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Kyosei and Yogacara Buddhism:
A look at Vasubandhu's Vimsika

J. A Silk

It is a pleasure to be with you today as a guest of the Toyd University Kyosei Shiso Kenkyt Center. When
I was so kindly invited by my friend and colleague Watanabe Shogo, I confess that I had little idea what Kyosei
philosophy was. Having been invited to visit Japan and carry out research on a theme in some way related to this
topic, however, [—of course—felt obliged to familiarize myself it, at least superficially. Reading a bit, I came across
the work of Kurokawa Kisho, of whom we might say—taking the opportunity to pun just a little bit—that he is one
of the architects of Kyosei philosophy. I further learned from some of his publications that he professes himself
profoundly interested in Yogacara thought. Therefore, I decided that I would focus my own contribution on Kyosei
philosophy and Yogacara, the more so since for some years I have been studying the Vimsika of Vasubandhu, the
twenty verses of cognition-only. This work involves, in the first place, a re-edition of the text and its translations,
editions of its commentaries, and so on, as a prerequisite to any attempt to understand the text as a document
of Indian Buddhism. I will come to Vasubandhu and his thought a bit later. But first, I feel the obligation to
talk, frankly and directly, about something rather different, something which emerged from my—admittedly
superficial—study of Kurokawa’s writings on Kydsei thought.

Dear friends, it is important for me to emphasize that I come before you today as a friend. My academic
position is that of professor in the study of Buddhism in a European University, and while [ am not a Buddhist,
I hope that it is obvious that I have a profound sympathy with, and appreciation for, Buddhist traditions, to the
study of which I have devoted myself with considerable vigor for more than 25 years. I also believe, fundamentally
and profoundly, in truth, and in moral responsibility. Although I fear very much that what I have to say now will
seem to you ungrateful—not the words a guest should utter to his hosts—I hope you will overlook any discourtesy
you detect, and listen to what I have to say in the spirit in which it is offered, a spirit of concern and commitment,
a spirit of genuine and sympathetic engagement. My wish is not to offend, but to challenge in a productive and
fruitful direction.

Chapter nine of Kurokawa Kishd's book Each One a Hero: The Philosophy of Symbiosis is titled “The Philosophy
of Consciousness Only and Symbiosis.”" Kurokawa is, of course, an architect, and not a Buddhist scholar, so it is
unfair to expect of him an appreciation of Buddhist thought from a technical point of view. But I am afraid that
when [ read what he has written about Yogacara thought, I recognize little. This in itself is hardly noteworthy; I
often have a hard time recognizing what I know of Buddhist traditions in popular presentations. But this case is
different. Kurokawa, in the course of articulating his vision of kyosei philosophy and its relation to Buddhism,
makes assertions which, setting aside questions of historical accuracy, should be recognized as—let me dare to say
it directly—potentially very dangerous. This is because, put simply, Kurokawa understands Buddhist philosophy
and Buddhist views to justify and validate his own ethical conclusions, and these conclusions are not at all ones
with which I can agree. But rather than talk in the abstract, let me refer to his own words. Here is what Kurokawa

says in the last section of the ninth chapter of his book, which he titles “The Symbiosis of Life and Death™
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Some time ago, in a televised discussion between a well-known film director and a critic, the director
spoke of his experience of living on the African savanna and described the mixture of life and death he
observed there, and [ paraphrase his remarks below.

The animal realm is one of eating and being eaten. It was completely natural to see a lion, for example,
kill a giraffe and eat it. Of course the giraffe cries out when it is killed, but only for a moment. Once the lion
is finished with his meal and his stomach is full, quiet returns to the veldt and other giraffes nearby go on
peacefully grazing.

In contrast to this intimacy of life and death in the animal world, human beings are convinced that single
human life is the most important thing in the world, a thing of the greatest value. In that belief, a rigorously
dualistic view of life and death can be detected. The human fear of death is nearly hysterical when compared
to other animals. Isn't it Modernism that has inflated that fear to the highest degree?

