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Thus philosophy, a thing of the highest utility, flourished in antiquity among the barbarians, shedding its light over the nations. And afterwards it came to Greece. First in its ranks were the prophets of the Egyptians; and the Chaldeans among the Assyrians; and the Druids among the Gauls; and the Sramanas among the Bactrians (‘Σαρμαναίοι Βάκτρων’); and the philosophers of the Celts; and the Magi of the Persians, who foretold the Saviour's birth, and came into the land of Judea guided by a star. The Indian gymnosophists are also in the number, and the other barbarian philosophers. And of these there are two classes, some of them called Sramanas (‘Σαρμάναι,’), and others Brahmins (‘ραφμαναι’).
Clement of Alexandria "The Stromata, or Miscellanies," Book I, Chapter XV

Introduction

As the preceding quotation from Clement of Alexandria (at the end of the second century A.D.) indicates, migrations and borrowings between different philosophical traditions are not new. Bactrian Buddhists (Sramanas) and Indian Gymnosophists had a strong influence on Greek thought. Alexandria itself was a cosmopolitan and multicultural city that had already embraced a broad and tolerant intellectual life where Jews had adopted the Greek language and where newly converted Christians were trying to make sense of divergent eschatological views. Historians have found subtle, but intelligible parallels between early Greek philosophy and Eastern thought. The Heraclitean fire resembles Buddhist impermanence; the Greek Logos resembles the way of the Tao, just to name two examples. Pythagoras had introduced the idea of eternal recurrence into Greek thought, after having studied earlier Egyptian scriptures. Aristotle himself had received an indirect influence and his philosophy suggests some links with Eastern philosophies.
 Aristotelian philosophy itself had a long lineage up to the 19th and 20th centuries with Schopenhauer,
 who influenced Nietzsche and the existentialists, and who in turn influenced the early thinkers of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory discussed in this paper.

Buddhism preceded Christianity by more than four hundred years, even though each philosophical system took close to two hundred years to evolve. The moral precepts advocated by Buddhism (from the time of Ashoka through his edicts) influenced the Christian moral precepts that followed: respect for life, love and compassion, non violence, forgiveness to sinners, tolerance, meditation and monastic life as ethical ways to cultivate these precepts. Jesus and Buddha Shakyamuni’s lives present striking parallels.
 These similarities suggest the possibility of the propagation of Buddhist ideals into the Western World. 

Today, another movement of the pendulum takes us back to the East, on the terrain of engagement – that is, of philosophy applied to social justice – with the unusual cross-cultural work that characterizes Robert Hattam’s Awaking-Struggle – where Buddhist philosophy engages in a revitalized dialogue with its Western counterparts, but this time (and this is the novelty of this era) initiated by Western scholars who have converted to Buddhism.

Since the 1970s and the feminist attacks on the Cartesian scientific ethos – amplified by Foucault’s Philosophie de l’homme and even post-modern, post-constructionist models developed by Lyotard, Derrida, and their followers – the migration of philosophical texts towards the East has continued on a much larger scale and, more importantly, with real depth. The self-sufficient Cartesian ego and all the dichotomies and dualities that such a philosophical paradigm must maintain to survive, prove today to be discarded in favour of a non-dualistic, holistic perspective, back to ancient Greek philosophers! 

Hattam does not hesitate to introduce his work as being a genuine autobiographical project. This project was born from a necessity – by a Western scholar who practices Buddhism to reconcile or at least open a dialogue between two sensitivities that confront or oppose each other within one’s own mind, body and heart. Aware that the mind is a sixth sense from a Buddhist perspective, a Western Buddhist scholar needs to investigate and dissociate his or her mind from his or her self/ego, observing and analyzing his or her intellectual work with the unavoidable doubt or distance required or encouraged by meditative practice. This phenomenon, in itself, should be of great interest to philosophers of science, or even of life.

Most Western scholars who practice some form of Buddhism have until recently specialized in Buddhist studies. In that field, we find Robert Thurman at Columbia University, Jeffrey Hopkins who has just retired from the University of Virginia, Jan Willis, the first African-American scholar of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism who teaches at Wesleyan University, and so on. In Canada, we have Victor Sogen Hori at McGill University and Leslie Kawamura from the University of Calgary, to name a few. But Robert Hattam belongs to another growing trend, where Western scholars use their Buddhist practice to re-work a non-religious academic field: Bell Hooks in cultural studies, David R. Loy in psychoanalysis,
 and before them, of course, Heidegger and Erich Fromm. Hattam himself lectures in the School of Education, at the University of South Australia.

