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I. Introduction

In the last few decades, the study of mind and consciousness has become a very lively field of contemporary philosophy. It has even developed into an interdisciplinary science of consciousness. Buddhism is one of the few religious and spiritual traditions that have actively engaged in this field. The ongoing dialogue between these two fields has also become the most creative and theoretically significant aspect of contemporary Buddhist studies. In the present chapter, I will reflect on the Buddhist approaches to body, mind and consciousness against the backdrop of the contemporary theories of mind and consciousness. I will proceed in three sections. First, I will interpret the Buddhist doctrine of no-self as the denial of the independent spiritual entity. Then I will examine the material basis of mind and consciousness in a Buddhist point of view. Finally, I will discuss the possible Buddhist contributions to the contemporary exploration of the mystery of consciousness.  
II. The Denial of Independent Spiritual Entity

The contemporary field of philosophy of mind can be divided into two main camps based on their fundamental views on mind and consciousness. One camp takes a stance of dualism, usually called property dualism, and holds that mind and consciousness cannot be reduced to physical or physiological phenomena. The other camp takes a stance of physicalism and believes that mind and consciousness can be completely interpreted as and reduced to physical or physiological phenomena once the science of consciousness is really established. Many AI researchers, who usually adopt the latter view, also believe that the artificial simulation of human intelligence will eventually be possible once the relevant technology is mature enough. 


Some hold that Buddhism had developed a materialistic or physicalistic model of mind. This in some sense is correct. The foundational Buddhist teaching of no-self can be interpreted as a version of physicalism, but it can only be understood properly in the context of Indian philosophy and religion. The orthodox Indian philosophical schools generally divide a living entity into three basic aspects, namely, spirit or soul (puruṣa or ātman), mind (manas) and physical body (rūpa). This picture actually is similar to the threefold division of human life into body, mind and soul among the medieval Christian philosophers. The aspect of spirit or soul is called puruṣa by the Sāṃkhyas, or ātman by many other schools. It is also the ātman that is denied by the Buddhist teaching of no-self (an-ātman). The Sanskrit word “ātman” cannot be understood narrowly in the English sense of “self.” Its sense of “self” is derived from its root meaning of “breathe” or “life principle,” which is shared by the German word of the same root “atmen.” The self in the sense of breathe or life principle should be understood more properly as soul or spirit, just as in the Christian tradition Adam is believed to gain his soul or very self through the breathe of God. 

What is denied in the Buddhist teaching of no-self is exactly this spiritual entity of soul, one of the essential aspect of human life in the theistic tradition. This Buddhist innovation in ancient India can be compared to Descartes’s contributions to modern Western philosophy. As is commonly known, he is usually criticized for having started mind-body dualism in modern West. But the reason that he advocated dualism was because he denied, in the same way as the Buddhists did, the third aspect of soul. Compared with the orthodox Hindu or Christian threefold theory of body-mind-soul, the Buddhist and Descartes’s theories of body and mind come closer to the contemporary physicalist view of mind and body. In contrast to the popular understanding among contemporary philosophers that Descartes was advocating a substance dualism and hence an independent spiritual entity, he actually denied the existence of such a spirit-like entity. Being one of the early modern physiologists himself, Descartes saw the human being as a unity of body and mind, and did not believe that mind could survive death as a soul would do (Clarke 2003: 235-58). 


In a Buddhist view, this third aspect of soul should not be taken into account because independent spiritual entity does not exist, and mind or consciousness should not be treated as such an entity either. In an Indian context, mind is distinguished from the eternal spiritual entity and taken to be a function of the fluctuating and therefore illusory material body. Mind is therefore classified under the material instead of the spiritual realm that we generally take for granted. Mind can only act as the function or capacity (śakti) of the material body and cannot exist independently as spirit or soul. Because Buddhism denies the existence of the independent eternal spiritual entity, what remains is only the material realm that includes mind and mental phenomena within it. In this sense, we can say that the Buddhists hold a materialistic or physicalistic view of mind. 


