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| he alliance of discursivity with neurosis
on the one hand, and an exploration of
m new conditions of discourse on the oth-
er, conditions now self consciously denoted as
‘West’, gives notice of a certain disillusionment I
feel with my culturally received, monotheistic va-
lourization of the power of ‘word-ing’ (rendered
as discourse, reasoning, dialoguing, conversation,
etc.), and my sense that the problem is not dis-
course per se, but the way my understanding of it
is, or has been, too stuck within its own cultural
self enclosure, within the compound of its own
cultural grammar, one might say. In taking up
these issues within the context of a conference
convened to consider “Fragmentation and the De-
sire for Order/Unity”, I wish to declare that, for
me, the issue of the theme is not in the way “Frag-
mentation and Order/Unity” play off each other
relationally, or symbiotically (which they probably
do) but how so inevitably and incidentally in the
West that play-off has a neurotic tail-chasing
character that is inspired precisely by Desire. My
remarks, therefore, about the possibilities of new
conditions of discourse for the West, turn most
profoundly on a problematizing of Desire itself.

The deep neurosis in our communicative practices
may issue, [ suspect, from a form of constant crav-
ing, the satiation of which we are culturally pre-
disposed to believe is pre-eminently possible only
through an act of language, even language trans-
lated into action as policy, or social change. In
Hebrew, the word “word” (dabhar) means event,
and in the Greek gospels we are told that we live
by “word” as much as by “bread”; which goes to
show that in the Hebrew-Christian tradition any-
way, word-ing is somehow linked to an interest in
power (agency) and to appetite. Our orientation
to language and its various modalities is inevitably
meaning-driven, deeply purposive, or logocentric,
as Derrida would put it, so that any investigation
of sickness in our discursive practices may neces-
sarily have to begin with the matter of our pri-
mary expectations, linguistically mediated.

That it is possible like this to have a discourse
about discourse is a relatively recent phenomenon
in the West. The turn to language in social sci-
ence is traceable to Wittgenstein, and also to the
Vienna Circle of the 1930's which precipitated the
Frankfurt School of neo-Marxist critical social
theory. But in the contemporary period it is to
Michel Foucault that the largest debt is likely
owed for illustrating how social practices are
made topical and sustained through forms of dis-
cursive community that in turn must be sustained
for the social practices to go on.! And then to
Jacques Derrida we are indebted for so strongly
resurrecting the pre-Socratic notion (also well un-
derstood by Kant and Marx) that presence always
implies absence; that in present practices there
lingers the suppressed “trace” of what makes them
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possible.? So the Greek valourization of dialogue
through the symposium requires a silent slave
class to do the dirty work of life-support, and it
requires the silence be safeguarded.

This new discourse about discourse eliminates
forever the possibility that our talk and action can
go on naively, innocent of the political realities
that sustain them. The orthodox canon of English
literature has to acknowledge its patriarchy; talk
of the “humanities” requires admitting to the glo-
bal empire of capitalism which inspired the confi-
dence to speak for the entire species; Enlighten-
ment principles of Truth and Reason
underwriting the contemporary hard and social
sciences are being forced to respond to the cries
of those refusing to be subsumed under scientific
accounts.

In what follows I wish to explore conditions
that may mark the limits and possibilities of dis-
course within the contemporary situation of the
West. Inevitably, I speak as a white Western male,
but one formed through a personal biography of
displacement from non-Western domains. I was
born in China during the Maoist revolution, then
ejected with my family as a foreigner. I grew up in
Central Africa Northern Rhodesia/Zambia), but
after political independence it was clear that my
skin colour, and all reflected through it, had little
place within the new social agenda. So now I
speak as a white male academic, profoundly sensi-
tive to the ways my training in the codes, contents
and protocols of the good liberal Western tradi-
tion bears only tainted currency in many other
realms of our shared planetary home. I search for
ways of speaking and acting that may make possi-
ble for the West forms of encounter with others
that are more friendly, less violent, more self re-
flexive, and not condescending. In undertaking
this task, I repudiate any postmodern claims about
the end of grand narratives, or even the end of
narrativity.’ The challenge is to reinterpret the
grand narratives from within the space of our
post-colonial understanding of the modern world
system; to move away from triumphal declarations
about Truth into an acquaintance with the way
human beings find their deepest companionship
in the action of telling stories to each other, of
giving accounts of their experience, that is, pre-
cisely in the practice of narrative out of which
good theory comes. Before proceeding, I might
note that my dis-illusionment about the possibili-
ties of what can be rendered through discourse
began with reading Tibetan Buddhist teacher,
Chogyam Trungpa.* In Cutting Through Spiritual
Materialism, Trungpa undertakes a meditation on
the works of Nagarjuna, the 2nd-3rd century A.D.
founder of Madhyamika (Middle Way) Buddhism.
The word “neurotic” is used to describe the ac-
tion of ego, which manifests itself as the Three
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Lords of Materialism (the Lord of Form, the

