














Wittgenstein and Zen Buddhism: one practice, no dogma.
“My propositions are elucidatory in this way: he who understands me finally recognizes them as nonsensical, when he has climbed out through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after he has climbed up on it.) He must overcome these propositions...”  {Wittgenstein, Tractatus 6.54}

“The most important point is to establish yourself in a true sense, without establishing yourself on delusion. And yet we cannot live or practice without delusion. Delusion is necessary, but delusion is not something on which you can establish yourself. It is like a stepladder. Without it you can’t climb up, but you don’t stay on the stepladder.”  {Shunryu Suzuki, Not always so, p.41}

What is meditation? 

It is not blocking out thinking, or suppressing thinking. Mystics have long known that these strategies are absolutely ineffective, in all but the shortest of possible terms, at achieving the goals of meditation.

Neither, obviously, is it simply thinking. That might have been what Descartes meant by the word, and even what passes for meditation much of the time in the West. But it is certainly not what contemplative traditions mean by the word.

I submit that meditation is this: the paradoxical act of not trying to do anything, not even to think more intensely; not even to not think. 

How do you not do anything, not even think (or not think)? Or, to put much the same question in layperson’s terms: how do you stop yourself thinking, without acting, and in particular without suppressing your thoughts?

The answer, surprisingly, turns out to be: by giving up trying to stop yourself thinking. By allowing yourself to think, if that is what happens.

“I want to think less”, you say to yourself; your ego works (and thinks) hard, to fulfil the commandmant. It tries... to satisfy your desires. To solve your problems, or the problems you set for it.

How does meditation work? By watching what happens. Thus the ego is engaged in a wonderfully self-defeating task. That hard-working mental energy gradually -- or suddenly 
 -- transmutes into something else.

This is mindfulness. The energy of one’s small mind is mobilised to produce by an indirect route the goal actually hoped for. The ego -- the constant thinking that can be a deep suffering -- gives up, or becomes instead an indulgent grandmother watching her children play, always with a half-smile.

This is Buddhism, as what I understand it to be above all: a therapeutic spiritual practice. A psychology-in-action. A practice for working through the way we suffer from suffering.

One example of the latter is: That the ego loves to attach to answers, to problem-solutions. But some difficulties, and indeed some attachments, are too profound to yield in that way. An indirect approach is necessary. You may need to be ‘deluded’/tricked into the right answer -- or rather, into seeing that the idea that there is an answer maybe the greatest delusion. 

If one tries to benefit oneself by meditating, one will not. The best way to benefit oneself and others is endlessly not to try to benefit oneself and others.
 

This indirect approach is meditation.

What is Wittgenstein’s method in philosophy? 

Throughout his writing, it is, I believe: To show the fly the way out of the flybottle. Or, as it was put in the opening paragraph of the Introduction to my edited collection, ‘The New Wittgenstein’: “Wittgenstein’s primary aim in philosophy is...a therapeutic one”.
 

This way of understanding Wittgenstein’s work is becoming increasingly popular, but still remains controversial with regard to his early writing. How can his celebrated ‘Tractatus’ be read this way?

The ‘Tractatus’ is usually taken, rather, as a metaphysical theory or account that cannot account for itself.

But look at the epigraph, above, from Wittgenstein. The ladder is to be climbed up and thrown away. The ladder -- the account Wittgenstein seemed to offer -- is moreover nonsensical. What can be understood of nonsense? What can be deduced from nonsense? Nothing. Indeed, nonsense is nothing; it is only nothing that masquerades as something. It deludes you into thinking that it is something. You can establish nothing on such delusions.

The ladder then never was an account. And the ‘propositions’, the Satze of which it appeared to consist? They never really were. The ‘propositions’ of the book never really were such. To understand Wittgenstein’s point in producing such a puzzling text, one must overcome those ‘propositions’; wrestle them down to the ground -- and realise that one was wrestling only spectres.

This is a ladderless ladder indeed.