This sense of physicalism should be more properly described as the Strawsonian sense of “real physicalism” which acknowledges the reality of physical phenomena as well as that of mental phenomena (Strawson 2008: 53-74). This real physicalism goes beyond the dichotomy as laid out in the beginning of the section. On this view, the main disagreement between the two camps is not whether one would accept the reality of mental phenomena. The majority of contemporary philosophers would not deny this. Rather they disagree on whether they can be reduced to what is physical as we understand today. By insisting on reductionism, one camp goes to the extreme of physicsalism (another Strawsonian term), and tries to interpret all mental phenomena with the physical and physiological knowledge we have today without acknowledging the fact that we are still ignorant of the “physical principle” underlying the mental phenomena. On the other hand, by insisting on non-reductionism, the other camp falls into the extreme of the so-called “dualism,” and tends to present mind and consciousness as a soul-like independent spiritual entity. This way it falls into the traditional theistic beliefs and leaves little room for rational discussion. But as we have shown, even Descartes, the alleged founding father of dualism, would not go this far. Once we understand that the actual disagreement between the two parties is not the ontological commitment of physicalism versus dualism, but rather a methodological orientation of reductionism versus non-reductionism, which, in turn, depends on whether one is willing to acknowledge our ignorance of what is “physical,” we will realize that various different philosophical views with regard to the mind-body relation share far more common ground than what they would like to admit.
III. Body and Mind


Having clarified that Buddhism endorses a physicalist or real physicalist view of mind, we shall move on to discuss how mind interacts with the material body. The traditional Buddhist literature is generally obscure about this issue. Ancient Indians, like their contemporaries in Ancient Egypt, Greece and China, did not discover the brain, nor could they take it to be the material basis of mind. But from very early on Indian and Buddhist philosophers had been talking about five sense-consciousnesses (indriyavijñāna), namely, visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, and tactile consciousnesses. The relationship between these five sense-consciousnesses and their respective sense organs, namely, eye, ear, nose, tongue and body, had been discussed by the Buddhists. The mainstream opinion held that they are inseparable and sense organs are the material basis of sense-consciousnesses. But with regard to their roles and functions in cognition, there had been fierce debates among various Buddhist philosophical schools. Some (e.g., Sarvāstivāda) held that sense organs play a leading and definite role in cognition, while others (e.g., Sautrāntika) believed that sense-consciousnesses play such a role. Still some others held that the combination of the two makes the cognition possible.


In the view of contemporary cognitive science, there should not be any dispute on the Buddhist classification of five sense organs, but how should we understand the five sense-consciousnesses? Taking a look at any picture that maps out the brain functions, one will find that vision, hearing, smell, taste and touch are the five basic functions of the relevant brain regions (and regions responsible for movement, speech, memory etc. are usually also marked out), and they correspond respectively to visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, and tactile consciousnesses in Buddhist philosophy. The disputes on the role and function of sense organ and sense-consciousness in cognition among early Buddhist philosophical schools can therefore be seen as a very early attempt to explore the function of relevant brain regions in cognition. 

If five sense-consciousnesses have their respective sense organs as basis, then what is the material basis of the sixth mental consciousness? This is a natural but difficult question even for today. Mental consciousness (manovijñāna) in the Buddhist sense are in charge of almost all the mental functions except for the above five sensations, which include but are not limited to thinking, inference, conception, and memory. All these functions are attributed to certain regions of the brain in the brain science. But a Pali Abhidhamma commentary attributes the material basis of mental consciousness to “heart-basis” (hadaya-vatthu) (Buddhaghosa 1920-21: 537). This opinion coincides with the view of all the major ancient civilizations that locates the locus of mental activities in heart, the center of the human body.