Hattam’s project consists of bringing into sharper focus an emerging dialogic space between critical theory and Buddhism. He attempts to map the broad contours of this dialogic space, and from this vantage point to provide an imagining of the possibilities for furthering a dialogic encounter between a critical and a Buddhist sensibility. Fromm had taken that route before, but Hattam realized that, like Schopenhauer, Fromm had failed to show how the articulation could take place and actually help change both mind and society. Hence Hattam’s cautious warning that he wants to open a dialogue that brings some form of real engagement. As Hattam clearly states:
The central proposition in this book is the impossibility of disentangling ‘awakening’ and ‘struggle’ if we are to collectively move towards a more socially just society, or if the very possibility of dharma practice is to be sustained. . . . To not engage in the practices of ‘awakening’ is to assume naïvely that the path to a socially just society involves merely transformation outside of one’s self. . . . How is an enlightened society possible without enlightened people to manifest that enlightenment?  . . .To take seriously the interpermeation of ‘awakening’ and ‘struggle’ means redefining the subject of politics and the very notion of politics itself. Awakening-struggle demands . . . that politics be simultaneously about both inner and outer transformation, both about self and society, both mind and social structure.

While the first five chapters of Hattam’s book articulate philosophical positions (i.e., critical theory, and Buddhist Mahayana philosophy), it is truly Chapter Six, the last one, which brings novelty and opportunity to this otherwise dialogue de sourds between (Marxist) social critical theorists and Buddhist philosophers and practitioners. I will begin, then, by briefly recalling the main aspects of critical (social) theory as put forward by the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory, past and present. I will then move on to present a condensed explanation of the main philosophical points of Buddhism as developed by Hattam. We will then be able to contemplate the possibilities of dialogue as foreseen by the author. This will lead us to examine an early attempt by Fromm at bringing together (Zen) Buddhism and critical theory, as applied to psychoanalysis. This is followed by comments on Hattam’s personal contribution, in order to evaluate in which direction his work takes us on the path of engaged scholarly method (scholarship). We will conclude with some remarks on the meaning of such migration to the East for the future of social research and the humanities.

Critical (Social) Theory

Horkheimer clearly stated the Institute’s research program as follows:

Actualizing some of the most ancient and important philosophical problems: the question of the connection between the economic life of society, the psychological development of its individuals, and the changes within specific areas of culture (sciences, art, religion, but also laws, customs, fashion, public opinion, sports, entertainments, lifestyles, …).

The first generation of scholars who constituted the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory took charge of this first truly multi-disciplinary programme, even though they formed a small group comprised by Herbert Marcuse, Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Erich Fromm, Leo Lowenthal and Jürgen Habermas. All were influenced by Marx’s reworking of the “ancient problematic” and all tried to align it with their Jewish background – and even mysticism (when it comes to Erich Fromm and Walter Benjamin). But the religious as such was never on the agenda of the School. Immersed in materialist dialectics, they tried to reveal how interconnected all philosophical, social, economic and political problems are. The question of the individual, then, was not so much how much influence does one individual have, but how much weight does society put on individuals’ lives to the point of alienating most of them. 

Critical theory, though, has become a theory cluster. There is no single critical theory, as the tradition itself is self-reflexive by nature and has taken on many ways of representing critical theory. Horkheimer situated Critical Theory between philosophy and social science, which brought Adorno and Popper into strong debates about the historicity of the object of research and the claim of the limitations of the scientific validity of such historical endeavour.  So between philosophy and social science, and beyond Kellner’s periodisation of the three generations of critical theorists, Hattam proposes to see critical theory in terms of a neo-Kantian sensibility “that proceeds through a variety of transformations as various social philosophers have developed critiques of modernity that were specific for their changing historical circumstances.”

Critical theory has theorized the human being, using a range of other theories: existentialism, phenomenology, and psychoanalytic theories, as well as (more recently) Foucault, and it has a renewed interest in the politics of identity. Hattam has concluded that critical theory needs contemporary methodologies to tackle fundamental questions, such as the relation between particular existence and universal reason; the relation between the real and idea; or even the relation between life and spirit, adapted to a new problematic. 