The Preface to the ‘Tractatus’ intimated that all this would be so:

“[This] book will...draw a limit to thinking, or rather -- not to thinking, but to the expression of thoughts; for, in order to draw a limit to thinking we should have to be able to think both sides of this limit (we should therefore have to be able to think what cannot be thought). // The limit can, therefore, only be drawn in language and what lies on the other side of the limit will be simply nonsense.” 
 

Only the appearance of a ladder will be generated. Wittgenstein is not gesturing an ineffable truths, nor speaking ‘contradictory truths’. He is simply ‘returning’ us to ourselves, to the full power of our big -- our non-finite -- mind. 

But one will not be returned, if one attaches to any of Wittgenstein’s words. To any of his words: including these very ‘framing’ remarks to his text.
 

You haven’t learnt anything, when you’ve read the text with ‘understanding’ of Wittgenstein’s point in writing it. You haven’t come away with any doctrines -- not even ineffable ones. You haven’t arrived anywhere new. You haven’t come anywhere or gone anywhere.

(This, in its full flowering, in Wittgenstein, is an unprecedented method of philosophy -- at least, in Western philosophy.)

Wittgenstein has ‘deluded’ you into giving up your metaphysical delusions. The therapy of the ‘Tractatus’ is: not the solving of problems 
, but a way of enabling you to overcome the sense that you had any problems you needed to solve. And the method used to undertake this tricky task?: By engaging that problem-solving energy in a self-defeating task. By mobilising the ego-energy of philosophy, of its long traditions (most notably, perhaps, Kantianism and Empiricism, both of which find their last demise in the Tractatus), of you right here right now trying to do it, to delude you for a while into thinking that you have been granted a workable philosophical theory, or at least a theory to end all theory. The delusion of a theory that the Tractatus generates as it returns you to yourself, is a delusion that you don’t stand upon, that you don’t stay upon. Rather, you find yourself standing on the Earth, and seeing the world aright.
 

Shunryu Suzuki remarks, “Real enlightenment is always with you, so there is no need for you to stick to it or even to think about it. Because it is always with you, difficulty itself is enlightenment. Your busy life is enlightened activity. That is true enlightenment”.
 

The remark “Your busy life itself is enlightened activity” might be closely compared with a remark that early Wittgenstein might have made, “Our everyday language itself is ‘begriffsschrift’”. (Tractatus 5.5563, a much-neglected passage clearly indicating how Wittgenstein’s early philosophy closely anticipates his later work, actually reads “In fact, all the propositions of our everyday language, just as they stand, are in perfect logical order.-- That utterly simple thing, which we have to formulate here, is not a likeness of the truth, but the truth itself in its entirety. (Our problems are not abstract, but perhaps the most concrete that there are.)”)


When you read this completely surprising book with understanding of what turns out to be its author’s purpose in writing it, you have learnt no thing. And if you have really learnt from the (experience of engaging with this koan of a) book, you will not ‘stick’ to it, nor even to the ‘enlightenment’ it can yield. What you may have learnt is something about yourself and perhaps others: namely, something about (y)our susceptibility to be systematically confused by certain thoughts. Or, better: something about the way we/you are inclined to be deluded by certain kinds of strings of words. THIS IS WHAT WITTGENSTEIN THOUGHT THAT PHILOSOPHY IS -- at least, philosophy practiced according to what Wittgenstein would later call ‘our method’.
 


Philosophy, for Wittgenstein, is: not trying to change the way that one thinks, even. Letting oneself think the way one does. Accepting that one is tempted to think in all these ways; noting it. Letting -- watching -- that thinking come to consciousness fully -- such that, when one sees it all clearly, some of it will no doubt no longer appeal to one, and will wither.


Not telling you to shut up about anything. “Whereof we cannot speak, thereof we must remain silent”, ends Tractatus. Well, of course. When we are thus silent, we are not silent about anything. We are just not gassing anymore. Rather, roughly: we use language as a skilful means, or not at all.