I was deeply impressed by the director's remarks to this effect. The Buddhist teaching of migration is
linked to a view of life in which the lives of human beings, animals, plants, and even Buddhas are given life by
a great life that transcends phenomenal life and death. The Buddhist teaching of impermanence does not only
mean that all is vanity; it suggests that since all is vanity we must live in symbiosis in the cycle of that great
life. It may well be that the time is coming when we human beings must arrive at reconciliation, a philosophy
of the symbiosis of life and death. The Modernism and the West has taught us that death is fearful and hell
is frightening, so we have denied death and pursued life with all our might. Death has come to be thought of
as nothingness, non-being, or something even more fearful. Perhaps it is time to relax just a bit and look this

greatest dualism of human existence, life and death, in the face.

These comments, like all remarks, must be read in context. The context in this case is that provided by other
comments of the same author. Of particular interest are several remarks found in his Kyései no Shisé: Mirai o ikinuku
raifusutairu (Ideals of Symbiosis: Lifestyle to Live Positively in the Future).” Here Kurokawa speaks of a ‘consecrated

ground’, seiiki B85 . He connects kyosei and seiiki as follows:

Time and again, I have spoken that the ideal of kydsei (live and let live) will overcome dualism. It is not the
same as the coexistence spoken of during the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. Nor
is it the same as the Western dialectic that lifts and breaks up (autheben) the inherently contradictory aspects
of a notion. Naturally kydsei does not presuppose tangled existence of hetrogeneous elements that come to
terms only temporarily. The major characteristics of the ideal of kyosei rest in its assertion of maintaining
the “middle ground”and “consecrated ground.”---The notion of a “middle ground” opposes hegemonism,
universalism, and revolutionarism. -+ For each country, for each race, for each culture, for each industry,
and for each individual, there is a “consecrated ground.” -:- It has become fashionable to think of the rules
maintained by strong nations as universal. At the same time, the consecrated grounds existing in weaker
nations have become objects of attack, as irrational or nontariff barriers. --- In contrast to this, the ideal of
kyosei is an approach that wishes to recognize each other’s consecrated ground. It is true that consecrated
ground transmitted in a specific cultural tradition does not remain forever. It may change or disappear with
the times. Thus it is incumbent on each country to declare the minimum boundary of its consecrated ground
for today. To me the following belong to Japan's consecrated ground: the imperial system, rice cultivation,
sumo wrestling, kabuki, tea ceremony (and the sukiya-style of building for the tea ceremony). The consecrated
ground for a given nation is embedded in that country’s lifestyle and pride. It provides the roots for that
nation’s cultural tradition and is strongly connected to its religion and language. --- The way the Imperial
system is handled in Japan today, that the Emperor is the “symbol of the State and of the unity of the people”

is the very reflection of the Japanese culture consistent with Japanese history. I consider it the pride of Japan.
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It belongs to Japan's consecrated ground. I do not share the view the that the Emperor must be treated exactly

the same as other mere mortals.

I ask you to consider how a present-day reader might interpret the words of Mr Kurokawa, a reader, like
me, who dwells in the 21% century, but can hardly forget the traumas of the century before. Kurokawa asks us
to accept that “it is time to relax just a bit and look this greatest dualism of human existence, life and death, in
the face,” to accept that “human beings are convinced that single human life is the most important thing in the
world, a thing of the greatest value. In that belief, a rigorously dualistic view of life and death can be detected.”
Therefore, for Kurokawa, the belief that even a single human life is of the greatest value is a rigorously dualistic
position. We then learn from the same author that “kyosei will overcome dualism.” This kyosei, for Kurokawa, is
intimately linked to the notion of “consecrated ground,” a foremost example of which is the Imperial system,
the system of an Emperor who is no mere mortal. I suspect I am not alone in feeling, upon reading such words,
a shock of ice running up my spine. Putting these ideas together we cannot help but conclude that the lives of
ordinary human beings are unimportant, while the preservation of the Emperor is a value which defines Japanese
identity. Kurokawa wrote these words decades after a horrible war, one of the major causes of which is precisely
such thinking about the fragility of human life, the unimportance of death, and the centrality of loyalty to a
superhuman emperor as vital to the very definition of being Japanese. Expressions of views such as this cannot
simply be ignored. Whether we are scholars, or believers, or both, such comments must raise the question of
the ethical implications of what we are doing. Can we assert that our work, as scholars or as believers, serves
to promote knowledge of, and awareness about, Buddhism in the modern world, without confronting the moral
significance of the ideas with which we wrestle?