Buddhist Mahayana Philosophy

Hattam introduces Buddhism by first listing the names and traditions of his teachers, inscribing his own Buddhist practice within a Tibetan Buddhist lineage of the Gelupa tradition.  He introduces Lam Rim, the Four Noble Truths, and then moves on to presenting the Gelupa perspective. 

A whole chapter is dedicated to the perspective of the bodhisattva in order to introduce and expand upon socially engaged Buddhism as a new social movement. As Hattam emphasizes: "In the debate about the nature of a socially-engaged form of Buddhism, the meaning of the Bodhisattva vow is central, especially for those who practice within a Mahayana tradition."

A Bodhisattva has to be defined in terms of bodhicitta, that is the awakening heart (relative bodhicitta) and the wisdom realizing emptiness (ultimate bodhicitta). What is important is the present and what has to be renounced is a mind that discriminates on the basis of "I," "me" and "mine;" in other words, a Bodhisattva is a person who cultivates altruism, generosity, love and compassion, articulating the whole by using method (meditation), discipline (consistence, effort and persistence), loving kindness (metta) and wisdom (knowledge). Such Bodhisattva is on the Eight-fold path, has cleared all poisonous minds, and is on the path of the Middle-way, away from extremes such as materialism at one end and idealism at the other end. 

The Bodhisattva is also, to borrow Christian terminology, a kind of Saint who vows to be reborn and suffer the life of a human being over and over again until all sentient beings are free from samsara, that is until all beings reach enlightenment or complete liberation from the cycle of birth and death. It is seen as a great sacrifice as it means eons of human rebirths until such total realization occurs. 

To become a bodhisattva, a practitioner needs to read, listen, observe, study and meditate. It is not a blind act of faith, as it requires a belief firmly grounded. Ghelek Rinpoche, a tulku reborn in the family of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, explained in his latest book, Good Life Good Death,
 how sceptical he was of the concept of reincarnation, even towards himself, until late in his twenties, when specific experiences helped him ground the truth of such phenomenon deep into his mind ever since. In the same manner, only analytical understanding will allow to realize emptiness, co-dependent arising and expand one’s true compassion to others. So the union between insight practice and calm abiding, called special insight, is fundamental to establish a firm spiritual ground on which to build one’s bodhisattva training, once one’s ego has been transformed. 

Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland (Ratnavali) about the Bodhisattva offers a view that describes the actual practice of dharma as “simultaneously personal and social.” In this five hundred stanza poem, the limitless nature of a Bodhisattva’s compassion is exalted. The author, who in many respects can be considered as important to Buddhism as St Paul to Christianity, also outlines in some detail how these two practices (consciousness and goodness) are "social in character." Commentaries about Nagarjuna’s view of the bodhisattva abound in that direction, as exemplified by this clear summary provided by Douglas Berger from Oakton College:
In these epistles, while Nagarjuna warns that the intentions behind moral acts must be informed by wisdom lest the benefits of the deed be spoiled, he stresses repeatedly the importance of steadfastly ethical conduct. Dharma or behavior upright in the eyes of the Buddha's law of existence has two aspects, one which is characterized by meditative non-action and the other through positive action, and the road to Buddhahood, he says, passes through the positive action of the bodhisattva. For even though dharma is subtle and hard to comprehend, particularly where the notion of emptiness is involved and so easily misunderstood, its practice through the cultivation of moral intentions and attitudes will lead unerringly through the tangle of doctrinal debates. Beyond this general advice, which would apply to any monk or nun, counsel is given to the king that dharma as positive ethical conduct is also "the best policy," for when one socially promotes adherence to ethical conduct, justice will prevail in the kingdom and benefits will accrue to all, benefits which rivals will envy beyond any transient material wealth and false senses of power.

Beyond the ethical aspect of any Buddhist attitude and actions, Hattam goes to the extent of showing how significant Nagarjuna’s text is to the third dialogical space between critical theory and Mahayana Buddhism:
The Bodhisattva path is described as a possibility of practicing the Bodhisattva deeds in one’s sphere of activity, and that includes the lay householder or even a King, as spiritual attainment is actually both a personal and a social practice. There is no disentangling these two, and hence, a socially unengaged Buddhism makes no sense.

