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PREFACE


DAN ARNOLD

This book represents the last contribution to Buddhist studies and to the intellectual histories of civilizations by Steven Collins (1951–2018). Steve had finished a complete first draft only a few months before his untimely death in February 2018 and had gone as far as to circulate the manuscript among a number of close colleagues and friends. Among those who would have first seen the complete draft was this book’s editor, Justin McDaniel, who had already started profusely commenting on the manuscript before it fell to him to facilitate its posthumous publication. Steve knew his manuscript needed revision, but he was already confident in thinking it would be generatively provocative, and also in announcing it as his last scholarly contribution. (Steve’s untimely death is all the more poignant given how greatly he was looking forward to a retirement spent reading novels and rereading Western philosophers, not to mention spending time with his grandchildren.)

A world-renowned scholar of the Pāli Buddhist traditions of South and Southeast Asia, Steven Collins was at the time of his death the Chester D. Tripp Professor in the Humanities in the Department of South Asian Languages and Civilizations and in the Divinity School at the University of Chicago, where he spent almost three decades of his influential career. As suggested by Charles Hallisey’s afterword to the present book, the distinctive scholarly contributions Steve made over the course of his career find their fullest expression in a triptych of books, of which this is the third. The first, rewritten from a 1979 Oxford doctoral thesis, was published by Cambridge University Press as Selfless Persons: Imagery and Thought in Theravāda Buddhism in 1982, almost a decade before Steve’s 1991 appointment at the University of Chicago. (Prior to coming to Chicago, he had taught at Indiana University and Concordia University.) Given the particular importance that Selfless Persons had for me, I am inclined to begin situating the present volume by saying a few words about Steve’s first book, and about the history of my acquaintance with its highly accomplished author.

Selfless Persons first came across my radar screen some ten years after its publication, at around the same time that Daniel Dennett’s Consciousness Explained was published (1991). For me, that was toward the end of a desultory and ultimately abortive stint as a graduate student at Columbia University, and my simultaneous discovery of these two books was galvanizing; taken together, they helped me realize that it was not history but philosophy that really interested me. I left Columbia and spent some five years working at Denver’s Tattered Cover Bookstore, where I had the mental space to do some significant intellectual retooling; an inordinate percentage of my pay went for books in Buddhist and modern Western philosophy. My early karmic connection with Steve’s work was maintained in those years by part-time work toward a master’s degree at the Iliff School of Theology, where I worked not only with José Cabézon (whom I knew from his teaching at Carleton College my junior year) but also with Paul Griffiths, who taught a course at Iliff during the summer of 1993. Paul, it turned out, had among his colleagues at the University of Chicago none other than Steven Collins, and it was therefore natural that my intellectual retooling should unfold in tandem with the thought that I ought perhaps to study in the University of Chicago Divinity School’s program in Philosophy of Religions.

So when I came to scout Chicago’s program a year before my matriculation there in 1997, I was particularly eager to meet Steve, whose Selfless Persons had played so central a role in facilitating my recent process of intellectual discernment. I’ll never forget our first meeting. By then resolved to undertake doctoral studies in Buddhist philosophy, I was of course eager to talk about the philosophical aspects of Selfless Persons and how its august author might figure in my studies at Chicago; I was thus rather taken aback when, early in our interview, Steve emphatically disavowed any philosophical interests. Selfless Persons, he allowed, had some philosophical dimensions, but he said he had decided that studying Indian Buddhist philosophy was just too hard. Doing a good job of it, he said, required knowing the Brahmanical Mīmāṃsā school of thought backward and forward. It required knowing Nyāya backward and forward. It required knowing Vedānta backward and forward. As he continued thus enumerating Indian traditions of thought integral to the understanding of Buddhist philosophy, each emphatic repetition of the adverbial phrase seemed a lash that flayed my fledgling philosophical aspirations.