The background for Kurokawa’s ideas is perhaps relatively easily discoverable. Kurokawa was educated in a
school set up by the creator of the kydsei idea, Shiio Benkyo HEFEFFIE . A 1938 publication titled Gokoku Bukkyo (
[€]{.\# Nation-protecting Buddhism) contains an essay on “Imperial Way Buddhism” (kodo bukkyo 23E{L%().” In
this essay the author deals, among other things, with the “superior national character of Japan” (takuetsu seru nihon

no kunigara), saying:

The priceless customs and manners of our country are the fundamental reasons for this occurrence [of the
flourishing of Buddhism in Japan, and not elsewhere]. These customs and manners are to be found throughout
the land, but their heart lies with the emperor and the imperial household, through whose efforts they have
been guided and fostered. --- The reason that Buddhism was able to develop in Japan was completely due to
the imperial household, especially to the fact that each of the successive emperors personally believed in and
guided Buddhism so that it could accomplish its task. ---I believe that it will only be possible for Buddhism
to accomplish its task in the future if we take the lead in obeying the will of the imperial household, thereby

guarding and maintaining the prosperity of the imperial throne evermore.

There is little ambiguity here: Shiio Benkyd, the man whose teachings molded the young Kurokawa and drew
him to kyosei thought, here reveals himself to stand with those whose ideologies promoted and directly led to
Japanese military aggression throughout Asia in the Second World War. For Shiio, of course, writing in 1938, the
war stood in the future, and one might argue that he could not have foreseen clearly to what extremes such ideas
would be taken. But no such rationale can explain away Kurokawa’s parroting of virtually the same set of ideas
more than half a century later.

[s this type of thinking the logical result of kyosei thought? I hope not. But if not, what positive contribution
might be made by a kyosei thought that both repudiates this logic of imperial hegemony, and establishes a

reasoning that actually promotes peace and harmony, a kyosei thought that functions not at the expense of those
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who, from a ruler’s perspective, need to be dominated and governed, but works with a true acceptance of a variety
of viewpoints?

While I am not in a position to answer this question in any comprehensive fashion, I think I do have a few
worthwhile comments to offer with regard to the question of Yogacara or Cittamatra (Yuishiki) Buddhism and, in
particular, what it might teach us about interdependence and interpersonal ethics. For me, if kydsei ideology is to
mean anything, it must encourage and promote and facilitate interdependence and interpersonal ethics. Therefore,
an examination of Yogacara thought in this fashion is apropos.

Let us look, then, briefly, at one of the central works of the Indian Buddhist philosopher Vasubandhu, his Vimsika
(and incidentally, this, not Vimsatika, is the correct title of the work), and explore what this treatise has to say about
equality and mutual coexistence.

Carefully avoiding vocabulary such as ‘person’ or ‘individual,” Buddhist philosophers use the term santana,
mental continuum, to account for personal identity, while at the same time avoiding the unwelcome implication
that there exists a coherent, self-possessing individual. As you know, a fundamental idea of Buddhist philosophy
is that there is no such thing as a permanent, unchanging self. This idea, which is naturally a bit more nuanced
than I've just expressed it, is referred to as the idea of ‘non-self, anatman. It proposes that instead of existing as
independent entities, persons (and later things) exist only in dependence on others. The idea, at least prior to its
development in Chinese Huayan thought, is not that everything is connected to everything else, but that everything
is connected to some other things, and vice versa.

In a world of non-selves, we might still have interactions between and with really existing external objects,
constructed from atoms, according to the predominant understanding. In this view, it might be possible that the
santanas, the mental continua which define a being, perceive and confront a real, external world. According to
one of the presuppositions of Vasubandhu's thought, however, all such santanas co-exist not in the domain of a real
world, but only on the level of shared karmic interaction: cause and effect. Crudely put, Vasubandhu is an idealist:
he believes in the existence of separate, individual minds, distinct individuals, but not in a real, external world. All
interaction—my appearing to sit here and talk with you, you appearing to me as if sitting there listening—all such
interactions between a mind or minds and what we take to be the external world are actually brought about as
shared experiences of the results of our actions—our karma—grown from a nearly infinite variety of seeds sown
since the beginningless past. That is to say, since we all have travelled in transmigration since the beginningless
past, acting and therefore accumulating karma, we beings share a great deal of common karma. What we
experience, for Vasubandhu, is the results of that karma, not the results of our experiences of an external world.
That you and [ appear to share a reality does not prove that some reality exists outside of us, objectively, to be
experienced. In dreams, Vasubandhu says, we seem to experience a world, but that world exists only in our minds.
Rather, when you and I seem to experience something in common, it is the mutuality of our karma, the similar
results of our pasts, that at this moment makes us believe that we are experiencing a shared real world. What we
are really experiencing is the fruition of past actions.