Possibilities of dialogue

Hattam cautiously describes any possibility of dialogue as a possibility for a common space, a dialogical space from where to review and rethink critical theory, the way ten years ago Fred Dallmayr was calling for a critical theory of politics.
 At the time, his idea was to find the middle way between positivists doing empirical research and theorists. Hattam also calls it wisely a "third" space from where to work against "a tendency in some Western scholarships to locate other cultures within their own grid."
 In other words, to move away from Orientalist positions that could position critical theory above Buddhist philosophy or vice versa. 

Hattam is not proposing a synthesis of the two traditions either. Rather, it is the idea of an elective affinity that makes such dialogic space thinkable. The condition for dialogue then is to develop a kind of "constellation," in the Benjamin sense of the term. Hattam reminds us that a number of scholars, such as Ebert and McLaren are attempting to develop a critical post-modern paradigm, also called "resistance postmodernism"
 aimed at deconstructing the way power works in text. Hattam wants to use this as a possible model to push a "Buddhist-inspired critical theory"
 that takes insights from both traditions but also holds onto differences as well, the way Hattam himself tries to hold this triangular relationship within his own life:
My interest in mapping this third space between critical theory and Buddhism is, in the first instance, entirely autobiographical in nature. I presently understand my life as being at the intersection of critical theory and Buddhism. I am working with the categories and views of these two traditions and having them work on me.

This simultaneity of both thinking, reasoning and living the two traditions brought Hattam to this third space where he tries to reconcile differences and enhance dialogue:
Critical theory provides me with a map for making sense of what’s happening in my own community, my country and globally, and also provides me with an imagining of how things might be and hence a direction for my politics. Buddhism, on the other hand, provides me with a map for making sense of my own existential situation, my own suffering, and my imminent death. In addition, Buddhism provides a map of consciousness/mind. […] Buddhism also provides an imagining of what life could be like, of the possibilities for this very embodiment and also, I wish to argue, for our social arrangements.

This articulation between the personal and the social motivates Hattam’s writing about awakening-struggle. As a scholar specialized in education, Hattam asks to himself: How to be a "good" teacher in an unjust world? This question is a wake-up call, of course, for those who teach at university colleges and does not leave us indifferent to the model Hattam develops to try to answer such important quest at the intersection between practice and theory. 

Hattam decides to name this third space, or dialogical space, a "socially engaged Buddhism,"
 which clearly indicates that Buddhist Western scholars are socially engaged both as Buddhist and as scholars and try to map such existential territory, such "socially-critical Buddhism," by developing a socially-critical consciousness. But what does it mean to be socially engaged and Buddhist? Hattam retrieves Nagarjuna’s The Precious Garland
 as an example of scriptural justification for a socially engaged view and sensitivity.
 He then takes as living examples the Dalai Lama,
 Thich Nhat Hanh
 and Sivak Suvaraksa, followed by Stephen Batchelor and the Think Sangha. The definition chosen to define socially engaged Buddhism, though, comes from Kraft:
Engaged Buddhism entails both inner and outer work. We must change the world, we must change ourselves, and we must change ourselves in order to change the world. Awareness and compassionate action reinforce each other.
 
Erich Fromm and Zen Buddhism

Erich Fromm’s life and intellectual production exemplify the dialectical movement between self and the world and the dual project that unfolds from that dynamic tension. For over twenty years, while following a heavy schedule and teaching both in the US and in Mexico, Fromm was involved in the civil rights movement, campaigns against nuclear armament and the Vietnam war, as well as participating in the ecology movement. Progressively, his practice of Zen meditation changed him, altered his mind and opened it up onto a higher level of realization, which in turn he applied to writing books to help others change and somehow try to create different social conditions of a kind that in return contribute to positive personal change.  

The least known of the first generation of thinkers at the Frankfurt school of Critical theory, Fromm was distanced early from the rest of the group for his own dissociation from Freudian psychoanalysis. Fromm became then particularly interested in ideas such as "having and being,”
 "satori,"
 all from a Zen perspective, after he had met D.T. Suzuki and undertook to co-write with the latter and De Martino Zen Buddhism and Psychoanalysis, published in 1960. 