While I felt rather reduced by the experience, my first meeting with Steve was much redeemed by the fact that the eminent English scholar positively lit up when, in concluding our conversation, I admired the spiffy Miles Davis T-shirt he was sporting. In the many subsequent years of our relationship—especially 2004–2018, the years we were colleagues at the University of Chicago—I would come to know Steve well, and to understand that his initially disheartening emphasis on how much work my proposed course of study demanded would not at all have been meant to dominate or intimidate me, or in any other way to exercise teacherly power. Steve’s emphatic enumeration of the requirements for doing a good job of studying Indian Buddhist philosophy reflected, rather, his own uncompromising rigor in pursuing intellectually serious questions, which he always approached with humility.

These, surely, were among the intellectual virtues evident to all who had the chance to experience Steve’s attentively engaged presence at lectures and seminars and the like, where he was almost invariably the one who asked the most incisive questions—questions that cut to the heart of the matter and brought sharply into focus for everyone present the intellectual stakes of whatever was at issue. Humility and incisiveness alike were evident in Steve’s uncommon willingness to allow, for example, that he just didn’t understand what someone was saying; as often as not, this brought into view that the speaker hadn’t really understood what he or she really meant, either.

Although I thus came to appreciate that it was mostly his own exacting standards that led Steve to disavow having any philosophical acumen, I have persisted in believing that he was, nonetheless, every bit a philosophical thinker. Steve’s work in the intellectual history of Theravāda civilizations invariably exhibits a rigorous concern for conceptual clarity and precision, and to identify something intellectually basic in connection with whatever is the topic. His work thus exemplifies not only intellectual history but also, more fundamentally, an interest in theorizing the ways something like civilizational knowledge circulates. This is evident in Steve’s own characterization (in 1982) of the project Selfless Persons: “my main interest,” he wrote then, “is philosophical.”

Selfless Persons was pitched largely as an intervention in philosophy—“contemporary,” to be precise, and “particularly in the English-language tradition.” The problem with philosophy, Steve thought, is that it “suffers from a lack of historical and social self-awareness,” so Selfless Persons aimed to show that philosophy “should not proceed in abstraction from intellectual history and anthropology, from the investigation and comparison of cultures.”1 From the beginning, one could say, Steve was concerned to make the understanding of civilizations somehow basic for the study of philosophy.

This is evident in the precise significance of the subtitle of Selfless Persons, which announces two analytic categories that it is the business of the book to theorize: imagery and thought in Theravāda Buddhism. Thought is here paradigmatically exemplified by the Abhidhamma literature’s scholastic systematization and analyses of all the many categories mentioned in teachings attributed to the Buddha. All these categories arguably relate, directly or indirectly, to the Buddhist tradition’s orienting claim, expressed in the title Selfless Persons—the “no-self doctrine” (anattavāda), which can be understood as the doctrine that persons are not individuated by anything worth the name “selves.” To the extent, then, that thought is epitomized by the Abhidhamma literature’s systematic exposition, we can say that “thought,” for Theravāda Buddhists, constitutively involves a synchronic conception of the selflessness of persons: a snapshot, as it were, of all the kinds of impersonal factors that can enter into the occurrence or description of any action or event—a snapshot, that is, of the truths discovered by the Buddha—considered in an instant.

As against Abhidhamma’s synchronic conception of the complete Buddhist account of the no-self doctrine, “imagery” here particularly means narrative imagery, and so mostly refers to what all of Steve’s work really engages: texts—stories or plays derived from the Jātaka literature, for example, that dramatize and aestheticize the truths theorized in “thought,” variously narrating the difference it makes that persons do not have selves. It is thus a chief aim of Selfless Persons to theorize “thought” and “imagery” as conceptually distinct analytic categories—as Steve would later emphasize, as modes of discourse most significantly distinguished by their essentially different temporalities. Thus, while thought represents Buddhist doctrine as a timelessly complete system of mutually relating truths, imagery, as narrative, is constitutively diachronic in its relations—essentially concerned with the narrative sequence in which the narrated events make sense as the kinds of events they are.

