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Why this Dialogue ?

Carrying the burden of a dead history?
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Historical Background (Indian Perspective)

Due to many reasons, philosophical tradition in our country seems to have come to a sterile end. One external reason can most probably be traced back to the long absence of Buddhist scholastic opposition ever since their virtual relegation from Indian academic scenario in 12th century. The unsettled debates on several issues (Apoha doctrine as an example….) between Buddhist and Hindu philosophers, that had been continuing almost undisrupted during 800 years before that, had never been revived in former rigor.


In the mean time, as is well known, that, ever since the beginning of colonization in East, an Eurocentric framework of understandings had been slowly installing itself. During the last 200 years there were different modes of response to West. Responses of China and Japan to West were conspicuously different from India. And it should be remembered that the Indian response to West was almost entirely a Hindu response which seems to have followed by different forms of identity crisis having prolific social and crazy historiographical manifestations. Hindu intelligentsia adopted different strategies to defend themselves against Western onslaught, pretty often by taking refuge in traditional store ____ particularly Vedanta. But it can be said today, that, most of our attempts to secure an intellectual defense from West had not been successful. Neither we had been able to provide any creative synthesis between East and West, proclaimed frequently ever since the establishment of Sanskrit college in Calcutta in 1824. And as a result, India’s participation in modernity, compared with other East Asian countries like China, Japan had been crippled, shaky…almost one sided submission ; challenge to the  Eurocentricism had never been  met  properly.

During the last 200 years something need special attention –

· We were occupied wholly with West ; but in spite of all our attempts to secure the position of a respectable theoretical opponent, it is difficult to say that, to what extent this goal has been actualized.

· In comparison to our enormous efforts to understand West, very little has been done to understand China and Japan, let alone the South Asian countries. Converse is also true –  China had shown no particular interest for Hindu India itself. Japan, though conducted a considerable study of Chinese response to West, had not shown any particular interest for India in its Hindu affiliation. Although cultural exchange in modern times with China and Japan was partially initiated with RabindraNath Tagore’s patronage in Visvabharti Shantiniketan, the Dialogue, however, was mostly confined within fine Arts. A few leading Bengali artists like Nandalal Bose, Abanindranath Tagore, Vinodbihari…………., inspired by Tagore’s patronage started looking at far East Asian Artistic Tradition. But similar exchange had hardly been happened in context of Philosophy !
·  Modern India knows very little about Tibet … inspite of what we historically owe to them. Though after the destruction of the Buddhist monastic centers for learning here in the 12th century, much of the survived knowledge store was migrated and preserved with great care in Tibet , real scholastic Dialogue between  Tibet and modern India is yet to be opened !
· Compared with India, Chinese and Japanese studies of West seems to be more exhaustive and successful from different points of view of synthesis.

· Buddhism, after a long absence of 800 years, has been revived again in India. In view of the modern Indian situation, a counterfactual question is often motivated – “ What if Buddhism had not been wiped out from India?”. Our mode of response to West would have been different !

· Following a reorientation of values in West after the world war II, one can find there an underlying growth of an attitude almost similar to what developed in the 19th century Bengal in different guises ……..! The Indological quest that was started in 19th century Bengal on behalf of the British beaurocrats eventually provided grounds to substantiate a myth - myth of classical India as a mystic land. That myth was nurtured in different ways throughout our colonial past. Numerous books can be cited as examples which were written in that period to substantiate the myth !
During about last 40 years there are renewed attempts to substantiate this myth again ! The most problematic part of the whole story is perhaps the attempts to integrate modern physics “somehow” with the colonially created Eastern mysticism _ an attempt which is definitely not new and can be traced back to the late 19th century itself when the then Newtonian Physics was used to serve as the comparative reference paradigm. One conspicuous part of the attempts is to base the whole arguments on some superficial analogies and not to delve further. People ready to subscribe to the myth usually react in response to any trouble in modern scientific paradigm as 

“Ah! I told you so!”
What results most often becomes neither philosophically incisive, nor helpful from scientific points of view. Much of these may be conditioned by market hegemony, but for those who are outside the power game of creating myth or hegemony these all may be severely misleading.