Nor is Wittgenstein telling you that you’re not allowed to say certain things because they disobey the alleged ‘rules of our language’. On the contrary: say what you like. It is a complete misunderstanding of Wittgenstein, early or late, to see him as a ‘language-policeman’.
  Wittgenstein was no positivist. Compare the following remark, from Culture and Value: “Don’t, for heaven’s sake, be afraid of talking nonsense! Only don’t fail to pay attention to your nonsense.”
 


Again: what Wittgenstein was about was coming to know one’s way about the temptations one suffers to say things that one will come to see as not saying anything at all. Coming to know, coming to terms with the temptations that you are subject to -- and thus being liberated from them.


Thus as anticipated by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and as in meditation, the remedy is in the evil. The change that Wittgenstein wants to bring about is a change that is brought about not by repressing or suppressing a part of yourself or some of your thoughts, but by allowing it to full consciousness. By accepting that you really do have this inclination -- and neither repressing it nor attaching to it. This is the real difficulty of philosophy: a difficulty of the will, not of the intellect. One must have the ‘willpower’ to suspend one’s will. To allow one’s mind to cure itself.


It is a change that is not to be brought about by explaining anything, but simply by telling it / observing it as it is. Just as Wittgenstein famously puts it, at Philosophical Investigations [henceforth ‘PI’] 124: “Philosophy may in no way interfere with the actual use of language; it can in the end only describe it... It leaves everything as it is.” Likewise PI 128, that urges that philosophy, contra to popular belief, is nothing to do with the advancing of controversial theses or dogmas.

It is not by suppressing nonsense that one follows Wittgenstein but, just to contrary, by marshalling, and above all by allowing one’s very inclinations to nonsense. 


What is Zen Buddhism?
 It is not a doctrine or a dogma. It is more a way, a practice(s). Say, in Rinzai, the attainment of ‘enlightenment’ through the dwelling on koans until the power of one’s ego-intellect is ‘broken’ by them and the mind flows, instead; in Soto, just sitting (‘shikantaza’), until, through meditation, the same goal is attained.


Why is it so hard? Because the overwhelming temptation is to try to achieve the goal... This will make one impatient with the present moment... Whereas in truth the ‘goal’ is precisely to be at ease in and with the present moment...


The skilful means of Zen are actually already the goal, ‘surreptitiously’. But this leads to the grave danger that one will attach to those means.


This also further explains why the route taken in Zen must be ‘indirect’, why the practitioner has to be ‘deceived’ into the truth. There could not possibly be any such thing as one imagines by the ‘direct’ route. For what one has to be cured of is exactly the temptation to think that there is anything, even anything unstatable/ineffable, which is the truth of Buddhism, the truth of life. The means are the end -- but one must not attach to the means, either.


The deep similarities to a vital minority tradition in Western Philosophy, a tradition at whose culmination stands Wittgenstein, are very evident.


Why have they been so little seen, so rarely perspicuously presented? Why has the extreme closeness of Wittgenstein and Zen not been widely understood and practiced?


Wittgenstein’s method is widely misunderstood. Including by most of his so-called followers. The most famous and ‘loyal’ scholar of Wittgenstein alive today is perhaps Peter Hacker. In his ‘celebrated’ attack on the ‘New Wittgensteinians’ (those who (as I do) wish to see Wittgenstein’s method as therapeutic throughout his writing career), Hacker repeatedly ridicules the suggestion that Wittgenstein’s method is akin to that of Zen; e.g.: “It s is mistake to suppose that [the Tractatus] is a work consisting of transitional nonsenses culminating in wholesale repudiation, or a work of Kierkegaardian irony or of a Zen-like dialectic.” 
 Every claim in this sentence (and in others like it in Hacker’s text) seems to me mistaken. James Conant has argued beautifully to the effect that the Tractatus (and, I would add, exactly likewise, only in more piecemeal fashion, Wittgenstein’s later writing) is precisely a work of Kierkegaardian irony, which treats nothing so gently as the delusions in one’s readers and in oneself that one is working to overcome.
 