In addition to presenting what is widely acknowledged as a definitive treatment of the no-self doctrine as understood in the world of Pāli Buddhism, Selfless Persons is thus animated by a concern to theorize these differing discursive modalities as both necessary for the circulation of “Theravāda Buddhism.” The latter here serves as an instance of civilizational knowledge, and it is a conceptually basic concern to theorize the chief unifying feature of the triptych now completed by the present book. The second of these—Nirvana and Other Buddhist Felicities (Cambridge University Press, 1998)—eschews the 1982 book’s reference to philosophy, explicitly theorizing systematic and narrative modes of thought as both integral to civilizational thought worlds. Now the basic unit of analysis is akin to what some historians of the Annales school of thought refer to as mentalités: “mental outlooks as expressed in discourse and artifacts,” according to Steve’s own gloss of the concept, comprising all manner of things (fables, songs, statuary, philosophy, etiquette) that, as Annales historian Marc LeGoff emphasizes, “were not produced to serve as historical documents, but are a historical reality unto themselves.”2 Adopting the comparable idea of an imaginaire (another term favored by Annales historians), Steve’s second book proposes an alternate conception of what he had earlier called “Theravāda Buddhism”; Nirvana and Other Buddhist Felicities are now to be understood, the book’s subtitle tells us, as “Utopias,” rather, of “the Pali Imaginaire.”

Considering an imaginaire as necessarily comprising both systematic and narrative modes of thought, Steve’s second book correlates the Abhidhamma literature’s synchronic conception of doctrine with the kind of closure and ultimate felicity thought to result from the ideal renunciant’s quest. Examining Nirvana (to quote the title of part I) “in and out of time,” Steve can then theorize narrative thought as essentially concerned somehow to resolve tensions between that ideal and the ongoing demands of life and society. By variously performing that dramatic conflict, narrative thought can at once valorize a Buddhist ideal and acknowledge the virtual impossibility of its achievement. According to Steve, such distinct representations of Nirvana and other Buddhist felicities are both integral to the Pāli imaginaire. The fact that the trope of nirvana is often narrated in ways seemingly at odds with the tradition’s systematic conceptions of it can be understood not as a contradiction to be explained, but rather as reflecting the many and various ways in which an idea central to the whole Pali imaginaire is (to be sure) theorized therein, but also reckoned with—performed, wondered at, venerated, exalted, exemplified, etc.

Here in Wisdom as a Way of Life, the basic distinction between systematic and narrative thought remains central. Narrative thought is theorized not only as involving a temporality distinct from that of synchronic conceptions of doctrine but also as necessarily involving what narrative theorists call “actants”—any of various narrative roles or functions that might be filled by one or more characters or other entities in a story. (The enumeration of a narrative event’s actants might be thought analogous to the Sanskrit grammatical tradition’s enumeration of kārakas, which are proposed as indicating all the ways any number of nouns can be related to a verb; actants, like kārakas, might thus be taken as variously denoting things like the agents, means, and locations of actions.) The generative tension that Steve sees at the heart of the Pāli imaginaire can thus be expressed in terms of the fact that according to the ultimate truth (paramattha sacca) as systematically theorized in Buddhist traditions, there are no real actants—but insofar as actants must nonetheless figure in any story of Buddhist achievements, an intractable tension between systematic and narrative conceptions of the tradition’s ideals is, inexorably, integral.

In addition, the present book introduces new conceptual tools that had figured prominently in Steve’s thought and conversations over the last decade or so. By the untimely end of his life, Steve had for many years been interested in what he calls “practices of the self,” an idea informed by Michel Foucault’s theorization of “technologies of the self” and by Pierre Hadot on philosophy as “a way of life.” Consistently with the overarching concerns of the first two books in his triptych, Steve had become interested in the difference it makes to appreciate that the traditionally disciplined study of Buddhist philosophy was itself a practice, ultimately aimed at fundamentally transforming the practitioners thereof. Insofar as the ideal subjects of Theravāda Buddhist practice thus aim to constitute themselves as particular kinds of persons, the tradition’s systematic conceptions of ultimate truth are never fully intelligible apart from narrations of the renunciant lifestyle that structures the whole tradition.