In the mainstream Sanskrit Abhidharma literature, there were very serious discussions on the basis of mental consciousness, but their conclusion is somewhat surprising. First of all, they developed the concept of mind (manas) along the direction of “inner sense” or “mental organ.” What is this mental organ? They said that it is the previous mental consciousness. In other words, the reason that our mental consciousness can arise instantaneously at any given moment is because it is based on the mental consciousness of the previous moment. This conclusion was probably drawn from the Buddhist meditative practice, but its theoretical background was the concept of mental continuum (saṃtāna), which assumes the continuity of mental consciousness in or even beyond each individual living body. As a matter of fact, almost all the Buddhist philosophical schools were dissatisfied with the momentariness of mind and mental activities and attempted to seek the subtler mechanism of continuity behind the scene. They developed a great variety of concepts along this line, for instance, the Theravāda concept of life continuum (bhavaṅga), the Mahāsāṃghika concept of root consciousness (mūlavijñāna), the Mahīśāsaka concept of the aggregate that penetrates life and death (āsaṃsārika-skandha), the Vātsīputrīya concept of person (pudgala), and the Yogācāra concept of store consciousness (ālayavijñāna).

The Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka, as represented most prominently in modern time by the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, did not explicitly admit any of such concepts. But when he confronted the physicalist assumption of many cognitive scientists with an attempt to make sense of the Buddhist concept of reincarnation, he relied heavily on this principle of continuity. According to him, just as physical phenomena arise on the relevant physical basis, the mental phenomena must also arise from a certain mental continuum; “there is a continuum of awareness that does not itself arise from the brain. This basic capacity exists right from the initial formation of the conceptus, prior to the formation of the brain itself” (Dalai Lama XIV 1999: 41). The background assumption of this principle of continuity is the concept of mental continuum developed by Sarvāstivāda and Sautrāntika.

To the eyes of many contemporary philosophers, this is a view of typical Cartesian dualism, which is seen as problematic from the very beginning of contemporary philosophy of mind. On my view, it would be oversimplified to deal with such complicated and subtle issues as the consciousness after death with such a principle of continuity, or even worse, by resorting to the popular metaphor of lamp and flame in Buddhist literature. This way one would not only fall into the so-called Cartesian dualism, but also embrace an immortal soul of traditional theistic religion, which was rejected by Buddhism in its very beginning. How would the Buddhist philosophy of mind avoid such a dangerous situation? Let us return to the concept of mental organ.

The “mental organ” (manas) that was defined as the previous consciousness developed into the seventh consciousness manas later in Yogācāra philosophy. It is understood in two aspects: 1) previous consciousness; 2) defiled consciousness, i.e., the ego-consciousness that features self-delusion, self-view, self-pride, and self-love. The Yogācāras seemed to emphasize more of its second aspect. But these two aspects are actually closely related. In other words, a sense of self or personal identity is rooted in the continuity of previous, present and future consciousnesses. This continuity can be called a temporal binding in contemporary terminology. According to the Yogācāra theory, such a binding is caused by the seventh consciousness manas that mistakenly attaches to the eighth store consciousness. If it correctly realizes the characteristic of the store consciousness, then it would not make such an attempt of binding.

What is the characteristic of the store consciousness? Briefly speaking, it is a storehouse, memory and information storage. With the popularization of personal computer, memory is not necessarily confined to the brain. Information can be stored in the protein of certain areas of the brain as well as in the silicon chip of a computer. If we understand the store consciousness in terms of memory or information storage, then we can go beyond the concept of mind as conceived in the traditional framework of mind-body dualism. Not only the organic body of humans can have the store consciousness, such devices as a computer can also have its store consciousness. The consciousness here is not a mental phenomenon in the traditional sense as contrasted to matter; instead it is a storage of information.

By referring to the Freudian and Jungian psychology, the store consciousness in this sense can be understood as an unconscious consciousness. While Freud still confined unconscious in the personal level, Jung has gone beyond this limitation with his concept of collective unconscious, which is usually described metaphorically as a limitless ocean, the same way as the store consciousness is described in Yogācāra Buddhism. But the mainstream philosophers of mind do not treat this psychological tradition seriously. Consciousness in their sense is always distinguished from unconscious. Nor do they seriously deal with the consciousness in the mental states of dreamless sleep or faint. In contrast, both Yogācāra Buddhism and Freud-Jung tradition developed their relevant theories by seriously studying the mental continuity in all these mental states.