Lord of Speech, and the Lord of Mind). Trungpa

explains:
The Lords use discursive thought as their
first line of defense, as their pawns in their
effort to deceive us. The more we generate
thoughts, the busier we are mentally and the
more convinced we are of our existence. So
the Lords ave constantly trying to activate
these thoughts, trying to create a constant
overlapping of thoughts so that nothing can
be seen beyond them.S

One witnesses here a primal critique of everything
assumed to be good in a Word tradition such as
that of the West. The very desire to generate
thoughts and concepts discursively is not only
linked to a phenomenology of deception, particu-
larly to a deception about identity (existence); so
also is the activism at work in this deception
linked to an ever-deepening myopia. Here then
are illuminated the seeds of hyper-production so
characteristic of capitalist versions of literacy. Also
clarified are the exaggerated vanities of Christian
ideas about proclamation ("Here is the news...,”),
to say nothing of the oppressive officiousness of
the activist mind. All these lead to a hardening
self-enclosure, ripe for xenophobia and parochial-
ism, the death of openness. So it is that there
seems to be a widening despair in the West about
what can be achieved through wording, through
talking, through writing: an implosion of the dem-
ocratic ideal, of consensus seeking, and even of
the literary ideal as a form of social discipline.® Of
course, we are not talking here of the end of dis-
cursivity per se. After all, even a Buddha has to
talk to critique talk. Instead, the aim must be two-
fold: to show the limits of conventional West phe-
nomenologies of discourse at the same time as re-
fract them through understandings that may open
them up and rejuvenate them through reformula-
ton. °

Herewith, then, an exploration of conditions of
possibility for (West) discourse with others, con-
sidered through three clustered themes: 1) Post-
colonial theorizing of the other, enantiomorphism
and a recovery of the logic of the negative; 2)The
homocentric fallacy and a shift from ideology to
an ecology of consciousness; and 3) Meditation
and the pedagogy of presence.

THEME ONE:
Post-colonial Theorizing of the Other,
Enantiomorphism and a Recovery

of the Logic of the Negative

Enantiomorphism is a term derived from Greek
describing how Truth cannot be expressed except
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in relationships of opposites (> Gk enantios, oppo-
site + morphe, form).” Sometimes what is denoted
is the tendency of things to actively turn into their
opposite, as in the case of the word “socialism”,
which, as Havel has shown?, in Eastern Europe
tarned from being a word of celebration to a
swear-word in about fifty years. American democ-
racy requires the practice of fascism to protect its
interests in Brazil, Chile, Mexico. In teaching, it
takes a monster child about two weeks to turn a
meek teacher into a monster.® Generally, the de-
gree to which this dynamic holds true depends
upon the degree to which polar identities fail to
recognize or appreciate how such self-
identifications stand in a dependent and continu-
ous relationship with what they reject. This reso-
nates with postmodern formulations that any
identity requires an Other by which to define it-
self; that I understand who I am through whom I
am not. As well, the play of opposites is articulat-
ed in Asian wisdom traditions where virtue in-
volves maintaining a harmonious balance between
the pulls and tugs of opposition, and that to fall in
love with extremes is to undermine the grounds of
genuinely creative existence.

Why this last understanding is so often given a
pejorative twist in the West (Aristotle's Doctrine
of the Mean, notwithstanding), to mean quietism,
non-action or even moral cowardice, is itself a
matter worthy of consideration. Ashis Nandy has
noted for example that in the context of British
imperialism in India, the British interpreted the
ease of their conquest as a revelation of a certain
moral and intellectual deficiency of the Indian
people. In fact, a more accurate interpretation
would show that it was Hindu virtues of tolerance
and openness that enabled the British to establish
themselves.! It is only the deep hubris of capital-
ism that can afford a view that its global successes
are due to some inherent trait of strength and su-
periority.