Among Steve’s thoughts, surely, was not only that the Pāli Buddhist imaginaire thus readily admits of analysis in terms suggested by Foucault and Hadot but also that attention to the Pāli imaginaire’s own presentations of its practices of the self might enrich other analyses deriving from Foucault and Hadot. Toward that end, Steve had for several years been planning to co-teach a seminar on practices of the self with two University of Chicago colleagues uniquely qualified to join him in this: Arnold Davidson, who has for years been lecturing to full houses on Foucault’s Hermeneutics of the Subject (not to mention having edited and introduced Hadot’s Philosophy as a Way of Life), and Margaret Mitchell, a scholar of the New Testament and early Christianity interested in the cenobitic communities of third- and fourth-century Egypt. Unfortunately, the seminar Steve and his colleagues envisaged will never be taught, at least not with Steve’s involvement.

It is fortunate that Steve had before his death completed a manuscript of what he already took to be his last contribution to scholarship. The present book represents an edition of that work by Justin McDaniel, whose editor’s introduction explains the kinds of judgments that remained to be made about the manuscript, as well as other aspects of his approach to the project. Justin was long a favorite interlocutor of Steve’s, and his own work on Theravāda traditions of Thailand gives him a unique perspective on the agenda and presuppositions of this book, his edition of which was a labor of love that is worthy of thanks and praise. Justin consulted with Steve’s wife, Claude Grangier, who had read Steve’s manuscript and discussed it with him much. Publication of this book could not, of course, have gone forward without Claude’s blessing, and she is to be thanked for her commitment to seeing the project through to the end. Thanks are due, as well, to Charles Hallisey, whose friendship Steve long appreciated for (among other things) all the ways it challenged him to clarify his thinking; Charlie’s afterword is an invaluable guide to reading this book as consistent with the two major books that preceded it.

That Wisdom as a Way of Life exists, then, is thanks to the efforts and good will of all three of these people, who were in various ways among those dearest to Steve. Thanks are due, as well, to Columbia University Press’s Wendy Lochner, who was enthusiastic about this book from the time she first read Steve’s manuscript. Given the outstanding list of titles in Buddhist studies that Wendy has seen to publication over the years, it is fitting that Steven Collins’s last contribution to the field should be published with the imprimatur of her editorial judgment. To invoke a gesture typical not of Theravāda but of Mahāyāna Buddhist traditions, it would be a good thing for a world badly in need of it if all the merit accrued in bringing this book to publication were dedicated to the welfare of all sentient beings.







 



EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION


JUSTIN THOMAS MCDANIEL

Steve Collins and I were sitting at a bar in Chiang Mai, Thailand, in 2015. We had stolen away for a few moments from a group of fifteen scholars from Europe, Asia, and North America who had come to Chiang Mai to participate in a workshop called the “Theravāda Civilizations Project.” Steve had launched this project about eight years earlier with Juliane Schober (Arizona State University). This was Steve’s late-in-life inspiration. He wanted to create an intellectual organization that had a small core of members engaged in historical, anthropological, linguistic, material cultural, and philosophical research on Theravāda Buddhism. These few members would provide free online resources, organize conferences and roundtables, publish articles, and reach out to a wide variety of younger or more highly specialized scholars who were working on related projects. He wanted to build a community, a resource, and systematize the study of Theravāda. He rightly saw that the study of Theravāda was less prominent in the academy and in classrooms than the study of Tibetan, Japanese, and Chinese Buddhism.1 He wanted our scholars of Buddhist studies to have a seat at the table.

In that bar, we discussed all and sundry, as we often did over gin or bourbon. We laughed about our children, lamented our relationships with our fathers, and congratulated ourselves for having spouses who put up with us. This conversation was the first time I had heard about his writing of the book I am editing now. Steve had published many articles and four books in his career. However, like most scholars, he had also abandoned a number of projects started over the years. In previous conversations I had heard about books he had planned on “Mania and Buddhism,” “Time in a Theravāda Monastery,” and the ascetic motivation of nuns (“professional female monastics” as he liked to say), among many others. I should have taken his description of this present book more seriously while he was explaining it, but unfortunately, I forgot most of that conversation. I remember thinking, though, Well, that seems interesting, but do we really need a book on Foucault and Buddhism? What saddens me now is that I might have missed an opportunity to ask tougher questions, to hear more details about his plans, to learn something valuable. What I do remember is that he was troubled by this project. He saw it as his last major book and wanted to provide more guidance on how to study Theravāda Buddhism (and Buddhism more broadly) and less new research or new translations. He was sixty, starting to think about retirement, a little concerned about his health, and wanted to offer future students and younger scholars something to help them find their place in the field and reflect upon why we should study Buddhism.