Some philosophers realize that mind or consciousness can never be properly understood under the traditional conceptual framework of mind-body dualism. But many of them still have to use these concepts, which cause some fundamental difficulties in their theories of mind and consciousness. The quantum theory that was introduced to the field of consciousness studies attempts to break down this dualistic conceptual framework and hence has the potential to eventually solve the mystery of consciousness. According to this theory, the way that the human brain works has to be studied through the microscopic quantum activities. If we agree that “free will” is embedded in the quantum world, then consciousness would not be unique to humans. Instead, it prevails in the natural world, and only reaches a certain level of sophistication in human brains. In this way, we can break down the barrier between mind and matter.

In his dialogue with cognitive scientists, the Dalai Lama often mentions the concept of subtle body in Buddhist tantric tradition (e.g., Dalai Lama XIV 1992: 162-63). This concept is derived from the pan-Indian idea of prāṇa (vital force), which resembles the traditional Chinese concept of qi (vital force). Both concepts can be understood as the microscopic quantum state. The subtler prāṇa or qi is what we call mind and consciousness, while the coarser prāṇa or qi is what we call body and matter. The subtle body in the sense of quantum state and the store consciousness in the sense of information storage can go beyond the dualistic conceptual framework of mind and body and meanwhile help us make sense of the Buddhist idea of the mental continuum in or beyond each living body. The mental continuum that goes beyond each individual life is not an independent spiritual entity, nor is it a mental phenomenon as contrasted to physical phenomena. Rather it is a subtle quantum state beyond the distinction of mind and matter. In a sense, it is both mind and matter. Being a subtle body, and a quantum state, it is material. With its information storage and potential for subjectivity and free will, it is mental. We can therefore label this Buddhist view of body-mind relationship as neutral monism, a position that goes beyond the dichotomy of physicalism and dualism.
IV. Consciousness


So far we have been discussing mind or consciousness from a third-person perspective. The central issue in the field of consciousness studies is, however, to explain or explain away the first-person perspective. The experience of what it is like from the first-person perspective is the key feature of phenomenal consciousness. In this perspective, it involves the first-person consciousness of ourselves, animals, or even the dead. All these are interesting issues in this rapidly growing field of consciousness studies.


According to Kriegel (2007), there are five main approaches in the philosophical studies of consciousness. Two of them are non-reductive, and they are McGinn’s mysterianism and Chalmers’s property dualism. The rest three are reductive, and they include the representationalism of Tye and Dretske, the higher-order monitor theories, and Kriegel’s own self-representationalism. Among them, the representationalism is also known as the first-order theory, which is usually criticized for not being able to account for the for-me-ness of conscious experience. The higher-order monitor theories can be further divided into two main subgroups, and they are the higher-order thought theory of Rosenthal and Carruthers and the higher-order perception theory of Amstrong and Lycan. They are usually criticized for taking the higher-order mental state itself (being a perception or thought) as non-conscious, which eventually leads to infinite regress. 


In the Buddhist side, according to my study (Yao 2005), many schools had involved in the debates on whether mind can reflexively know itself. Among them, the Mahāsāṃghikas and the Yogācāra-Mādhyamikas held a view similar to that of the first-order representational theory. The Sarvāstivādins emphasized on the temporal dimension of conscious experience and established their theory of reflective consciousness by arguing against the Mahāsāṃghika theory of reflexive consciousness. This Sarvāstivāda position is opposite to that of the Heidelberg school in contemporary Germany who denies the possibility of reflection, but similar to the recent theory of second sense, which attempts to revitalize the higher-order perception theory by introducing the temporal dimension into it (Droege 2003).