Now certainly, enantiomorphism itself can be
read as standing in a relation of opposition to all
formulations oriented to final resolution. But such
is the point: orientation to finality, closure and fix-
ity always end up revealing a condition of lack,
and usually the result is violent, because the re-
quirements for ‘finalization’ are inevitably politi-
cal, with arrangements of oppression required to-
ward nay-saying. So enantiomorphism should not
be taken as a fixable concept but rather as a de-
scriptive device for the way in which things natu-
rally unfold. Call it a reminder never to take any
one thing,-idea or person with ultimate serious-
ness: even here, the word “never” requires a gloss,
but that is a task for another time. ‘

The beckoning, then, is for a language which
can articulate the phenomenology of living ‘in the

middle’ of things, a language not determined to
have the final say, but one that can show the way
of the condition in which we always already find
ourselves, namely in the condition of perpetual
non-resolution, yet one in which we are mysteri-
ously, even mystically sustained. There is a resolu-
tion already, always at work in our non-
resolutions, but one that cannot be named from
within any one lexicon or grammar, also without
which the possibilities of human language cannot
exist. Pierre Bourdieu has referred to this as “the
consensus in dissensus”.!! The great hermeneuti-
cal scholar, H.G. Gadamer, after a life devoted to
inquiry into the grounds of human understanding,
was prompted to ask: “Does what already sustains
us require any grounding?”!? It seems such a
plaintive remark from someone in the sunset years
of a distinguished career in Western metaphysics,
but it points to an important insight, namely that
the search for a theoretical “grounding” of human
life belies the truth that human life is already sus-
tained without such grounding. There is 2 homo-
centric fallacy at work in most Western attempts
to explain its actions, another theme to be exam-
ined later,

The following illustration can be taken from
the realm of pedagogy, one showing not only the
way in which Western pedagogies so relentlessly
construct the delusion of resolution, but also how,
in that process, they simultaneously shut down the
possibilities of enantiomorphic insight by harden-
ing the borders of self-definition. The conditions
of creative interpretation are thereby foreclosed.

Augustana University College is a fine liberal
arts institution which traces its identity to Martin
Luther and the Protestant Reformation. Like any
well-intended academy, the college is dedicated to
inspiring its young with the noblest ideals of
Western culture, and in this case the hero is the
Augustinian monk from Wittenburg. It is under-
standable, therefore, that the most striking icon
on the open campus commons should be a statue
of Luther. But here one might ask, what represen-
tation of Luther would constitute the most peda-
gogically responsible one? Or, in the context of
the present discussion, how might Luther be de-
picted to show the character of Lutheran Protes-
tantism in its most whole-some sense? How
should the students at the college be taught to
“read” Luther in a way that might avoid a plunge
into one-sidedness?

Inevitably perhaps, the college elders elected
the high road, choosing to depict Luther at his
young, virile best. Eyes clear, skin smooth and
taut; the sheer force of the bronze truly gives
pause. But... one must ask, what of the older Lu-
ther, the scrofulous one, the man drinking four
gallons of beer a day whose (later) writings show
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all the signs of paranoid alcoholic psychosis?!3
And what of the down-side of the Protestant Ref-
ormation as a whole, as it can now be read in ret-
rospect from the point of view of our present ex-
perience of it: its propensity for schism and
divisiveness; its ability, in the name of purifica-
tion, to produce not just intolerance for ambigui-
ty, but also an exaggerated imaginal literalism
through the death of symbol. Of course too, one
must give account of the deep pessimism about
human nature that Luther inherited from Augus-
tine, subsequently willed to the future, a pessi-
mism with its own self-fulfilling character, where-
by if I feel doomed my only comfort is in making
others feel the same? What about all this?

Enantiomorphically, it is necessary to affirm
that the young Luther and the later share an im-
mutable continuity, and that the truth of Luther,
including the deep Lutheran legacy in the history
of the West, must be found in acknowledging
both sides of his character. Pedagogically speak-
ing, to hold up only the young idealist as a hero to
the neglect of acknowledging his imbalances and
exaggerations ensures an induction of the young
into a cultural interpretation full of repression,
producing a stance toward life that must be inevi-
tably paranoid and defensive, determined to keep
the devil at bay. The Luther curriculum then de-
generates into debates over which interpretation
of his character is ‘correct’, instead of trying to
creatively discern how all aspects articulate one
unity. When God and the Devil are set up as two
identically different players within a cultural ar-
chitecture of dualism, it becomes virtually impos-
sible to learn how God can so easily turn out to be
the Devil, and the Devil may be God in disguise.
Any attempt to create ‘pure’ identity, whether in
the name of religion or ideology inevitably falters
from the discovery that purity, as the possibility of
life-without-difference, is a vain hope.!*

In terms of contemporary global reconfigura-
tions of influence and order, one of the most diffi-
cult challenges facing the West is the realization
that the West itself is not a pure identity, to be
held up as a clean example of development,
progress and civility. The debts, both economic
and cultural, to Others, especially to peoples of
the former colonies, are too large.” Too, the
demographic shifts whereby the people of India,
Pakistan, the Middle Fast etc. have taken their
places on the home soil of their former colonizers
only shows how the colonial past has to be “faced’
in real terms.