A little less than four years later, I regret not asking more questions about his plans for this book, as I am now the editor of it, and Steve is sadly one of the departed. I miss him. It fills me with great sadness that he can’t be the one here today introducing his last book. The task of editing it has been unsettling; I feel like I am sitting in stale repose at the end of a slow divorce. The process has been both liberating and devastating. I fear that all attempts to provide Steve’s last book with architecture and a vocabulary will be effete. What I most want to get across is that Steve, as he states in the second section, was concerned ultimately with writing about “ordinary Buddhists going about their business with care.” Steve cared about people, and he deeply respected those who took deep care in how they conducted their lives. I want to care for his words and his intentions in this book, as I believe he was a true gift to our time and our field. I will attempt to explain my process and my choices below and in the endnotes.

Steve Collins was (and will continue to be) an unsettling force in my life. Surprisingly, we were not personally very close. I wish now that I knew more about Steve’s favorite albums (Steve was a huge jazz fan, and he talked about it with my son, also a jazz fan), his favorite philosophers (I don’t know the difference between Hume and Spinoza), or his favorite foods (I don’t even know if he was a tea or a coffee guy, or a scotch or a bourbon guy, really). I realize now how little I knew about his daily life. We talked about children a good amount (he wanted me to have three, and I wondered why I stopped at two) and horse racing occasionally (we both had fathers who liked to gamble), but usually the chitchat didn’t last long—he wanted to get back to work and push me. Although never my official advisor, he was like a thief in the attic of my mind, moving boxes around, rifling through old memories, looking for heirlooms, and uncovering thoughts long neglected. He made me think about things I wanted to avoid, whether my childhood or big questions about culture, gender, and identity. I liked to stick to the facts, the texts, field notes, and he pushed me into the realms of reflection, interpretation, speculation, and theory. When I wanted to remain Irish and low to the ground, fingernails dirty with dark soil, only asking questions that started with “how” or “what,” he forced me to be a little more French—regard the macrocosm—to ask why, where to, what next? He was never my friend; I had friends; friends agreed with me, friends were impressed I could pay my rent, friends let me drink too much. He was that person you didn’t want to see, because he forced you to sober up and take difficult concepts and uncomfortable emotions seriously. He provided me with a sense of urgency, a sense that writing, students, and books were to be treasured and taught. Steve was unsettling, unnerving to me, because he was unpredictable; he threw me off balance with biting criticism that seemed to be unfair, but that I would later realize was totally right. He seemed at times to have the diligence born of desperation and other times the effortless wisdom born of a life of quiet repose. He had the patience of a sage and the rash temperament of a teenager. There was no fixed hierarchy of his interests and no desire to make those around him comfortable. He was like a living koan with a smile that was both warm and ironic. I could never quite tell if he was laughing at me or with me.

I remember one time, we were in Bangkok interviewing a prominent scholar nun. He was asking questions and I was translating them into Thai. He kept pushing me to ask questions that I thought would make her uncomfortable. I tried to be subtle and to soften the tenor of his directness. He couldn’t understand what the nun and I were saying, but he seemed to know that I was avoiding the questions about power and gender that he was raising. He glared at me, and I realized that he was teaching me something about the difference between learning and research—the difference between reading and digging. I was happy to keep everyone smiling and friendly; he was there to wake us up and remind us that life wasn’t something to be accepted, but interrogated. I respectfully asked the nun if I could ask her some perhaps impolite and improper questions, and she smiled and said in Thai—“It’s about time; now let’s get real. That is why I am a nun, after all—to get to the real” (“Chai laeo, wela ni, rao kuan put gaeo gup sing thi samkhan. Ni ben chiwit lae … chiwit kong maechi ben chiwit tae tae”). I went from being in control to being caught between not one, but two disapproving teachers. Steve couldn’t just make me uncomfortable, he could make me uncomfortable by proxy. This is perhaps why his death has struck a blow to me of a kind I haven’t felt in a long while: it touched in me something that I thought I had lost. I feel unsure about everything now—what I am doing, where I am going. I just know that I feel more than ever that life is not something to be accepted or gotten through, but cherished and spoken back to—something questioned, insulted, and wrestled to the ground. Steve didn’t make my life easy, but he made it seem worth something. I miss Steve. I miss being pushed, I miss being rebuked and driven. I miss being inspired and unsettled. Steve was a presence that haunted me in life. Now, more than ever, I am glad I believe in ghosts.2