What are the ethical dimensions to this thought, and why do I so strongly disagree with Kurokawa’s reading
of Yogacara philosophy?

Let us begin with an ontological point: nothing has independent existence. Upon this basis we arrive at the
ethical conclusion that it makes no sense to discriminate self from other. How can I treat myself differently from
the way I treat you, if both you and I lack an independent
nature? We depend, in part, on each other, and therefore one moral conclusion is that I should treat you as I treat
myself—the Golden Rule.

This is famously discussed by Santideva in his Bodhicaryavatara. For Santideva, the absence of self in me and
in you means that there is no essential difference between us. Therefore, my actions, which I normally think of

as benefitting me, must logically benefit you too. The philosophy of non-self, or what in a Mahayana context
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would more easily be termed emptiness, stnyata, therefore implies a compassionate ethics. In this framework, the
bodhisattva, the ideal Mahayana follower, is selfless philosophically, since he repudiates the real existence of a
self, and selfless ethically, since he repudiates the idea that he can act, such as for liberation, for himself alone,
rather than, simultaneously, for all beings.

While of course he is in basic agreement with this idea, Vasubandhu's viewpoint is slightly different. He
repudiates not only the self, the permanent, unchanging essence of things and of people, but he repudiates even
their dependent existence. All that exists is minds. But Vasubandhu is no solipsist; he does not believe that only
one mind exists. Rather, many do. Multiple streams of cognition—rvijianasantana—mutually experience a world
they falsely imagine to be real because of their karmic backgrounds. The mental objectification which we falsely
imagine to be the world takes place through mutual controlling influences. One individual's mental state has a
direct and shaping influence on the mental state of another. Moreover, this can even lead to injury or even death
to another. Vasubandhu quotes the Buddha, in fact, in support of the opinion that mental violence is much more
objectionable than either physical or verbal violence.

Time is short today, and there is no way, | am sure, even with double the time, to do justice to Vasubandhu'’s
thought, or to argue for its possible relevance in any comprehensive way. Therefore, [ will content myself with the
following conclusion.

I think that the thought of the great Buddhist philosopher Vasubandhu, one of the Patriarchs of the Yogacara
philosophical tradition, is fully in tune with an ethical sensitivity such as that expressed, albeit more poetically and
perhaps powerfully, by Santideva. We, all of us, are responsible for our actions, and for our attitudes, which after
all are nothing more than mental attitudes. For Vasubandhu perhaps even more than for many other Buddhist
philosophers, attitudes of compassion and empathy are essential. Disregard for others has, in Vasubandhu's
world, immediate and far-ranging ramifications, even without physical or verbal action. Indeed, for Vasubandhu
these two are illusory—mental action is all there is because mind is all there is. What we can learn from this is
the following: it is not enough to refrain from violence oneself, to refrain from slander and lies oneself. Only by
purifying the mental attitude with which one approaches others can one improve the world, the world which after
all is in fact nothing but one’s mind. It is something to think about!

Thank you for your kind attention.

COMMENT

1 In preparing these remarks in the Netherlands, I had access only to selected English versions of Kurokawa'’s writings, and it was, therefore, on
these that I was forced to rely.

2 Kurokawa Kisho S/ [[#d& . 1991. Kydsei no shiso: mirai o ikinuku raifu sutairu &£ DR Aok 24 Z¥a{ 54 7 A% A )b . Zoho kaitei (Tokyo: Tokuma
Shoten %#[#17 )t ). I have access only to the English language partial translation in David J. Lu, Japan: A Documentary History (London: M. E. Sharpe,
1997): 594-600.

3 My discussion here is based on Brian Victoria, Zen at War (Tokyo: Weatherhill, 1997): 81-84.
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