Actually, from an enantiomorphic point of
view, that facing is a responsibility of all players.
For one thing, the myth of pre-contactism
presumes to insinuate that before the arrival of
Western colonizers, life was unproblematic for
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non-Western peoples, but the most cursory exam-
ination of pre-contact conditions in any colonized
country simply does not bear this out. In the case
of China, for example, before the arrival of Prot-
estant missionaries the lot of women was to be
held as virtual prisoner within a mythical con-
struct whereby men were the mediators of heaven
(yang) while women were to be chained to an
earth-boundedness (yin).'6

The new massive interfusion of cultures, then,
one of the long-term legacies of the modern colo-
nial period, brings with it the inevitability of tradi-
tion-boundedness being challenged to reassess it-
self. However, whether this is understood
positively or negatively, that is whether it is a loss
or gain to have one’s stable structures of belief
‘relativized’ by encounters with Others, is not
simply a hermeneutic option that can be decided
completely, purely, by those in charge. There is
always more at work through interfusion than can
be disentangled by means of the languages and
lexicons of pre-contact conditions. Contact, or
‘facing’ the Other, always means examining the
ways I am now inexorably different than I was be-
fore contact, and things can never be the same
again. In the case of Islamic tradition,for example,
Abdullahi Ahmed An-Naim has shown how the
traditional Muslim concept of sharia, or the pure,
exclusive tradition of Islamic law, is being re-
worked through new interpretations of the Koran
to provide a language for Muslim practice that is
more tolerant and open.'’

In summary then, post-colonial realities point
to ways in which linguistically mediated Western
assumptions about identity contain an aporia, or
perplexity,which can only be addressed by ac-
knowledging how identity means nothing without
a set of relations, and that historically it can now
be seen how Western identity in particular got
constructed through long-standing dependencies
with silenced Others, others now claiming their
debts. In terms of the new possibilities of dis-
course, there must be a facing of the exaggera-
tions implicit in one-sided interpretations, and an
owning-up to the consequences of operating out
of a fiction of purity; a thinking through of how
purity may not mean one thing (pejorative mon-
otheism), but a full plenitude of the Many (uni-
spheric polytheism), articulated as a2 coming to
terms with a logic of the negative implicit in all
speech and action, whereby there is a silent part-
ner in all conversation. It implies the end of unity
in any secured sense, but maybe also 2 sense of re-
lief to be gained from shedding those defensive
weights that a belief in pure identity requires to
sustain itself, At the same time a new invigoration
becomes possible from acknowledging how that
which once had been held at bay contains at least
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part of the answer for a shared future. This may
lead in turn to an understanding of unity that is
not dependent on the usual Western assumption
of identity as difference. I do not need to keep you
in your place in order to be me if I understand the
concept "me" itself to be a fiction. This will be ex-
plored later under theme three.

THEME TWO:
The Homocentric Fallacy
and a Shift from Ideology
to an Ecology of Consciousness

It is we bumans who take all these phenome-
na of Nature as baving some definite design
in velationship to buman destiny and wel-
fare, but this bomocentric interpretation of
the world always ends in tragedy, if not in
an utter confusion of thought.

So says the great Zen teacher, D.T. Suzuki.!®
The roots of such homocentrism in the West are
not difficult to trace. That Man (sic) is the crown
of the created order, destined to rule over it as a
duty, if not pleasure, is the central myth of Gene-
sis, and it is the myth that made possible the vast
confidence of science in both exploring and un-
locking the secrets of the natural order without
fear.! In the social realm, Marx's scientific materi-
alism, applied to the engineering of social space, is
only the most obvious of serious attempts to live
as if human will and intention are the final arbiter
of the destiny of human affairs, a view most nota-
bly contraindicated by Chernobyl. A more subtle
form of the same disposition can be found in the
“social construction of reality”?® myth which dom-
inates Western social science. It provides a lan-
guage for being able to claim that we are who we
think we are, without extra-human contingencies,
and that the self-enclosure of our cognitive con-
structs represents a triumph of some sort, some-
thing worthy of cultural applause, even though
phenomenologically, in terms of how we live, it
may be a form of imaginal and egological impris-
onment of the darkest kind.?!