This book is in many ways a ghost that has haunted me since he passed in February 2018. He sent me and several other members of the aforementioned Theravāda Civilizations Project the draft of the book and two email messages about a month before he passed away while giving lectures in New Zealand. Steve’s closest colleagues were excited by this email on January 16, 2018, twenty-nine days before he passed away suddenly:

Friends,

I am writing (to lots of people) to ask if you would be interested in reading the ms. of a book I have just finished, in draft form, and sending me your comments, major or minor. I have attached a title page and Contents, which will give you an idea of what it’s about. It is very ambitious and wide-ranging—perhaps too much so. I like to think it’s also original. I imagine that, if published, it will shake a lot of people up, for good or for ill.

I know everyone is busy, and I won’t be in any way offended if you don’t have time or interest to do this. If you don’t just don’t bother to answer this email.

Best wishes for 2018,

Steve

I wrote him back immediately, stating that I was excited to read the full manuscript. I had been drifting in the horse latitudes of my mid-career period—an unhealthy mixture of post-tenure self-satisfaction and existential despair, looking at possibly three decades in front of me without scholarly motivation and intellectual inspiration. I was happy to have Steve’s ideas come and kick me in my self-contemptuous ass. He sent it and simply said, “Thank you! There’s no hurry. Steve” on January 17, 2018. Little did I know then that there was indeed a great hurry.

Fortunately, that wasn’t the last time I communicated with him. We also chatted over email about the “Life of the Buddha” volume of articles reflecting on the impact of the various biographies of the historical Buddha historically and literarily. He was heavily involved in that edited volume, and since he passed, Anne Hansen of the University of Wisconsin at Madison and I have taken over editing the project under the guidance of Steven Berkwitz of the University of Southern Missouri. I also was in discussions with Steve about another volume he was editing on critical terms in the study of Theravāda Buddhism. That project is currently in limbo, as the contributors are still recovering from Steve’s passing and unsure about which direction we want to guide the field.

I add these details to reveal the range of projects both big and small that Steve was working on in his last month, and the care he had for the community of scholars in Theravāda Buddhist studies. In that month he also announced that he was planning on retiring a couple of years early, when he turned sixty-seven, so that he could finish these last projects.

What he left behind, besides all of his family, friends, students, and colleagues, was a lifetime of thoughts on music, philosophy, and Buddhist studies. A few months after the devastating news, I traveled to Chicago to visit his wife, Claude, and his close friend and colleague, Professor Dan Arnold. Claude let me examine his notes for the book, look through the articles and books he had been consulting while writing it, and talk about all and sundry. Dan’s son, Benjamin, kindly helped pack and ship many of the books to my office in Philadelphia, and besides the books by and on Foucault, Hadot, and Buddhist notions of the self, I was honored to give a few of Steve’s books on the history and craft of jazz to my own son. Steve always said that a scholar should have interests far outside their field, and his was jazz. It fills me with joy to see my son read Steve’s books on Wayne Shorter, Sonny Rollins, John Coltrane, Dextor Gordon, and Sun Ra.