· So finally, in view of this scenario, it seems that the big questions, we started asking in India ever since the early 19th century, pertaining primarily to embedding distant ‘others’ in our own culture, is still far from being settled.

General Objective in view of this Socio-Historic perspective


These findings directly legitimize an aim which can be stated in very general terms – an aim  to set up a dialogue particularly with East Asia and Tibet, primarily on the basis of an investigation of the possibilities of a philosophical exchange with China,Tibet and Japan. Stated in other words, an aim to develop an East Asian Network of philosophers and Scientists. This dialogue in Nalanda is basically intended to initiate an embryonic formation of this network. 


Seeing the way China and Japan to participate in modernity, it seems that, in course of their different response to West, they might have been able to solve the questions of embedding distant ‘others’ (at least partially!) which are left unsettled here. But setting up a philosophical Dialogue with the East Asian Buddhism and Tibet in present form is quite a big goal… And in view of the socio historic perspective narrated above there should be a caution – rather to say a methodological caution. The Dialogue we are trying to initiate in Nalanda  is both historically sensitive and epistemically doubtful from existing scientific, if not cultural, points of view. The myth of Eastern mysticism is not likely to be uncritically bolstered, nor to repeat the colonial hangover!

Starting again with analogy we should try to find whether it is possible to find grounds for substantiating the analogy in formally adequate manner. Moreover, any proposed area to start with should be something of mutual interest and modern relevance at the same time. Investigating different aspects of Sunyata could be a viable starting point which is certainly of mutual interest in view of the long history of Buddhist philosophical  exchange between India, China and Tibet.
And as far as the modern relevance is concerned let me try to provide a brief account from a physicist’s point of view.   

A Physicist’s Perspective   

First of all, in our opinion, one should account for clearly that, why a modern physicist should listen to the Buddhist Philosophers. That is to say, what is actually the crisis in modern paradigm, which motivates him to look beyond his paradigmatic jurisdiction – to the traditional resources of Buddhist Philosophy?

Let us give here a brief account of a crisis in quantum mechanical paradigm, which seems to provide presiding motivating  grounds to look at the area pertaining to the ill defined borderline between modern Physics and Madhyamik Buddhist Philosophy.

The Quantum Mechanical Crisis 

Quantum theory and quantum mechanics proper, developed during the first quarter of 20th century, is believed to have provided an appropriate framework for describing events ranging from the cosmological down to the microscopic scale. But in spite of its spectacular success in prediction, interpretation of the theory, that is to say, what the theory tells us about the underlying structure of quantum phenomena (underlying furniture of the world ____ ontology) remains dissatisfactory. These all dissatisfactory features can be described to be as parts of the so called measurement problem in quantum mechanics. There is no dearth of suggestions, ranging from radical to awe-inspiring, during the last 70 years. But, the problem seems to be far way off from even a reasonably conclusive (if at all any!) end. Let us present here the Philosophical standpoint of Bohr, Heisenberg et al which is usually accepted as standard version. 

Bohr, pointed out over and over again that measurement problem is a major one so far one is not ready to give up his/her former ways of thinking. Now, let us try to understand that, which components of our former ways of thinking is particularly in trouble after quantum mechanics ?

Not going to put anything of our own, let us quote, for example, Heisenberg – one of the ardent followers of Bohr. He tried to point out, that, what exactly is at stake in our former way of thinking. It is according to him, "The reality concept of classical physics, or more generally expressed, the ontology of materialism : that is of an objectively real world whose smallest parts exist objectively in the same way as stones and trees, independent of whether or not we observe them .......".[1]

We can cite Whitehead also in this context. He exclaimed that he considered the belief in an independently existing entity to be the central delusion of 2000 years of Western thought ! Whitehead’s as usual great sweep…but we can agree at least on the point, that, it is the '(false) ontological status of individual', which is a prime component of this delusion or of our ‘former way of thinking’. 