The critique of homocentrism can be taken up
in two ways. In the most elementary sense, human
vulnerability is easily named by pointing to all the
ways our securities so easily fall victim to natural
forces over which we do not have, nor likely ever
will have, any real control. The fallout from Mt.
Pinatubo’s eruption in the Philippines has exceed-
ed, in terms of negative influence on the ozone
layer, all human pollution since the beginning of
the Industrial Revolution. An earthquake can easi-
ly wipe out in a few minutes a human population

the size of Hiroshima. In a family, the different
personalities of offspring, quite apparent from
birth, are simply not reducible to any learning
theory.

As a teacher of teachers in a university faculty
of education, I am often appalled at how virtually
none of the languages and constructs of teacher
education give even a nod to this deep lacuna
within human experience. On the contrary, every
space is required to be filled with either action or
explanation, almost as a denial of death, a deter-
mined evasion of the inevitable news that no mat-
ter how complete one’s plans, things could very
easily fall apart. Homocentrism is haunted by a
heavy, ghostly demand for complete human re-
sponsibility in everything that happens, and it is a
demand that can never be satisfactorily fulfilled
precisely because it is impossible to have a plan
that could anticipate every contingency.

Homocentric pedagogy is a serious, joyless
business, and distinctly anti- pedagogical in the
sense that there is no place for that-which-cannot-
be-named, no awe or reverence for all those forces
that surround us every moment and which at any
moment might betray our false confidence. An at-
tunement to such things leads inevitably to forms
of relating to the world which have largely been
banished by science and secularism, but without
which there can be no wisdom or understanding.
Homocentric pedagogy is inevitably a pedagogy
of despair.

A second line of critique against the homocen-
tric fallacy involves acknowledging the way the
natural world has its own subjectivity. As Thomas
Berry says?, the world is not just an object to my
subjectivity; rather it has its own set of response
abilities to human conduct. The species death of
birds, fish, reptiles and so on as a consequence of
human pollution is a response to what human be-
ings do, not just a vacant termination. Thus we
can look to the natural world as a kind of interloc-
utor with the capacity to pass judgement on hu-
man affairs. The injunctions of Jesus, “Consider
the lilies of the field...; Behold the fowls of the
air...”,2 point to an insight well understood in
Asian Way traditions, especially Taoism, that
there are important lessoris to be learned from
deep meditation on the natural world, particularly
with-respect to the balance of relations among
emergence, nurture and decay.

Most social theory in the West, especially since
the turn of the century, has been generated in ur-
ban, highly industrialized environments, places
where the only trees and plants available to hu-
man observation are products of hyper-
cultivation, and the only visible animals are pro-
foundly domesticated, dependent on pleasing hu-
man overlords as a means of manipulatively pro-
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curing the necessities of life. Such a site for the
generation of theory and policy must inevitably
ensure social outcomes that are driven by the am-
biences, rhythms and tones of their situational ori-
gin, characterised most clearly by prediction, con-
trol, and rationalization, to say nothing of an
embeddedness within a sonic environment echo-
ing primarily the noises of machines. Canadian
musicologist and composer, R. Murray Schafer,
says one of the first prerequisites for learning to
hear the world in new ways is to undergo “ear
cleaning” .24

Another aspect, then, of interlocution in earth-
human relations, and the critique of homocen-
trism that such interlocution entails, concerns an
attention to the necessary geography of all human
thought and action. ¥ Our ideas and actions are
inspired just as much by physical landscape and
“ceophysical memory”? as by Platonic notions of
pure thought. William Thompson, for example,
suggests that fairytales such as Snow White and the
Seven Dwarfs are best understood as reflecting hu-
man memory traces of prehistoric geophysical ac-
tivity. The dwarfs are a subliminal reminder that
underneath the sunlit surface of human affairs
there is the constant subterranean agitation and
turnultuous work of geophysical forces that could
erupt at any time. In a different turn, David
Campbell?’, explores how the identity, “United
States”, is a construction that privileges the spatial
over the temporal because Europeans who en-
countered the New World went out of their way
to deny its historicity. In American experience,
history developed into an “eternal present”, a con-
dition emerging from the experience of rupture
from, and discontinuity with, the Old World. The
Puritans turned “geography into eschatology”, a
move that justified the genocide of native Ameri-
can Indians and the enslavement of the Afro-
American as embodiments of the Anti-Christ.
The imaginative geography of the United States
then, is “iconic” and “ideational”, with politics
privileging the “symbolic”. Underdeveloped in
the American psyche is what could be called a nar-
rative phenomenological sensibility which pays at-
tention to the complexity of human experience in
its lived conditions of place, story, and family etc.
Solutions to human problems always begin with
abstract theorizing rather than with an attention
to life as it is lived in its specificity.