Fromm’s arguments rely heavily on quotes from Jewish and Christian mystics as well as from Zen teachers, as he wrote for a general audience. Hattam notes that Fromm goes "beyond the Orientalism (superiority) approach that dominated the critical edge of the Western philosophical tradition."
 He may be compared in that respect to Heidegger, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche who all influenced the third generation of the Frankfurt school. Schopenhauer himself stated that he gave a kind of Buddhist description of the human condition in 1844 in The World as Will and Representation after he discovered Buddhist philosophy. In a way, it is similar to M. Jourdain, the main character of Molière’s Bourgeois gentilhomme who was writing prose without knowing what he was doing because he did not know what prose was! As for Fromm, though, he studied Buddhism seriously and participated to Zen workshops, largely influenced by D.T. Suzuki. Hattam characterized this involvement as "a considerable enlargement and tension of his own Marxist-inspired psychoanalysis."
 In The Art of Being Fromm describes a Buddhist meditation and proposes to incorporate it into one’s life as a part of enacting a critical theory of society.
 It is a considerable leap towards the East if we take into consideration how much the Young Fromm was influenced by Jewish messianism and libertarian ideas – utopias – that reflected the intellectual life of significant Jewish intellectuals of this time, including Walter Benjamin, another member of the first generation of the Frankfurt school. Fromm was most interested in Marx because of the way Marx showed how Capitalism distorts human beings and alienates
 them. From Marx to Freud, Fromm related the group to the individual, and looked notably at the specific qualities of the social versus libidinal organization formed by experience of the family group. So to understand the Marxist model of base and superstructure, Fromm claims that we also need to acknowledge the unconscious, that is the thoughts and feelings that we are not consciously aware of. Fromm then extrapolated from Freud’s notion of the unconscious to a social unconscious:
We came then, to the conclusion that consciousness and unconsciousness are socially conditioned. I am aware of all my feelings and thoughts which are permitted to penetrate the threefold filter of (socially conditioned) language, logic and taboos (social character). Experiences which cannot be filtered though remain outside of awareness, that is, they remain unconscious.

Marx and Freud, so to speak, direct our attention to become aware of hidden motivating forces, be they biological or historical. Because of this dialectic process between the individual, the group and society as an articulation of all, there is an interconnected influence and articulation that proceeds at different levels of human – individual or collective – experience. As Hattam recalls, Fromm tried to articulate this dialectic in his later work, but became spiritual and then turned to Buddhism and the story of the Buddha in Chains of Illusion to confirm the need for a true discussion between theory and practice. This also illustrates the Zen saying that “knowing without direct experience is an illusion,” as if practice was the way to experience and to know. Kant also critically pointed at the contradictions which arise from supposing knowledge beyond the limits of experience.  Hattam saw the whole Fromm project as born from the need to be authentically well:
The whole Fromm project becomes then to find the ways in which we could create the social conditions for the spiritual development of people, or for becoming fully human. In other words, to practice the art of well-being.

…

In thinking a critical theory of well-being (Fromm did not use this term himself) Fromm refers to Zen experience of satori, as the state of well-being… To be fully awakened is to see the world in an unmediated, direct experience of being, and hence ‘can never be conceived intellectually’. 

In To Have or To Be? Fromm even borrows from the Four Noble Truths
 to state that change is possible. Nevertheless, Hattam concluded that Fromm’s description of meditation is somewhat superficial, as he did not offer any description of the way Buddhism understands the mental process of illusion, greed and hatred. Fromm did not describe how Buddhist meditation actually leads to non-greed, non-attachment and non-illusion. But was it Fromm task to do it knowing that he instead insisted that the ideas of the Buddha, Eckhart, Marx and Schweitzer were a radical humanist protest?

Robert Hattam’s map for an ethico-political life

Hattam believes that from a Buddhist perspective, critical theory looks the wrong way:
Instead of looking towards the inner dynamics of self and, hence, towards a form of intervention that involves personal transformation as the basis for social change, critical theory misconceives the problem and ignores self in favour of socially transformative action.

This quote summarizes and announces the whole structure of the argument that gave birth to Hattam’s "awakening-struggle," by far the most important contribution. Hattam realizes here that no social transformation is possible without first a personal transformation. Society is not an independent entity living a life of itself independently of its subjects. Further, society is a reflection of the human mind, as human actions are dictated by human minds. So any socially transformative action has to have its seed implanted in someone’s mind. Society is a product of mind, insists Hattam. Even modernity is born out of the human mind. Quoting Robert Thurman, Hattam recalls that "we end up with a theory of outer modernity"
 if we do not situate the origin of social movements and ideologies in the mind:
Modernity itself and its social institutions are in fact derived in large part from a secular coping mechanism against the bearable feeling of lack that has been unleashed since the death of God.