As for Zen: I think just how extraordinarily close Wittgenstein is to Zen has not to date been sufficiently rendered. Wittgenstein does, I submit, as Hacker denies, write “in a spirit of Kierkegaardian irony [and] in the manner of a Zen master”.
 He is precisely a practitioner of a kind of “Zen pedagogy”.
 Zen and Wittgenstein may be two, but they are also one...


If Hacker knew Zen better, he would perhaps not fail to notice to extremely subtle logical thought-processes involved in examples such as the following, from Shunryu Suzuki. He would not then be so inclined to treat the category of Zen as a category of near-ridicule, as if Zen were merely a kind of irrationalism:

“You stick to naturalness too much. When you stick to it, it is not natural any more.” 
 


(One could quote any of a thousand similar remarks: similar, in terms of their deep rationality.)


The same as I have argued above is true also in terms of Wittgensteinians’ understandings of Zen. If Hacker actually understood more of Zen, as presented here, he might not think it so risible to think of Zen as akin to Wittgenstein.


Some Wittgensteinians have tried to take the potential comparison more seriously, and have written thoughtfully and at greater length about the possible parallels, before (in most cases) coming down in the negative. But the fundamental problem remains the same: they don’t tend to understand Wittgenstein adequately, and they have too narrow a diet of examples of Zen. For instance, D.Z. Phillips’s acute piece, “On wanting to compare Wittgenstein and Zen” rightly critiques Canfield for making Zen and Wittgenstein seem just a bit too much like theories.
 Phillips’s own piece has as its ‘killer’ blow against the aligning of Wittgenstein and Zen the claim that Zen, unlike Wittgenstein, wants to change our lives, our ways of being:


“[T]he distinction which has to be drawn between ‘just doing’ in Zen and ‘just doing’ in Wittgenstein [is that] ‘just being angry’ or ‘just cursing’ could not be instances of ‘just doing’ in Zen, whereas that us precisely what they are in Wittgenstein. ‘Cursing’ appears in Wittgenstein’s list of language-games (Investigations I, 23). A confused language-game, given Wittgenstein’s use of the term, is a self-contradiction. Yet the cursing boatman [in a Chuang Tzu story under discussion] is said to face occupancy which must be emptied, a confusion of soul, which he is exhorted to rid himself of. Zen would say the same of anger. Yet, in Wittgenstein, anger is an instance of ‘just doing’ (see “Remarks on Frazer’s The Golden Bough”..). The lover does not smash the portrait of his beloved in order to express his anger. This is the form his anger takes. It is an instance of ‘just doing’, but not one which Zen would recognise as ‘just doing’.” 
 


There are a large number of problems with this passage. Let me focus on just the following, symmetrical two:

1) Phillips is trying to argue that Wittgenstein only ‘contemplates’ and does not seek to change. But Wittgenstein was interested in contributing -- indirectly -- to a fundamental change in Western civilisation. He wanted us to overcome scientism, and deeper still, to find ways of overcoming delusional habits of mind that are to some large extent an inevitable consequence of the flowering of reason and language, of our whole deeply complicated form of life. Dis-eases of our humanity. Sure, Wittgenstein would not qua philosopher want us to suppress anger; but then, no more would Zen (see (2) below). But he would welcome an almost unimaginably huge change in form of life such that there were less occasions for anger, and such that anger, when it still emerged, was not something that was either dishonestly pretended away or attached to. What he wanted above all was a change in way of life that would render his philosophy henceforth superfluous.
 