These examples from Thompson and Campbell
point to the obvious, but under a homocentric dis-
pensation, suppressed truth that there is always
more going on in the world than human beings
could ever dream of; that indeed even our dreams
are shaped and moulded by the ways our experi-
ence is conditioned by relations to particular tem-
poral and spatial situatedness on the planet, both
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socio-political and otherwise. Thompson suggests
that such dependencies invite a reorientation of
thinking about thinking away from orthodox con-
ventions which regard the purpose of thinking to
be the securing of metaphysical, social, political or
scientific truths, truths which always end up being
found out as “ideologies”, or hyper-extended im-
putations of the specific being the general. Such
renderings, when turned into institutional forms,
must of necessity close an eye to their own depen-
dencies in order to remain stable. What is re-
quired, says Thompson, is an understanding of
consciousness itself as “ecological”, always in a
state of reverberation and transformation as a con-
sequence of its broader connections. This under-
standing not only reveals the conditionedness of
our imaginal life, but also our potential for re-
imagining, should it be possible to cultivate new
ways of paying attention. Paying attention in new
ways can best be named as the practice of medita-
tion, the last theme to be taken up in this paper.

THEME THREE:
Meditation and the
Pedagogy of Presence

The contemplative life must provide an area,
a space of liberty, of silence, in which possibil-
ities ave allowed to surface and new choices
— beyond routine choice — beconte manifest.
It should create a new experience of time ...
not @ blank to be filled or an untouched space
to be conquered and violated, bui a space
which can enjoy its own potentialities and
hopes ... open to others — compassionate
time, rooted in the sense of common illusion
and in criticism of it.?

Facing the General Assembly of the Council of
Europe in Vienna, Vaclav Havel recently issued 2
lament for the dismal prospects of a new Europe
emerging from the ashes of the Cold War.?’ Cur-
rently, too many Western states are trying to
“outwit history by reducing the idea of Europe to
a noble backdrop against which they can continue
their petty concerns”. Attempts at unification
around principles of democracy and pluralistic
politics seem doomed largely because of an erro-
neous belief that the task ahead is a purely techni-
cal, instrumental and administrative one, involv-
ing nothing but “endless” discussion and debate.
What is neglected, he suggests, is a new kind of
common moral obligation between peoples and

states that can incarnate the full potential for crea-

tive change that the present moment holds.
Speaking self-reflexively, Havel suggests that such
potentiality has little chance, however, “without
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ever attempting to change anything in ourselves,
or in the habitual motives and stereotypes of our
behavior”.

The question of how we come to change our
social, political and personal habits is of course
critical to any proposal for collective reform. It is
an issue of special relevance in the contemporary
period when the technology for manipulating
both public and private consciousness is so well
developed. People everywhere suffer the irony of
being offered a ubiquitous promise for individual
expression while that very promise itself is manu-
factured by others through a dense and largely
hidden network of sophisticated marketing and
media technologies tied to corporate capital inter-
ests. Even public education, once venerated as the
primal hope for shaping public will, now shows it-
self too often as a hollowed out site of “culture
wars” > incapable of anything but the most banal
and washed out renditions of human reality, an in-
duction into “know-nothingism”, as Gayatri Spi-
vak recently described the American university ed-
ucational system.*! Religious groups and other
traditional sources of inspired morals too easily
reveal their complicity in regressive politics, or a
commitment to narrow sectarian interests which
are entirely inappropriate for a time when the
positive fruits of the new cultural interfusion re-
quire, more than anything else, a spirit of open-
ness, generosity and care.

The widespread cultural confusion in the West,
now very close to the surface, and signified most
obviously in the postmodern move to show the in-
ability of language to contain a call to action
which could be held in common — such confu-
sion may be a prelude to a new enlightenment.
Again as Trungpa says, “Confusion is part of the
path”?, but for the next stage to be realized, there
has to be a cleansing of the old rationalities, all
those rationalities linked in the West to a concep-
tion of the Same named, say, as capital interest, an
interest in turn linked to the reduction of most
forms of cultural capital, from ‘higher' education
to the use of ‘manipulatives' in kindergarten, to
the language of power. There needs to be an at-
tention to what David Loy calls “the repressed
shadow of rationality”® ,which is meditation, or
meditative consciousness, an attunement to the
world which is not dependent on the ravenous
pressures of the market or on all those other
forms of interference which get in the way of the
genuinely new. ’