Hattam too bases his approach on the Four Noble Truths, introducing a Buddhist view of self as an alternative to "the deconstructed subjectivity that seems to dominate contemporary critical theory."
 Using the Four Noble truths as a canvas means considering and acknowledging first the pain, the discomfort and constant dissatisfaction of being human. From a Western perspective, this means understanding or misunderstanding anxiety, and Western psychoanalysis with its psycho-therapeutic approach is the main field dealing with such anxiety. This primordial anxiety is understood here as a fundamental malaise that originates in the very act of facing death one day or another and developing coping mechanisms to try to forget or escape from our fate. As Loy pointed out: "Buddhism, existentialism and psychotherapy all point to some form of resolution of death denial that is the way we deal with death-in-life."

Sartre and the Existentialists, on the one hand, talked about "nausea," psychotherapy calls it "hyper-anxiety" or fear of death. Learning to bear the burden of a meaningless universe, and justify one's own existence within that vacuum, is the first step toward becoming what Nietzsche defined as the "Übermensch" (in English: "overman"). But it is not an easy path as Western philosophers and Existentialists suggest that we live with such malaise and that we provide our own meaning of life to ourselves.

Buddhist philosophy, on the other hand, explains that our existential angst originates from the fact that self-consciousness is a mental construct. The fear of death is in reality a fear of the death of our ego, the result of a strong desire to believe that we have a real self. The terror of death, then, is preferable to lacking any self or sense of being in the present time. By projecting our problem into the future, we create the illusion that the problem is real and that as a consequence we must be real too if we are to experience such problem later. As Hattam explains:
It is not that the ego is repressing death but that the sense-of-self that is a fiction, a mental construct, is struggling against its own non-existence, its own emptiness… The ego cannot resolve its own lack because the ego is a manifestation of that lack… Buddhist philosophy predicts that the ego can be overcome by an unmediated experience of unconditioned consciousness. The Buddhist path recommends abiding in the anguish with simple awareness: having deconstructed the sense-of-self in an existential sense we realize that there is no lack because these has never been any inherently existing and autonomous self that is separate from reality.

Hattam suggests here what Fromm was proposing too: a direct experience of emptiness as a liberating, spiritual experience that allows for a deep, definitive knowledge of the true nature of reality: empty of inherent existence, ultimately causal, where all phenomena, situations and agents all co-exist, interdependent and interconnected from each other, without Creator, similarly to the way cells, atoms, particles, planets and galaxies co-originate. Such deep level of spiritual insight gives way to genuine, profound, non-attachment, non-greed, non-hatred, as such poisonous emotions (attachment, greed, hatred, anger) dissolve when the ego itself implodes or explodes to embrace the ultimate nature of its reality, the void or emptiness as explained by Nagarjuna and that Lyotard described in La condition post-moderne , his first work on post-modernity, as an infinite mesh of intersecting, alleatory trajectories.

Compared to Buddhist philosophy, critical social philosophy understands anxiety in terms of the social organization. "A Buddhist perspective does not deny the socially constructed nature of anxiety" continues Hattam, "but wants to distinguish between causes and conditions."
 While critical theorists see society as the cause of social problems and alienation, Buddhist philosophers view it as the conditions for the manifestation of social predicament. "The recent trend in critical theory towards a decentring of the Cartesian ego in favour of a de-essentialized deconstructive subjectivity resonates with this Buddhist view."
 Central to the move, though, towards such deconstruction, is an hermeneutic critique of dualistic thinking:
Buddhist philosophy pushes this critique still further and argues that dualistic thinking is not just an epistemological or even an ethico-political problem, but ultimately an ontological one, in an existential sense, because we live our lives as though we are independent and autonomous.
 
Critical theory, like Fromm, also fails at explaining how we could realize such deconstructive subjectivity. So Hattam returns to the Four Noble Truths to re-articulate how such realization is possible. With the first Noble Truth, “being human is a cause of suffering”
 must be understood the view of dependent origination or dependent co-arising: 
Our reality is ultimately a manifestation of patterns or circuits of contingency; there is no first cause, only a series of linkages between a number of factors such as cognition, naming, feeling, craving, etc. The factors of experience are sustained by their own interdependence… The Buddha diagnosed a weak link in the chain; an ignorance grasping at true existence. If this ignorance can be overcome, the subsequent linkages can be extinguished, leading to an exit from the cycle of suffering.
 