Now, one of the compelling reasons to look at the Buddhist philosophical resources is that, we can figure out a similar caution against the status of independent individual from Nagarjuna's version of Buddhist ontology of Pratityasamutpada, interpreted by him in terms of Sunya. So, this kind of thematic overlapping naturally provides an added justification in favour of initiating the Dialogue with the concept of Sunyata as starting point and investigating the way this concept has been assimilated and transmuted in Chinese, Japanese and Tibetan social, theoretical and even artistic traditions.

Ultimately the purpose that is going to be served

If successfully conducted, this Dialogue can serve several purposes – for example, we can construct a Buddhist formal logic, compared carefully with the epistemic demands of logic in quantum mechanical domain. This can provide grounds to have a wider epistemic basis which can serve to have, if not any so - called pragmatic purpose, a consilience – an unity of knowledge . The forgotten philosophical dialogue between China, Japan, Tibet and India would be revived in a new context. 

AND

Different aspects of Sunyata  taken together, can also be posed as a worldview (Jagat Biksha) in response (however late !) to the old challenge of Eurocentricism   

In fact, achieving this aim is not at all motivated from any nationalistic point of view, but to have a conceptual assurance to be in a world having epistemic balance!.

Reference :- 

[1] W. Heisenberg, “The Development Of Interpretation In Quantum Theory” in W. Pauli, L. Rosenfield, V. Weisskoph (Ed) Niels Bohr And The Development Of Physics 

London, 1955. 





Debajyoti Gangopadhyay
                                                                                    on behalf of the Organizers 
Participants in the Dialogue
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Buddhist Side :

1. Rajendra Prasad, Retd. Prof., Dept. of Philosophy I.I.T, Kanpur

2. U.S. Vyas, Former Director, Nava Nalanda Mahavihara, Nalanda

3. Suniti Kumar Pathak, Retd. Prof., Dept. of IndoTibetan Studies, Visva Bharti, Shanti Niketan, 

4. Rabindra Panth, Director, Nava Nalanda Mahavihara
5. Deva Prasad Guha, Prof. Emeritus, Nava Nalanda Mahavihara
6. Prabhakar Mishra, Head, Dept. of Philosophy Nava Nalanda Mahavihara
7. Binod  Kumar Chaudhury, Asst. Prof., Dept. of Philosophy, Nava Nalanda Mahavihara
8. Avinash Kumar Srivastava, Dept. of Philosophy, Nalanda College, Bihar Sariff.

9. Prabal Kumar Sen, Dept. of Philosophy, University of Calcutta.

And

The Monk students of Nava Nalanda Mahavihara.

Scientist Side –

1. Virendra Singh, Former Director, Tata Institute of Fundamental Research, Mumbai

2. Mihir Kumar Chakravorty, Dept. of Pure Mathematics, University of Calcutta.

3. Sundar Sarukkai, Center for Philosophy, National Institute for Advanced Studies, Bangalore.
And     

  4.
Debajyoti Gangopadhyay, Dept. of Physics, Annada College, Vinoba Bhave            University, Hazaribag 

Program

Dialogue on Shunyata

(10th to 12th December, 2005)

10.12.2005 – Saturday

Inaugural Program

Time : 10.00 to 12.30 pm

Mangala Sutta Patha 

-
Bhikku Sangha

Swagata Bhasanam 

-
Director

Vishaya Anubandhah

-
Prof. Rajendra Prasad

Udghatana Pravachanam
-
Prof. S. K. Pathak

Academic Sessions

	Speaker
	Topic
	Time
	Observer

	Prof. U.S. Vyas


	Sunyata – Buddhist Interpretation 
	1.30-2.45 pm
	Dr. Avinash Srivastava

	Prof. Debajyoti Gangopadhyay
	Journey towards Sunyata from Quantum Mechanics
	2.45-4.00 pm
	Dr. Prabhakar Mishra

	Tea :  4.00 – 4.15 pm

	Prof. Sundar Sarukkai
	Space and emptiness
	4.15 – 5.30
	Prof. U.S. Vyas

	


11.12.2005 – Sunday
Visit to Rajgir,  Nalanda and to the Manuscript Library of Nava Nalanda Mahavihara.