It is not the place here to lay out a program for
the practice of meditation, with all the permuta-
tions and possibilities articulated by its many tra-
ditions in the world.?* Let the aim be simple: to
evoke its primary purpose and show its value in
the present discussion. Etymologically, meditaton

has to do with gaining the true measure of one's
situation (>L. med-, measure) which is achieved
through a stopping of all those daily rituals and
habits which inevitably act to sustain status quo
conventionalities. Most traditions of meditation
emphasize the importance of understanding
breathing, and this is not just another piece of ex-
otica, but an acknowledgement of how the simple
practice of breathing reflects the character of our
connection to the outer world. The lungs are the
door through which the outside world is taken
into the inner world and transformed into a re-
sponse via the cardiovascular system. Stress re-
sponses to environmental pressures are most often
connected to breathing ditficulties. Wisdom tradi-
tions understand this very well. In Hebrew, the
word for “breath” is ruach, which is also the word
for “spirit”. Spiritual difficulties are breathing dif-
ficulties and vice versa; problems in our under-
standing of the necessary conditions for good rela-
tions between Self and Other.

Meditative stopping makes possible a new kind
of stillness in which can be heard or recognized,
maybe for the first time, all of those voices, intui-
tions, dreams and aspirations (another term con-
nected to breathing) which have been suppressed
under the dispensations of the dominant order.
Meditation disrupts the grammar of received con-
sciousness to make consciousness available to its
wider purview, which is the ability to think freely,
in a way not dependent upon concepts determined
by essentialist thinking to be the necessary tools
of thought. It invites an orientation to language
and thinking which is no longer dependent on this
or that (postmodern relationalism) but acts out of
a forgetfulness of language as self-consciously ap-
propriated ego-identity, working instead in a con-
dition of "non-abiding" (>Skt. sunyata). To be-
come forgetful in this way is not self-induced
amnesia or escapism, but rather an emergence
into recognition of the deep interdependency of
any identity and a full owning-up to the way in
which I always already am that of which I speak,
even when I speak of the world and others as ob-
ject. This is the famous tuam saf asi of Hinduism,
“that thou art”.* The subject/object dualism that
underwrites virtually all of Western metaphysics,
relegating conversation to a form of power nego-
tiation arising from arguments over concepts,
such dualism is shown meditatively to be a fiction,
because, as David Loy says, “To forget oneself is
to wake up and find oneself in or, more precisely,
as a situation — not confronted by it but one with
it”.*¢ And so, as Martin Buber once put it, “all real
living is meeting”.%’

Approaching the world meditatively or contem-
platively is a living form of saturated ethics where-
by the discipline of meditation produces what can
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be called a “condition of unthinkability”, When I
begin to understand that everything is interpene-
trated by everything else it becomes, in a very lit-
eral sense, quite unthinkable that for the sake of
my own fictional identity I should deliberately
perpetrate violence against another. To kill my
brother is to engage in my own destruction; to
wound the earth through willful negligence is to
destroy the means of my own survival. If, as Gan-
dhi once said, I am wealthy, it is because I am a
thief.’ Putting the matter positively, Thomas
Berry says that when I heal myself, I heal the
“world,’” and it is this inspiration (another breath-
ing term) that is the true point of meditation,
namely healing — healing oneself of all those cul-
tural diseases that are mediated precisely through
forms and constructs that one’s cultural grammar
predisposes one to live out as natural. For West-
ern civilization, said Max Scheler, “the entire de-
velopment has been a one-sided and overactive
process of expansion outward”,** with a coinciden-
tal evacuation of the inner life. The evacuation it-
self contains a double bind: full of haunted memo-
ry and desperate to fill its Jack, but frustrated at
every turn, because what is craved is a some-thing,
something like everything else already in posses-
sion; an evacuation still full of the grammar of
consumption whereby every void must be filled,
every space made replete as a sign of Divine pres-
ence. Meditative consciousness, therefore, in its
true shamanic character, must precisely be none
of this, a process instead of “de-reflection”, as Da-
vid Loy describes it, whereby “the legacy of the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment project in so-
cial and scientific terms, that which liberates us
from absolutism, dogmatism, and superstition —
must dovetail into the enlightenment that frees
me from me”.*! Ego-identity in its most dogmatic
forms is the full binary of pejorative monotheism;
the concept “God” being the logical extension of
Me/Us, so that a process of de-reflection which
frees me from me can at the same time make pos-
sible a true resacralization of the world, or, to put
it better, dereflection can inaugurate a human dis-
covery of the world as already sacred, already
whole. As Derrida has said, “the death of God will
ensure our salvation because the death of God
alone can reawaken the divine”.#?