The Buddhist notion of interdependent factors is the antithesis, of course, of the Cartesian mind, of the Cartesian idea that there is a self-grounded, autonomous, rational consciousness, the famous "Je pense donc je suis" that Descartes enounced both as a great realization of the human mind as well as a glorification of the mighty power of God who provided such mind to humans. Robert Thurman explained Descartes’s predicament in these terms:
Descartes provides a useful example, because from the Buddhist perspective he made a huge mistake right here. He said, ‘The reason I can’t find my “self” is because I’m the one looking. I’m the subject, not an object, and that’s why I can’t find myself.  But because I’m the subject, I’m sure I exist. Don’t accept this mistaken reliance on self-evidence, a guaranteed way to remain stuck in illusion. […] ‘I think therefore I am’ was an assertion of the utter conventionality of the self, its relativity and, hence, lack of absoluteness.

Between the self relativity and the concept of dependent origination, Hattam sees a fertile ground upon which to rethink the way in which society is a human product: "Society is a manifestation of mind, of minds that are under the influence of the ignorance grasping at a real self."
 We might want to define here what Buddhist philosophy defines as "mind." Buddhist philosophy developed an extensive system of analysis of the human mind, which we will not have time to exhaustively dig into. Hattam himself concentrates his argument on the three poisonous minds as an example on how Buddhist philosophy deals with human afflictions and destructive actions which root causes originate from the mind. Take ignorance, desire and aversion as complex causes of inner and societal suffering:
Out of ignorance, we harm others through killing, lying, stealing, sexual misconduct, speaking harshly, divisively, coveting others and their property, or wishing others harm. But our actions also leave imprints into our minds and will become causes of suffering in the future.
 
The imprints that Hattam is talking about are of course the "karma" or law of cause and effects that governs the flow of actions and reactions. The aim of Buddhist practice, of course, is to awaken the mind to break out of this cycle to not only extinguish past karma, but to prevent negative actions in the present to create negative karma in the future. As such, karma is also a manifestation of the interdependence between actions and their consequences, but it is not deterministic or fatalist. Karmic imprints can even manifest as social institutions, of course, being positive, negative, or neutral ones. But even though each individual is subject to a personal, family and environmental karma, such person can also resist social pressure: "Under a fascist regime, we are not bound to be fascist."
 Actually, politicians and other social actors do produce more structural, institutionalized outcomes that embrace more than what their personal karma entails as they link themselves to others and use or conquer resources necessary to achieve their means. The case of the rapid industrialization and economic development of China is one example among many, which allows China to arm itself at a pace and with a budget ten times larger than the already large budget of the United States. The ideology of the Chinese Communist Party that animates such race is not clearly stated though it is undeniable that it is the result of a vision, of a mental map that draws the contours and necessary path to power, control, and hegemony. Such reality cannot be explained just in terms of discourse. 

While recent debates in Contemporary Critical Theory are fixated on the idea that society is constituted discursively, recent debates in Western Buddhist philosophy show that society can be understood as an institutionalization of mind, or “delusion institutionalized.”
 Institutions and ideologies – to name but a few – appear to take on a life of their own, becoming things-in-themselves, whether it be the blind workings of the economic system or war’s inevitability. Loy mentioned that capitalist accumulation, technological development, industrial materialism, and nationalism, are pertinent examples of such symbol systems and also of the collective struggle to give meaning to one’s life. Greed, in that system, becomes institutionalized in the form of the religion of consumerism, with an underlying obsession to construct our own identity.

The advertising industry is another good example of delusion as it saturates our minds with desire, our consciousness with promises that particular products and services will make us happy, as if happiness was to be found outside of us, as if culture was a train to catch up. Adorno had criticized the culture industry, predicting that Capitalism would colonize subjectivity through the culture industry. Advertising is today a part and a sum of the culture industry as they are les and less dissociated through popular culture. Hattam calls it "institutionalized greed" and reproaches that it misunderstands the fact that individuals are "somehow autonomous and separate […] from the poverty that surrounds them."
 In this sense:
Buddhists see Capitalism as not only a system of wealth creation, but also as an historic responses to the existential fear and frustration that institutionalizes acquisiveness, greed and attachment.
 
Buddhist scholars apply the same reasoning to the "industrial-military-prison" complex in the United States. Prisons are now an industry as important as the military for the American economy. Hattam recalls that:
Our mastery of life and death is assured when we control the fate of others and the ultimate expression of this control is through war… through war, we can admire those heroes who struggle for victory over evil, a symbolic form, more abstracted way to try to buy ourselves free from the penalty of dying or being killed.
 