Post Lunch Academic Sessions
	Speaker
	Topic
	Time
	Observer

	Prof. Virendra Singh


	Quantum Mechanics and Reality
	1.30-2.45 pm
	Prof. S. K. Pathak

	Prof. P. K. Sen
	Kshanabhangavada
	2.45-4.00 pm
	Prof. Rajendra Prasad


Tea :  4.00 – 4.15 pm

	Speaker
	Topic
	Time
	Observer

	Prof. Mihir Kumar  Chakraborty 
	Reflections on Buddhist Logic
	4.15—5.30 pm
	Prof. Debajyoti Gangopadhyay


12.12.2005 – Monday

Time: 10:00 am to 12:30 pm
An audio visual presentation on Sunyata in Buddhist Art. 

Speaker : Prof. Soumik Nandi Majumdar, Kala Bhavan, Visva Bharti, Shanti Niketan
Screening of a short film on Sunyata.

Prepared by Mir Mohammad Falek, Film Maker, Kolkata.

Concept : Amitava Bhattacharya, Artist, Asia Fellow (2002 - 2003) and Debajyoti Gangopadhyay.

Valedictory session

Sadhuvada Pradanam – Dr. Prabhakar Mishra, Head, Dept. of Philosophy, Nava Nalanda Mahavihara

Inaugural Program

10th December, 2005

10:00 am to 12:30 pm

The inaugural program was started with Mangal Sutta Patha by Bhikshu Shang; thereafter the Director of the institute, Dr. Rabindra Panth gave his Swagata Bhashanam.


Vishaya Anubandha (keynote address) was presented by Retd. Professor Rajendra Prasad of IIT Kanpur. In his lecture he set up the framework of the ensuing discussions by describing Sunya as limitation of predication.


In Udghatana pravachanam, retired Prof. S.K. Pathak, Visvabharti, Shantiniketan continued arguments picking up the threads of discussion of  professor Rajendra Prasad. Vada Parampara of ancient Nalanda seemed to have come alive through  these arguments.


The sessions were conducted  by Dr. Avinash Srivastava, a former student of the mahavihara itself, presently in Nalanda College, Biharsarif, Nalanda. 

Academic Sessions 


The first academic session was started with Prof. U.S. Vyas’s exposition on Sunyata – a Buddhist interpretation. He covered a vast area from the point of view of historical developments of the concept of sunyata – the way the concept was developed with Nagarjuna’s interpretation of Buddha’s teaching and occupied eventually the pivotal role in Indian Buddhist Philosophy.
Next speaker was Prof. Debajyoti Gangopadhyay. His Journey towards Sunyata from Quantum Mechanics  was the first lecture from the scientist side, and in that way an attempt to initiate the real dialogue. However a dialogue in one form was initiated quite earlier when a brief rationale of the dialogue, formulated on behalf on Sambhasha, was sent to the Director, Nava Nalanda, to get the Buddhist side informed in advance about the kind of crisis in scientific paradigm, about scientists understanding of the concept of Sunyata and like …. . They responded by sending the following set of questions :-