If the times are dismal, if at every turn there is
cause for doubt about the possibility of basic hu-
man decency being translatable into sustainable
social policy or good politics, it may be important
to remember how the link between pessimism and
utopian fantasy may itself be sustained by a neuro-
tic symbiosis entrapped in particular interpreta-
tions of time and space. Marx knew the pessimism
well: “The tradition of all the dead generations
weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the liv-
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ing”, he said in The Eighteenth Brumaire,” where
he grappled with the issue of how, at the precise
moment in a revolution when people are at last
free to choose a new future, they always inevitably
end up framing it in languages and customs bor-
rowed from the past, thereby ensuring a quick re-
turn to old problems, rearranged. The contempla-
tive life, more than anything else, turns away from
backward or forward visions to a disciplined prac-
tice of living in the present, such that the true
character of morality is well understood for its or-
dinariness and simplicity, not its grandiosity, and
wherein the really revolutionary challenges of life,
including genuine pleasures, are never ‘over there’
or ‘back then’ but always everywhere mediated in
the here and now. Wendell Berry has warned of
“the futility of global thinking”,* whereby, partic-
ularly in a (Western) culture framed by Fall and
Redemption mythology, the temptation is always
to look for a saviour, in the form of the one big
solution, one program that can solve all problems.
Such is the nature of fundamentalism, and it can
come in the guise of science and technology, or
the cult of information, just as much as in the
swaddling clothes of conservative religion.

“The purpose of meditation”, said Trungpa, “is
not to get higher, but to be present”. It involves
“the continual act of making friends”,* with one-
self and with the world. In the first instance, from
my privileged place as a teacher of young chil-
dren, I can testify to the devastation caused by a
Western educational system constructed on an
Aristotelian assumption that knowledge com-
pounded leads eventually to God. Not only does
this end up as a fast track to ambition, careerism
and other forms of cultural “high”, so also does it
lead to an abandonment of others in the name of
seeking or desiring transcendence, transcendence
usually masquerading as theory. Itis in the lives of
children that the lived implications of broader so-
cial values are to be seen most clearly, and today
the most obvious social diseases of the young can
be traced to their abandonment to theory, be it
social, political or pedagogical. As Ashis Nandy
has suggested, in technical industrial cultures, the
real child is supplanted by the idea of childhood.*
The particular needs of particular children are
never addressed because they have no currency on
prevailing registers of research or policy.’ One
does not have to look far for the absence of pres-
ence, or rather both absence and presence badly
understood. The most serious need in any educa-
tional reform today may be for adults to simply be
“present” to children, although what is meant
here is not cloying, earnest concern, but a deep at-
tunement to the valence between genuine intima-
cy and detachment. My favorite icon of the Bud-
dha shows him literally crawling with children,
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and there is unadulterated joy on everyone’s faces.
It must be asked here how a life based on detach-
ment seems to afford such an opportunity for chil-
dren. In Buddhism, the practice of Presence im-
plies the practice of Absence, leading in turn to
Wisdom (Skt. prajna), and it is this last which is
the real home to which children are most natural-
ly drawn and where they find their deepest com-
panionship and happiness. There is a Christian
parallel to this insight in the Gospel of Mark:
“...and the children came to him...” # The attrac-
tiveness of Wisdom for children is a subject wor-
thy of further research.

To conclude: this consideration of the relation-
ship between discursivity and neurosis began for
me with a worry that, in the West, in the context
of massively increased powers of linguistic pro-
duction of various modalities (print, different me-
dia capabilities etc.), language is losing its ability
to convey anything except artificial constructions.
Or, in the midst of an incredible inflation the
word through the new technologies of linguistic
production, the ability of yea to mean yea or nay,
nay has become almost impossible. For the West,
I believe this condition is largely a consequence of
science, whereby, in the Cartesian version any-
way, which has roots deep in our various mono-
theistic sensibilities, language itself becomes an
object of science, an object for personal manipula-
tion by an Ego separated off into a shell of pure
identity from which to make statements about a
now-separated-off world. The long range effect
seems to be to render human experience of com-
munication as profoundly hallucinatory because
that to which any speech ( for example) refers, los-
es its ability to reference a common world. A re-
covery of a sense of a common world may be the
first prerequisite for a more relevant understand-
ing of humanity for the West, although as Goethe
once remarked, “you can only understand what
you love.” So at least we know where the true
challenge lies.
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