What I could gather from Steve’s notes and the draft he sent was that he was struggling a bit with the structure of the book but was very confident about the content, especially emphasizing the importance of comparative intellectual approaches to the problem of the self. The book originally had three chapters, along with a preface and a few introductory notes. I allowed myself a heavy hand with the structure, reducing the three chapters to two larger sections, but a very light hand with the tone and language. I wanted Steve’s unique and often acerbic wit and style to be fully present. Steve and I are stylistically very different writers, and over the years he was often quite critical of my overly American and very colloquial and familiar approach to writing. He was a proponent of “less is more” and wrote in a very precise and deliberate way. He was fond of quoting Blaise Pascal’s famous line: “I have only made this letter longer because I have not had the time to make it shorter.” I am a fan of the architect Robert Venturi’s motto “less is a bore.” However, here I defer to my mentor. Not only did Steve want to write a short and direct book about ideas, but he also insisted that there be no footnotes to clutter the argument and distract the reader. He would have added the scholarly citations in endnotes and provided a bibliography had he not left us so suddenly. Therefore, I had to add the references for the sake of scholarly accuracy and integrity. There are endnotes to avoid clutter, and to ensure that the reader can check the primary and secondary sources. I also note in the endnotes when I made editorial choices. I tried to keep these to an absolute minimum. I largely excised the first chapter, and two sections he originally entitled “preliminary comments” and “preface,” because many of the topics he brought up in them were repeated in the second and third chapters. Steve did not like repetition for emphasis. He believed that scholars should trust their readers and write things clearly once. If he had had a chance to edit his own first draft, I fully believe that he would have removed the repetitions that I did. As for the content in the first chapter, preface, and preliminary comments that is not repeated later, I will use the lion’s share of this editorial introduction to discuss these points instead of providing the sections in full.

This book has two main positive, even revolutionary, contributions to the field of Buddhist studies. I say “positive” because it also has a few highly critical comments about the field that were voiced in a rather negative tone. They are not the main arguments, but I will discuss them in this introduction and include a few in the endnotes. On the positive side, Steve is here largely organizing his thoughts around what I see as the ganthadhura (burden of the books) and vipassanādhura (burden of introspection)—distinctions in the study of Theravāda Buddhism. Steve did not classify them this way in the manuscript, but he and I had conversations about this topic, and I surmise he might have organized the book loosely in this way. Basically, ganthadhura is book learning. It means that a person can approach the study (burden) of Buddhism through studying texts and commentaries, listening to homilies, studying with teachers directly, and the like. They also should approach it though vipassanādhura, meditation, practice of rituals, performing acts of empathy and compassion, contemplating ethical conundrums, and caring for the lonely, poor, and sick. There is sometimes an inaccurate understanding that a person can choose one or the other; however, traditionally, each practitioner should focus on both.

In the two major sections of this book, Steve was trying to articulate why Theravāda mattered in much larger questions in the study of Buddhism and religion more broadly. He argued that the humanities need a Buddhist perspective on how to learn (narrative wisdom) and how to act (meditation/asceticism). He saw Theravāda Buddhists as providing thousands of examples from texts and practices that promote the idea of active and engaged learning for students of philosophy and history, as well as social and ethical actors. Steve didn’t value Theravāda Buddhist knowledge over knowledge coming from any other religious or wisdom tradition, but he did argue that it has a unique perspective that should be part of humanistic studies. Humanistic studies is more than just studying intellectual, social, and cultural history for the sake of knowing more. It should make you reflect about the nature of a life well lived for yourself and for others. Steve himself struggled between being a historian and a philosopher, an archivist versus an instructor, a linguist in the library and a wordsmith in the classroom, a preserver of the past or a guide for the future. This book was his struggle with his role as a scholar of Buddhism and his role as a teacher and father and mentor. He was uncomfortable with himself, and he provided a wonderful example to his students, that personal emotional and intellectual struggle meant that a person cared deeply about what they did for and with others.

Specifically, he used this distinction between engaged textual study and engaged practice to structure his book by titling one chapter “Wisdom” and the other “Practices of the Self.” I will summarize both here, drawing extensively from Steve’s own summaries in his original preface and preliminary remarks.