A. More clarifications are required about the terms like :

1.
Crisis


2.
Dispute & Debate

3.
Modernity

4.
Tradition

B.
Elaboration about the Quantum Theory for the Traditional Scholars

C.
Brief notes to elucidate the Philosophical stand point of Bohr, Heisenberg et al and that of White head.

D.
Is Pratityasamutpada a problem of Buddhist Ontology?

E.
Does Sunyata hold the Buddhist Ontological status?

F.
What do you mean by Nagarjuna’s Status of independent individual ?

Keeping these questions in view, Prof. Gangopadhyay tried to explain in detail why should a physicist, if interested in ontological issues, be interested in Madhyamik Buddhist Standpoint. The last  session was for Prof. Sundar Sarukkai, National Institute of Advanced Studies. Bangalore, who spoke about ‘Space and Emptiness’. All these three papers were debated by the pundits of Pali, Prakrit and Sanskrit as well as by the scholars of Physics, Mathematics and Philosophy.
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11th December’06: 
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Academic Sessions

11th December

The fourth  academic session started on 11th December, 2nd half. The first speaker was Prof. Virendra Singh, Former Director, Tata Institute of Fundamental Research, Mumbai. He tried to explain to the Philosophers the different pictures of Reality that can be constructed on the basis of  Quantum Mechanics. The observer of this paper was Prof. S.K. Pathak who, while giving his observations, pointed out the probable relevance of Kal Chakra Tantra in this context. Prof. P.K. Sen, Department of Philosophy, Calcutta University spoke about Kshanabhangavada in connection with Shunyata. The concluding session was for Prof. Mihir Kumar Chakravarti, a pure mathematician of University of Calcutta, to speak on Reflections on Buddhist logic. Prof. Debajyoti Gangopadhyay presented his observations on this paper which was followed by a detail discussion among the delegates.





12th December

Session VII

10:00am to 12:30pm 

Sunyata in Buddhist Arts

This session was reserved for a controversial issue like manifestations of Sunyata in Buddhist Art. Prof. Saumik Nandi Mazumdar of Kaala Bhavan, Shanti Niketan dealt  with the topic by describing this as ‘A Journey into the Sunyata in Visual Arts.’
After this a very short film (basically a Pilot Project) on Sunyata was screened.

Valedictory Session

2:30pm

The future programs were discussed in this session. 

The message communicated through this meet was an affirmative one by all counts. Keeping in view the initial skepticism on behalf of both scientists and philosophers, the success  was reasonably good. First of all, the area of overlaps that has been possible to figure out during the discussions, has made it clear that … a Dialogue is very much possible, though the details of the overlap was yet to be figured out in details.  


So it was decided to form a core group of philosophers and scientist in Nalanda who will primarily take initiative to 

i) conduct regular Dialogue sessions.

ii) Publish Text and interactive CD on different interdisciplinary areas pertaining to the border line between Buddhism and Science.



This group will also prepare at the same time an exhaustive list of Buddhist scholars all over the world, categorized in three groups.

· Scholars in India — Traditional and Modern including the Tibetans

· Scholars in China, Japan and Korea

· Scholars in West  

and

would send them a brief report of what we are trying to do in Nalanda to get their reactions
and 

this way an e-mail group of interested scholars is likely to be formed !

Ther was also a suggestion to prepare an exhaustive list of the major works in Tibetan and Chinese still untranslated and a chronological record of the remarkable debates that took place in ancient Nalanda…., for example, the debate between ChandraKirti and Chandragomy.

The vote of thanks was given by Dr. Prabhakar Mishra, Head, Dept. of Philosophy, Nava Nalanda Mahavihara, Nalanda.

Dated : 21/02/06
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Delegates in the premises of the newly constructed Huen Tsang center
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Delegates in the Manuscript Library with the Director





Screening of a film on Huen Tsang’s Great Pilgrimage to ancient Nalanda Mahavihara in 6th Century
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Sunyata in Buddhist Art





The profound meditative Buddha in Sarnath as if dissolving into the rigid, hard and strength of sand stone – but it is not the end but his figure awakening as if without figure. With an extreme determination Buddhas figure getting lightness breaking the material proudness of stone – in the rigidity of the stone which configured the Buddha – sculptor made weightless of that stone – it is a paradox when the sunyata of heavy stone became more determined and authentic – the weightless sunyata touches the outer space of the sculpted form.





Session VI
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