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Buddhism based on perceptual experience or on reason?

— Criticizing on Tetsurd Watsuji’s “Practical Philosophy on Early Buddhism” —

Shinkan MURAKAMI

L Introductory Remarks: A fundamental principle of Early Buddhism is based on every
one’s direct perceptual experience. This principle is supported with the doctrine that everything
(or all, sabbam) is impermanent (anicca), changing, and momentary. Here everything is
nothing but the spheres or elements of senses, i.e. the six organs of sense (indriva, ajjhattika
dyatana) , i.e. eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind (manas) together with the six objects (visaya,
bahira ayatana), i.e. colour (or form), sound, odour, taste, tangible thing, and idea (mental
object: dhamma). According to Early Buddhist Canon, our existence consists of physical and
mental elements (dhamma) which are analyzed into these elements of senses, i.e. the six organs
of sense and the six objects [together with the six kinds of cognition] ; or five aggregates
(khandha) [of attachment to existence], i.e. colour (or the perceptible), feeling, concept
(image), physical and mental latent forces, and cognition. Buddha often taught His audience
that any of these elements (dhamma) is impermanent (anicca), painful (dukkha), and not the
self (anattan) in Pali Canon. Any of these elements (dhamma) can be perceived and cognized
directly by sense—organs and the mind without logical reasoning, calculating, or verbalizing.
II. Watsuji’s misleading opinion that dhamma are not impermanent : Tetsurd Watsuji
(1889—1960) ’s “Practical Philosophy on Early Buddhism” (1927) neglected and ignored this
principle of perceptual experience, and constructed his ‘practical philosophy’ by his own
speculative reasoning only instead without support of Canonical text. He did not understand that
our physical and mental elements are called dhamma which make our existence possible. He
interpreted dhamma as a kind of law that causes the above-mentioned physical and mental
elements to exist. He called dhamma as [arche] type or essence of existing things, and here he
compared to Greek word Eidos (p.208) . He interpreted the Canonical text “colour is impermanent
(aniccam rigpam)” as in the following :
“When it is said that colour is impermanent, what is impermanent is all rizpa {(colour) that
exists temporally. But the dhamma itself that is called colour is not impermanent. Every
changing and passing thing [such as colour or so] must be discriminated from the dhamma
that causes colour to exist.” (p.178)
According to him as dhamma ritpa (colour) is sensuousness—intuitiveness in general ; as dhamma
vedana (feeling) is receptiveness—perceivedness in general ; as dhamma safifia (concept, image)
is to build up a mental image of perception, symbol, idea, thought, etc. ; as dhamma sankhara
(physical and mental latent force) is formation, aspect of formation ; and as dhamma vififiana
(cognition) is to discriminate colour, etc. {pp.183—194). He had no idea that each dhamma
is perceived directly, experienced actually and vividly, and that every dhamma is impermanent. I
think he took dhamma for dhammata.
HI. Concluding remarks : His philosophy on Buddhism is not supported from the viewpoint
of textual criticism, however his effort to pursue logical and philosophical speculations in
Japanese seems to be worthy of reconsideration in future too.
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