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Conducted by – Sambhasha – an East Asian centre for Dialogue’ Bihar and NavaNalanda Mahavihara’ Nalanda 

Towards creating an Unique Public Space in Nalanda for   Interdisciplinary Dialogue

After a long oblivion of nearly 800 years, Buddhist Philosophy has been revived again in the land of its Origin. This long time has witnessed a gradual declination of the Philosophical legacy in India – both in theoretical standard as well as in social attitude to it.


Meanwhile a growing area of enquiry relative to the new and particular problems, raised by the developments in Modern Physics, has revived some perennial philosophical issues in modern context. Buddhist concept of Sunyata is one among the perennial embryos of a problem cluster that seems to offer important ontological suggestions for the interpretational problems in Quantum Mechanics. But there is a ‘deplorable gap’ between the foundational debates raised particularly through the modern interpretational developments in Physics and the relevant components that can be reconstructed out of the traditional Eastern Philosophical debates.

In view of this situation, Sambhasha¹ in collaboration with NavaNalanda Mahavihara2, Nalanda has initiated conducting a series of interdisciplinary Dialogue ( NIAS ‘Bangalore , collaborated in two of the Dialogues in 2006 and 2007 ) sessions to figure out the overlaps in further details.

After organizing four such dialogue sessions – two in the form of a three days Seminar on Sunyata (December’ 2005 and October  2008 ) and other two in the form of workshop – first one on  Space and Time ( October 2006) and the second on Matter and Motion ( November 2007) in  Madhyamik Budhhism and Modern Science (October 2006), a few messages have taken shape. 

First of all, the widely believed Gap between Indian theoretical tradition and Modern Science is not quite unbridgeable. However, this conviction is not at all new! Right from the second half of 19th century India, this had continued to be a cherished colonial dream, but hardly fulfilled in terms of adequate rigor _ formal or informal. In fact, several variants of this kind of convictions and attempts to synthesize were seen to have taken shape, throughout the whole period of our colonial past as well as in the post-colonial India, reflecting different aspects of crisis of  Modern Indian identity. However, the possibility of bridging, now we are talking about, is not that popular cliché – not a repetition of typical colonial hangover.

A few areas of traditional understandings can surely be located, to a reasonable extent of unanimity, to start with, which can be expected to provide grounds to develop at least an alternative framework to assess some foundational problem in physical scientific understandings. For example, the Madhyamaka Buddhist standpoint of Dependent origination ( Pratityasamutpada )is expected by many as one such area which can serve to provide grounds for an alternative framework to judge /assess some interpretational issues of modern Physics ;  Pratityasamutpada ,at least , is popularly believed to have some non trivial overlapping with modern  interpretational debates.
But the crucial point is that, this is not just a question of appreciation of mere an analogy in ontological standpoints. Development of Indian theoretical traditions and the development of modern Physical Science are temporally wide apart – Modern Physical Science started developing nearly after two thousands years Madhyamik Buddhism was expounded by Nagarjuna in second century A.D. So, there must be difference in style of narration owing to different psycho/socio-linguistic context, difference in theoretical or extra-theoretical ideals and like. So anyone overenthusiastic about an East West synthesis or something like a fusion philosophy program should be very careful about this contextual difference. Most of the early attempts failed due to inadequate attention to this contextual difference!

The Dialogue sessions so far conducted in Nalanda were not free from the problems which are likely to arise in any such contextually different Tradition Modernity meet. And, not quite unexpectedly, we faced problem of communications in different forms between the scientists and traditional scholars owing mostly to the terms having a widely overlapping connotation domain……….. But still these Dialogue sessions were success by all counts, primarily because at least some of the areas of intersections, though presently of fuzzy outline, between Madhayamik Buddhism and Modern Science, has been located, though not excavated. But the overall feelings is that , in spite of all these provocating ontological simile, exact norms of comparison of Madhyamaka Buddhism and modern Physical Science  are still not convincing enough  in the sense of  being able to assure any real mutual benefit ! In fact , it is not  unlikely to find similarity in ontological standpoints between two worldviews even if developed in a wide temporal gap…….,but that doesn’t  necessarily guaranty any real mutual benefit  if not formulated further in terms of much specific norms of collaborations. And this is precisely what, in one way or another, seems to be lacking in almost all the Dialogues so far ….not only in Nalanda but elsewhere. So following these all initial survey leading to locating the areas of common interests, what seems to be needed now is excavation or some kind of archaeology of knowledge!
But an excavation is not that easy! Apart from the problems, which are likely to arise due to paradigmatic difference, there are many from practical point of view also – ever since the Islam invasion in India around 1196 A.D., Buddhist philosophy was virtually relegated from Indian academic scenario. And the exiled philosophy had been cultured and developed mainly in East-Asian countries and elsewhere including Tibet where it took refuge after the ransack.