2) Phillips does not seem to understand the extent to which Zen can allow cursing, anger... If these are in some sense ideally to be rid of, they are nevertheless not to be wished away, suppressed or anything like that. The method of taking care of them is fundamentally different: it is contemplative, in much the same way that Wittgensteinian contemplation is intended to persuade one that where one is or wants to be in philosophy (e.g. Cantor’s ‘paradise’ of infinites) is not actually where one is or wants to be. Consider the following three instances of Zen, the second and third of which are particularly hard to reconcile with Phillips’s characterisation:

i) Here is an old Zen story, called “Nothing Exists”: 

“Yamaoka Tesshu, as a young student of Zen, visited one master after another. He called upon Dokuon of Shokoku.

Desiring to show his attainment, he said: “The mind, Buddha, and sentient beings, after all, do not exist. The true nature of phenomena is emptiness. There is no realisation, no delusion, no sage, no mediocrity. There is no giving and nothing to be received.”

Dokuon, who was smoking quietly, said nothing. Suddenly he whacked Yamaoka with his bamboo pipe. This made the youth quite angry.

“If nothing exists,” inquired Dokuon, “where did this anger come from?” 
 

ii) Here is S. Suzuki again:
 “The Buddhist way is to try hard to let go of...emotional discrimination of good and bad, to let go of our prejudices, and to see things-as-it-is. // When I say to see things-as-t-is, what I mean is to practice hard with our desires -- not to get rid of desires, but to take them into account. ...We must include our desires as one of the many factors in order to see things-as-it-is.”

iii) And here is his great follower, Katagiri-Roshi: “Zazen is not about destroying our thoughts or doing away with our subjective points of view... // If you believe zazen is a means to an end, then it is easy for you to use zazen like a raft to reach the other shore. //…Sometimes people think they should carry their zazen around with them after reaching the other shore. But if you do that, you should know you haven’t actually reached the other shore. You have just come up on a sandbar somewhere in the middle of the river. Desires are endless, and if you look carefully, you will see you are still caught by them.// …This is just how most of us are confused. We don’t appreciate the fact that desires are endless. We have to come to realize that there is nothing to get into our hands, and that zazen is not a vehicle, not a means.” (Italics added)


Quotations (ii) and (iii) seem to me to indicate clearly that Zen can perfectly well accept (and work with) desires such as anger, and not compulsively need to deny or eliminate it/them. ‘ I.e. Just doing’ could under some circumstances include (say) ‘just cursing.’ So much, then, for Phillips. 

To return now to Hacker: Hacker gives no evidence of understanding much of anything about Zen. But nor does he understand Wittgenstein. Once one is a practioner of both, one is in a position to see Wittgenstein as as it were a Western elective affiniter with Zen, going in many respects further down the road that masters such as Shunryu Suzuki and Thich Nhat Hanh have laid out for their Western/worldwide audiences. Zen and Wittgenstein alike find life and reality to be paradoxical, and they work intensely with that paradoxicality. It is absolutely central to their methods: to truly find the remedy in the ‘evil’ is necessarily paradoxical. To place centrally the exposure of nonsense, of delusions, to the ‘light’, as with the exposure of potatoes to the light to stop them sprouting (but far stranger than that, because in this case what is exposed is only nothing, under the aspect of seeming as if it were something), is necessarily paradoxical: for one necessarily practices by means of doing things that are absurd (‘answering’ absurd riddles, thinking so as not to think, engaging with one’s temptations to speak what one is oneself inclined to judge as nonsense ‘as if’ it were not...). 


In Zen and Wittgensteinian practice, one does not believe that the truth can be said. But one does not believe either that there is an unsayable truth. For that would make the telos of one’s practice sound much too alike to what one does not believe is available, in principle, full stop. Just as Descartes made mind and matter too alike to each other, by making them both kinds of stuff/substance; just as talk of the actual infinite or of infinity as existing betrays infinity by making it too alike to the finite; just as talk of saying and showing is precisely what needs to be overcome, because it makes showing sound like just another kind of saying; Zen and Wittgenstein, when seeing the world aright, take care not to make it seem like they are seeing some thing, or some truth, that cannot be put into words. That that truly cannot be put into words is not something which if it COULD be put into words would say such and such...