Steve’s first section, entitled “Wisdom,” is largely about the study of Theravāda texts and how a student should approach this study. It includes topics such as narrative literature (focused primarily on the Jātaka stories in Pali) versus systematic literature (direct instruction on ways of being wise), the importance of comedy and romance in Pali literature, and why there are so many animal stories in Pali (a topic close to my heart). It is, I believe, the single best guide to how to read Pali literature for students and scholars I have encountered and will become the sine qua non for my students from this point forward. As Steve so succinctly writes: “As a collection they [Jātaka] give voice to, and indeed I would go so far as to say they celebrate, the diversity and complexity of everyday life and its values.” He explores the ways this practice of the self actually works in textual study, expression, and performance. In his 1998 magnum opus, Nirvana and Other Buddhist Felicities (Cambridge University Press), he first mentioned what he saw as the two ways Theravāda Buddhists express themselves in texts: through narrative and through didactic systematization. In the present book he fully explains what he means. He was dismayed by the way scholars and students often separate the study of systematic explanation of the workings of the mind, the elements of the universe, and the process of time found in texts like the seven volumes of the Abhidhamma and its commentaries from the narrative literature found in the Jātaka stories, many of the suttas, and the commentaries on the Dhammapada. He insisted that they be studied in tandem, as long as one understood their differences in style, purpose, and performance. In the preface he writes:


There are (at least) two ways in which Narrative Thought is fundamentally different from Systematic Thought which I want to emphasize: temporality and the need in the former for what Narrative theorists call actants. Narrative theory can become extremely complex (and often unreadable). The Oxford English Dictionary (hereafter OED) defines actant simply as “Any of various narrative roles or functions which may be fulfilled by one or more characters or other entities in a text.” Originally in narrative theory the word was only applied to recognizable types—hero, villain, etc.—who often appear as opposed dualities. This kind of duality appears often in the Jātakas, where wise or compassionate actants are contrasted with the foolish and malevolent.… Systematic Thought is expressed in static, non-temporal forms of thought and textuality.… That is, “Buddhism” is equated with “Buddhist Doctrine” (also, alas, as “Early Buddhist Ideas”), presented as a timeless, abstract system centered around “The Four Noble Truths” (in fact “The Four Truths of Noble Ones”), the “Five Aggregates,” “Dependent Origination,” and all that. Yes, that is indeed Systematic Thought worked out in simple and complex ways by some Buddhist intellectuals, and indeed connected with Practices of Self, in some forms but by no means all.

Systematic thought has often been thought to be the most basic form of mental functioning, indeed in the past seen as the only form of Intelligence, the one which is tested, for example, by traditional IQ tests, which assess various cognitive skills. This entirely ignores the more recent field of Emotional Intelligence, which is said (by Psychology Today) to refer to forms of mental capacity such as the ability to identify and manage your own emotions and the emotions of others. It is generally said to include three skills: “emotional awareness; the ability to harness emotions and apply them to tasks like thinking and problem solving; and the ability to manage emotions, which includes regulating your own emotions and cheering up or calming down other people.”3 I think that both forms of intelligence are required from the readers or the audience of the Birth Stories to make sense of what Pali texts describe as paññā and paṇḍita, translatable in a preliminary way as “wisdom” and “wise person.” The capacity to understand and empathize with characters within a narrative, to see the psychological and moral complexity of their actions and relations, to feel (and I do mean feel) the kinds of ethical and practical difficulties which they face, certainly requires a significant capacity for Emotional Intelligence.…

This is true of the great Vessantara Jātaka, for example. Like the Rāmāyaṇa, the Odyssey, King Lear, War and Peace, and countless other examples of Literature, one can read/listen to the Vessantara Jātaka and other, especially long Birth Stories, repeatedly without ever coming to definitive interpretative conclusions to them.… Narrative is based on a story which necessarily involves a single temporal sequencing, and at least one actant, in a way systematic thought does not.… Narrative theorists often call this a distinction between the narrative discourse and the story. You can tell a story in many different narrative ways, but it remains the same story, necessarily extended in sequential time, which must remain the same. In Aristotle’s syllogism, nothing happens; there are no actants, no events. But these three are essential to Narratives.
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