Ultimately, though, engaged individuals do not have to look for a solution to their social problems outside of themselves, or to look for some kind of mysterious way to reach happiness. As Hattam said, it is futile to wait until the social conditions are right, until Capitalism and militarism have ended. The only alternative is here and now. It requires motivation to make the situation change, that is the inner strength to renounce to one’s ego-grasping existence, to give-up the comfortable illusion that makes one blame others and society and hope that law-makers will dutifully structure their ethico-political life:
Radical social transformation is not the precursor of psychological liberation (…). Our ego and society condition each other (…). Liberation involves practices of freedom as an affirmation of the personal as political but only if these practices undermine the ego. A Buddhist reworking of the idea that the personal is political involves unsettling identity altogether in favour of a new form of subjectivity, one that privileges the development of an expansive type of altruism as a precursor to realizing our radical interdependence.
 
Hattam and Buddhism are not reinventing the wheel. Herbert Marcuse already in One dimensional Man had characterized such reworking as a practice involving a break with the familiar, away from one’s routine, from one’s ordinary ways of seeing, hearing and understanding thing; as the only way to become receptive to the potential of a non-aggressive, non-exploitative world.
 A disconnection from mainstream political propaganda and media discourses is necessary to start the process of disenchantment:
The way forward must be to abandon forms of rationality based on dualities […] human emancipation / freedom involves shifting consciousness, both personal and social in that direction. Ultimately awakening-struggle must be directed towards unlearning a dualistic rationality.

Conclusion


As Greco-Buddhist art and Mahayana schools of thought such as Dhyana were transmitted to East Asia, central concepts of Hellenic culture such as virtue, excellence or quality may have been adopted by the cultures of Korea and Japan after a long diffusion among the Hellenized cities of Central Asia, to become a key part of their warrior and work ethics. So we know that this borrowing and exchange of ideas and philosophical views, with its influence on the arts and cultural values has existed since humans travelled and learn to communicate together, moving back and forth between the East and the West. 

What the 21st century is seeing, though, is a move away from Cartesian epistemology and towards non-western philosophical traditions with an unprecedented depth and breadth. The double interplay between identity politics and politics per se has dislocated the subject and dislodged modernist claims of the superiority of the human mind over its creations. What Buddhist philosophy adds to the dialogue is the argument that to start with, mind is merely a sixth sense which, like seeing or hearing, is imperfect and prone to errors. What a fall! What a humbling view. Further more, as Hattam has argued in depth, society is a manifestation of self. Delusion, then, cannot be regarded as a personal or a social phenomenon. It has deeper roots that have to be uprooted to move closer, philosophically as well as spiritually, to the true nature of one’s self and the ultimate truth about reality. It does not have to be a painful exercise. Through method, that is meditation or the effort to quiet one’s mind to simply let it be, and through discipline, that is the commitment to meditate on a regular basis (either sitting or walking or dreaming / sleeping meditation), one will achieve such deep realization, in this lifetime or in a next one. This is the way of the bodhisattva where time has stopped its ravaging effects and one floats towards the clear light of enlightenment.

Robert Hattam’s book is a living testimony that such commitment to truth alters one’s intellectual capacities and opens up horizons and paths otherwise impossible to conceive of, even less to follow. We are entering a new era when more and more Western scholars engage in such meditative, contemplative, practices, for the benefit of all sentient beings and ultimately the complete liberation from suffering that Critical Social Theory and other Marxists are longing for. Robert Hattam’s awakening-struggle needs to be presented to a larger audience. This paper came into being not only to reflect on the migration of philosophical texts to the East, but also to broaden the scope of this phenomenon into a productive, transformative dialogue. 

As Chogyam Trungpa eloquently said, the main point of any spiritual practice is "to step out of the bureaucracy of ego."
 This means, "to step out of ego’s constant desire for a higher, more spiritual, more transcendental version of knowledge, religion, virtue, judgment, comfort, or whatever it is that the particular ego is seeking."
 This spiritual materialism
 is a trap that Robert Hattam lucidly avoided and that makes his dialogic awakening-struggle worth our attention in the hope that Western academia will awaken to a truly ethico-political practice both as educators and as producers of knowledge.
                                                                                           York University,
                                                                                                         Toronto
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