4 revelation, and these sights filled his heart with overwhelming
grief and turmoil. His decision to abandon the palace, with its power
and unimaginable wealth, along with his lovely wife and newborn
son, was prompted by the need to find a solution to the problems of
old age, sickness, and death. But as is abundantly clecar from the
teachings that came out of his quest, the soiution was not to deny the
reality of such things as death, nor was the solution to be one of a
literal escape from them. In fact, the Buddha himself died at the age
of eighty of old age and illness, so his fate was to be that of all beings.
He, and his successors, never taught that death is an illusion or that
one’s essential self, with its memories, its uniqueness, and its
subjective enjoyment of experience, would survive biological death.
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Death was not to be denied as really complete and final but seen
realistically and honestly. The solution to the problem of death had to
be found within the context of an absolutely realistic acceptance of
death. Thus, if the fear of death spoils life, and death cannot in any
sense be denied or escaped, then the only solution is to remove the
fear.

Now, when I say that the strategy was to overcome the fear of
death rather than overcome death itsclf, I mean that Buddhism,
alonec among the salvational religions, refused to adopt the strategy of
other religions of denying that the self really dies. Hinduism taught,
and teaches, that one’s true self, the arman, is immortal and cither
incarnates in new, different bodies or, freed from the cycle of
rebirths, is absorbed into the divine in eternal life. In Christianity and
Islam, the soul, once created, is also immortal. Even though the body
dies, it lives on. The effect in these religions is in effect to deny the
finality and completeness of death. Physical death then is seen as an
unavoidable but brief interlude between one life and a better
subsequent one. In the end, all will be all right, and as the scriptures
say, death will not triumph, death loses its sting. As a gospel song
says, ‘there’ll be no more cryin, there’ll be no more dyin’.

Buddhism in all its forms has rejected this approach to the problem
of death. The individual who achieves enlightenment and liberation
does not achieve subjective immortality or even manage to avoid the
headaches, indigestion, and constipation that ordinary beings are
subject to. What he does achieve, on the other hand, is an unshake-
able serenity in the face of complete death. It is, on the other hand,
impossible for him to rationalisc the expericnce away by assuming
that he will somchow survive death, because, as is well known, the
very cornerstone of Buddhism is the total rejection of any notion of
some substance-like entity which can survive death, whether it.be the
morc metaphysical arman of Hinduism or the more intuitively-
derived atman found in introspection. As far as Buddhism is con-
cerned, it doesn’t matter whether one calls it a sclf (atman), a person
(pudgala), being (sattva), or life principle (jiva), it is a mere illusion
and certainly not immortal. Even though Buddhism incorporates
within its system the more widely-spread Hindu notion of rebirth,
rebirth or reincarnation must be interpreted in some way that avoids
the implication that it is a ‘me’ or ‘self” which is reborn.?

The Buddhist approach was to achieve screnity in the face of death
by attacking the problem at its source, which is the self which craves
above all else to perdure and be happy. Now, when I speak of a self
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which craves, I mean a mind or a consciousness which is able by
virtue of its structure to objectify itself in self-consciousness, to
develop an overriding concern for its own preservation and content-
ment, and which can imagine its possible non-being and long for its
continuation. I am not referring simply to what is often called the
‘instinct for survival’, which is common to all sentient beings, but to a
capacity probably unique among human beings to be self-aware and
to care about the assumed sclf found in that awareness. So, when |
spcak of the sclf’s craving for perpetuation and happiness, [ mean
human minds which objectify themselves as something independent,
substantial, and enduring and which can become self-concerned in a
way nonrhumans cannot. Thus, if it is a matter of human minds
construing themselves to be selves and craving the perpetuation of
these imputed selves, the proper strategy must be to see clearly that
the self is a fiction and in this way to eradicate the roots of craving.

Buddhism has consistently dealt with the problem of the self and its
insecurity and craving through the use of techniques which in the west
arc called ‘meditation’. In many forms, these techniques involve a
temporary ‘bracketing’ of various intellectual and emotional
obstacles that stand in the way of a clear, objective glimpse of the
psycho-physical being. By temporarily anacsthetising fear, anger,
sense-desire, and so on, the individual is cnabled to cxpericnce
himself objectively as being what is given in an empirical analysis,
rather than as being what he is told to believe, what he hopes is there,
what he supposes will be found, or what any so-called authoritics
have claimed is there. These techniques are basically analytical in
nature, designed to decompose wholes into their components. The
self or person is experienced as a locus of physical and psychological
factors (skandha), cach of which is experienced as a discontinuous
strcam of atomic cvents, cach atomic unit coming into an cxtremely
bricf being on the basis of antecedent conditions, and then ceasing to
exist, to be followed by a successor, and so on. Such an analysis
divulges nothing of a substance-like entity in which these materials
and psychic factors arc imbedded, nor do these factors themselves
satisfy the criteria for a substance or sclf, being conditioned, interde-
pendent, discontinuous, impermanent. The deceply ingrained notion
of self must, conscquently, be abandoned in the face of objective,
empirical evidence to the contrary. The enduring, substance-like self
turns out to be nothing but the mind’s mistaken sclf-image, a
delusion, and a delusion which has an cnormous impact on the
quality of life and the nature of motivation. In this way, through these