And so we see, crucially, that, unless the great Zen masters who have brought Zen to the West, and Dogen, and (I would add) Nagarjuna, and Wittgenstein, are less subtle thinkers than I take them to be, they cannot be wanting ultimately to say that reality is contradictory, or that there are true contradictions. For saying so makes the secret of their practice seem too alike to what is exactly the target of criticism in their practice. A true contradiction is something true that one can say, about the meaning of life or some such. What Wittgensteinian psychology / therapy / ‘philosophy’ / spiritual practice and Zen spiritual practice / psychology / therapy/ thinking are interested in engendering is not anything that one can say. Not any kind of truth.


No. Zen and Wittgenstein ‘simply’ show how to change your life, your practice, your way, while leaving everythings as it is.
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� Different traditions of Zen -- of Buddhism -- are of course founded on the difference between this “gradually” and “suddenly”.


� Compare Dogen’s (1224, 1985) “Guidelines for studying the way”, 4: “You should not practice Buddha’s teaching with the idea of gain.” “Clearly buddha-dharma is not practiced for one’s own sake, and even less for the sake of fame and profit. Just for the sake of buddha-dharma you should practice it.”


� Alice Crary, p.1 of our (2000).


� Wittgenstein (1919, 1922), Preface. 


� Compare the following remark, from Wittgenstein’s ‘Big Typescript’: “All that philosophy can do is to destroy idols. And that means not creating a new one -- for instance as in “absence of an idol”.”  (Cited at the opening of Martin Stone’s essay, on p.83 of my and Crary’s (2000).


� Which enterprise, incidentally, Wittgenstein considered Ramsey to be quintessentially engaged in: this is why Wittgenstein famously declared Ramsey to be a ‘bourgeois’ philosopher. 


� For detailed argumentation in support of this understanding of Tractatus, see Diamond’s (1991), the essays in my and Crary’s (2000), and also my (2004), (2005a) and (2005b) and (2006) .


� Cited as an epigraph for the chapter “Not sticking to enlightenment” in his (2002).


� For explication, see Hutchinson and Read (2005).


� For exposure of this misunderstanding, see Hutchinson and Read (forthcoming).


� P.64 of his (1977, 1998).


� And not just Zen. Other traditions in Buddhism are relevantly similar: e.g. Tzogchen in Tibetan Buddhism. Similarly, certain other contemplative traditions, such as some Sufism.


� Hacker (2000), p.370.


� See Conant (1997), (1989), (1992), (1995).


� Hacker (2000), p.378.


� Hacker (2000), p.381.


� Cited on p.382 of Chadwick’s (1999).


� See e.g. p.339 of his (1977).


� Phillips (1977), p.342.


� I support claims along these lines in my “Wittgenstein and Marx on vampires and parasites”. 


� P.92 of Reps and Senzaki (1957, 1998).


� From p.30 of his (1999). (Emphasis added)


� Dainin Katagiri, You have to say something (London: Shambhala, 2000), p.6. Katagiri’s words here demand comparison to Wittgenstein’s late insistence that philosophy does not come to an end, that we practice it endlessly, most notably in his Zettel. One might call his (“our”) method a methodless method. Again: It does not seek seriously to eventuate in the goal of ending philosophy. On the futility of the latter project, with reference to Wittgenstein’s philosophical method, see my “”The real philosophical discovery””, in Philosophical Investigations 1995. Cf. "The real discovery is the one that makes me capable of stopping doing philosophy when I want to--the one that gives philosophy peace, so that it is no longer tormented by questions which bring itself in question. --Instead, we now demonstrate a method, by examples; and the series of examples can be broken off. --Problems are solved (difficulties eliminated), not a single problem . . . 'But then we will never come to the end of our job!' Of course not, because it has no end." (Ludwig Wittgenstein, "The Big Typescript," quoted in Ludwig Wittgenstein: Philosophical Occasions p.325; emboldening added)