Today, after about 800 years ……. Buddhist religion and culture is being slowly reinstated in modern India …., many manuscripts, we were oblivious to, are being discovered by scholars engaged in different pursuits of Indological studies; so the Indian Buddhism today is very much under a process of reconstruction in a new socio-epistemic context. As a result, the doctrinal part of it is not quite structured. And this restructuring depends a lot on many collateral activities other than appreciating an ontological simile with any contemporary modern understandings  from purely theoretical point of view .It needs a massive pre-theoretical co-ordination between experts of different fields  to make the multilingual Buddhist philosophical sources available and workable for the scientists (and vice versa) . As such meaningful pre-theoretical co-ordination of the immense mass of data , pertaining this way to different (psycho) epistemic levels in different incoherent forms ‘Today’, is itself a massive project, let alone the subsequent theoretical interpretation and integrations. The whole task, likely to be undertaken, amounts to reconstructing a vast archaeological site out of its huge debris scattered over different unknown areas!

So needless to say, that, the Dialogue sessions initiated in Nalanda are just the beginning of a long journey.

So, keeping these all in view, we are engaged in formation of a philosophy of science group based in Nalanda and elsewhere of traditional importance– an unique public space, open to all, where interdisciplinary Dialogue can acquire an authentic international dimension. This dialogue, nourished by the concepts and ideas produced by thinkers, should also penetrate the realm of decision makers and should provide systematic grounds for the general audience for action. However, the connection between reflection, debate and action can only be re-enforced by bringing together thinkers, policy makers and general public……… So along with the task of opening Dialogue between Tradition and Modernity, our challenge, at the same time, is to link between the content of the Dialogue and relevant actions.

So, action here clearly means developing a strong hierarchical network connecting different levels…, providing gradually grounds for establishing an inter regional/intercultural Dialogue amongst scholars of various regions primarily of East Asia, Tibet ……. and elsewhere where Buddhism spreaded. This way we can expect this Dialogue also to provide grounds to assure a wider epistemic basis which can serve to achieve a Consilience – an unity of knowledge.

As a part of concrete activities of this group we are presently engaged in the process of preparing-

1. A lexicon with terms having thematic affinity both from Madhyamik Buddhism and Physical Science

2. A catalogue of the major works in Tibetan, Chinese, Japanese, still untranslated, and a chronological record of the remarkable debates that took place in ancient Nalanda.. For example, the debate between Chandrakirti and Chandragomi in sixth century.   

                                                         And

                         Figuring out in much precise terms the sub areas subject to which the norms of collaboration can be much well defined and exact in the sense of mutual benefit…

You are most welcome to participate by sending 

i. Questions or  suggestions relevant in this context.

ii. Name of persons or institutions engaged in similar kinds of activities

iii. Details of the ways you personally want to take part in our mission. 

Debajyoti Gangopadhyay
On behalf of Sambhasha 

                                                                        processupadhyay@yahoo.com
REFERENCES:

1)                Sambhasha ……. is an interdisciplinary group with its network based mainly in Nalanda, Sarnath, Varanasi ,Bodhgaya ( Magadh ) -.the places of traditional importance ..and Bangalore…. This group is intended basically to open dialogue between East Asian Theoretical Traditions  and Modernity.

2) Nava Nalanda Mahavihara, Nalanda, Bihar _ established on 1951 as an autonomous body under The Ministry of Culture, Govt. of India ( presently declared a deemed University ), is situated nearly 2 k.m. away from the Nalanda ruins _ the remains of the famous centre for learning in ancient India. Ancient Nalanda Mahavihara was established at around 5th Century A.D under the patronage of the contemporary Gupta Kings. Nearly through 600 years Nalanda Mahavihara had established itself as one of the most significant centers for Buddhist and other contemporary philosophical learning … before it was destroyed during Islam invasion in India around the late 12th century.
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