The dominant Buddhist position with regard to reflexive consciousness was developed by the Sautrāntikas and Yogācāras. In the works of Dignāga, we can see a transition from the Sautrāntika model to the Yogācāra model. The Sautrāntika model tends to fuse self-representation (svābhāsa) with self-consciousness (svasaṃvedana), which is especially evident in the Sautrāntika doctrines as transmitted by Tibetan Gelugpa scholars (Klein 1986: 113). Kriegel’s self-representationalism holds a similar view in fusing self-representation with inner awareness, probably owing to their shared commitment to realism (Kriegel 2009). Dignāga himself was committed to idealism and clearly distinguished the triple cognitive structure of object-representation (viṣayābhāsa), self-representation (svābhāsa) and self-consciousness (svasaṃvedana). I used to take Dignāga’s theory as similar to the higher-order thought theory (Yao 2005: 159), but now I tend to put it in between the higher-order thought theory and self-representationalism because it combines the advantages of both theories while avoiding their difficulties.

All these different approaches share a common goal, which is to explore the cognitive structure of conscious experience and to understand the nature of phenomenal consciousness. As we mentioned earlier, phenomenal consciousness is the experience of what it is like from the first-person perspective. For instance, when we perceive the red color or taste the sweet honey, we experience the ineffable qualia of redness or sweetness. According to representationalism, the very nature of phenomenal consciousness or qualia consists in the representation of object, e.g., the red color or the sweet honey. According to the higher-order monitor theories, however, only when the object-representation becomes the content of a higher-order thought or perception there arise the relevant qualia and phenomenal consciousness. In the view of self-representationalism, accompanying the object-representation there is a secondary self-representation, i.e., the representation of the experience of redness or sweetness; the self-representation of conscious experience itself holds the key to phenomenal consciousness and qualia. In Dignāga’s view, both object-representation and the self-representation of conscious experience are indispensable parts of a conscious experience, but what makes an experience conscious of itself is the resulting higher-order self-consciousness (svasaṃvedana). Elsewhere I discuss in details how the distinction between object-representation and self-representation would collapse if not admitting the higher-order self-consciousness (Yao forthcoming). 

If phenomenal consciousness arises from self-representation or self-consciousness, then the key to the mystery of consciousness lies in self-reference, or a strange loop as Hofstadter (2007) calls it. According to Hofstadter, this strange loop of self-reference prevails at different levels in the natural world. The human world is somewhat different in the sense that we build a magnificent virtual world upon this loop through our languages. Metzinger (2003, 2005) formulates a few key steps that describe how this virtual reality is built.

If it is a virtual reality that we build upon the loop of self-reference, then the phenomenal consciousness with the qualia of sweet and sour, happy and sad that form the unique feature of human experience would also be virtual, and hence illusory. Would Buddhism agree with such a view? As a matter of fact, Buddhism is ready to accept any sense of virtual reality. On the view of Yogācāra idealism that takes self-consciousness as its core concept, the world, self, and object-representation are all illusory virtual reality, but the only true reality is this self-consciousness. In other words, when mind and consciousness constantly construct the illusory virtual world, the loop of self-reference would be the only reality there. 
V. Conclusion

The Buddhist view of body-mind relationship has been taken to be substance dualism (Griffiths 1986) or nonsubstantial interactionism (Havery 1993). Through my comparative reflections on the issue, I tend to characterize the Buddhist position as neutral monism. I have interpreted the Buddhist theory of no-self as the denial of an independent spiritual entity, which can provide a physicalistic model of mind. But it is not the narrow sense of reductive physicalism, instead it is a Strawsonian sense of real physcicalism that embraces the idea of mental continuum, which is the key to making sense of the Buddhist doctrine of reincarnation. To avoid the danger of falling into dualism or even the idea of an immortal soul, I interpret this mental continuum in terms of memory or information storage. Meanwhile I introduce the Buddhist idea of subtle body, which, together with the store consciousness in the sense of information storage, is interpreted as a microscopic quantum state that goes beyond the distinction between mind and matter. In this sense, I label the Buddhist view of mind-body relationship as neutral monism.

With regard to the issue of reflexive consciousness, the Buddhist tradition can contribute a great variety of views, but I focus on the theory of Dignāga. By referring to the recent theories of self-representationalism and virtual reality, I have shown that the key to understanding phenomenal consciousness is to reveal its mechanism of self-representation or self-reference. The first-person perspective of conscious experience consists in the virtual reality built upon the prevailing phenomenon of self-reference. 
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