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here is no such thing as a typia Asian T or Oriental mind any more than there 
is a typical Western mind. Thc phrase is only a 

beings-mortals 
and sexuality, 

life, nurtured and preserved by respect.ivc I,mpiages, 
customs, rnyths and religions. 

It is excecdingly difficult!, however, to talk in such 
broad catcgories as the A s i h  and the Westem modes ” 

of feeling and perception. And in limited space the 
best one can do is to portray certain characteristic 
features of the traditional, if idealized, Eastcm 
“world of meaning”-as is done in old Oriental paint- 
ings with, for example, the branch of a tree, a moun- 
tain and a brook, suggcsting perspectivcs and inner 
feelings rather than a full and dctailed landscape. 
To spcak autobiographically, I have been teaching 

Eastern religions to American students for over two 
decades. My perennial headache is how to interpret 
the basic attitudes and perspectives of Eastern re- 
ligions to my students in a Westem language which 
is inclined to be logical, precise and systematic. To 
be sure, not all Wcstcrners are logical and precise, 
apd there have been many intuitive thinkers and 
mystics in the West. But, by and large, the Westem- 
kks mindset has been conditioned by strong em- 
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phases on reason, judgment an discrimination. Thcre 
is much truth in Betty Hcimann’s observation that 
the profound gulf between East and West is pro- 
vided by the word “system” ( sy s t em) ,  which means 
literally putting together, or com-position, in a ra- 
tional order. 4s she said in Indian and Western 
Philosophy: A Study in Contrasts, the underlying as- 
sumption here is that “the human mind thinks bys- 
tematically,’ prescribes the order of research, the 
selection, disposition and composition of ideas.” On 
thc other hand, the Easternelis mindset has been ac- 
customed to be more intuitive and reflective: “to look, 
to contcmplate, to be receptive-but in no degree im- 
plying any idea of regulating the facts of Nature.”’ 

I am always struck by the way most Westerners 
use the two terms “rcality” and “illusion” as sharply 
demarcated opposites. Reality, so Webster tells us, re- 
fers to “state, character, quality, or fact of being real, 
existent . . .,” or “an actual person, event, or the like; 
an accomplished fact,” thus implying that reality is 
“that which is not imagination or fiction-that which 
has objective existence.” In sharp contrast to reality, 
illusion refers to “an unreal or misleading image pre- 
sented to the vision’s deceptive appearance,” or “a 
pcrception which fails to give the true character of 
an objcct perceivcd.” 

Such a sharp dichotomy between reality and illu- 
sion in the West has tended to place art, music, lit- 
erature, poetry, myths and religion into an ambiguous 
category of imagination, situated somewhere between 
reality and illusion. In this respect the traditional 
Eastern “world of .meaning” affirmed the seamlessness 
and continuity between reality and illusion, between 
facts and fantasies, between consciousness and dream 
and between religion and art. An ancient Chinese 
sage, Chuang Tzu, once dreamed that he was a but- 
terfly, and he began to wonder whether he was 
Chuang Tzu who dreamed that he was a buttedy 
or a butterfly who dreamed that he was Chuang Tzu. 
And I might add that many Easterners have been in- 
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trigucd by similar qucstions. Wc might even Fay 
that to the Easterner illusion is one facet of reality. 

This feature of the traditional Eastern world of 
meaning has often misled the Westerner. pne  result 
is the characterization of Eastern religions by many 
Western writers as “otherworldly.” But, as the Fil- 
ipino scholar-statesman Carlos Romulo has stated 
in..his recent book Clarifying the Asian Mystique 
(Manila, lWO), the mysterious, remote, otherworldly 
Asia is a creation of ‘the Western mind, which does 
not know how to put the seamlessness of the Eastern 
world of meaning into neatly divided Western cat- 
egories. To be surc, Hinduism holds that this world 
is the realm of Mays, usually translated as cosmic 
illusion, but this does, not mean this world is simply 
, a state of dream, a mirage or a figment of the imag- 

I 
ination. This world is t h i  cxtemd appearance, fo& 
and extension of something which is really real 
(Brahman), so that the Hindu sages teach us “Thou 
art that,” implying the fundamental unity and iden- 
tification between the realm of really red and the 
realm of appearance or illusion. 

Buddhism, too, holds that this phenomenal’ world 
is not really real, characterized as it is by imperpa- 
nence and transitoriness. Yet, as D. T. Suzuki stated 
in Zen and Japanese Culture: “When seen from the 
point of view of absolute identity, good and evil are 
mere forms of relativity, and ‘Form is Emptiness and 
Emptiness is Ford’. . . . The holy doctrines of Buddha 
are minglcd in dings of the world; Enlightcnmcnt 
(Bodhi) is to be s”ught in the midst of passions and 
desires; for where 3h , e Buddha is there are beings.. . .” 

t is not surprising thar .according to the 1 seamless world of meaning of the East 
man was regarded as an integral p9rt of; the cosmos. 
To be surc, unlike the ancient Greeks, who trium- 
phantly proclaimed that “man is the m’casurc of all 
things,” the Eastern view of man is much morc 
modest. On the other hand, unlikc the ancient He- 
brews, who regarded man as a sojourni!r in this 
world, thhncicn t  Easterner knew that man has a 
rightful place in the cosmos, which is a community of 
beings and not of things. Understandably, ‘man in 
the East felt deep kinship with the world of nature, 
which to him was a majestic work of art. Thus an 
Indian poet wrote: 

In this beautiful world I have no desire to die; 
I wish to livc in the midst of men. 
In this sunlight, in thc flowering forests, 
in the hcart of all living beings, may I 

find a place. 
[Tagore, 1861-19411 

Similarly, a Japancsc poet wrote: 

Wh%t a pity, 0 chcrry blossoms, so hurriedly 
scattering away! 
Why not follow thc spirit of Spring, 
So peaceful, so relaxing, so cternally contented? 

[Fujitwra Toshinari, 1114-12041 
Religion and art, poetry and litcraturc, nonc of which 
can be easily separated from others in the East, all 
share onc quality, namcly, the sensitive and intimate 
responsc of the hcart to the rhythm of thc: world of 
nature, with its joy and sorrow, beauty and tragedy. 
All in all, the feeling quality implicit in the tradi- 
tional Eastern attitude toward thc world.of nature is 
succinctly portrayed by Langdon Warner’s dcscrip- 
tion of the Chinese ink painting of thc Sung tradition. 
The ink painting, says Wamer, 

manages, with admirable economy, in a flick, to 
show a curving surface and an edge. Thc soft ink 
is coal black, or watered down to a mist of gray. 
It omits just as the cye omits in looking at a land- 
scape, and the spectator brings to thc sccnc his 
own image-making faculty that wc all sharc, no 
two of us alike, the cxcrcisc of which is the highcst 
creative delight [The Enduring Art of lapan]. 
What Warner says of landscape can be applied to 

the meaning of life itself. Man in the East, from time 
immemorial, facing thc ‘capriciousness of lifc, has 

. felt and contemplated the mystery of lifc without 
trying to regulate the facts of nature but also ivith- 

‘out simply accepting the givenness of life fatalistical- 
ly. His attitude was one of receptivcpess; nevcrthe- 
less, he exercised his own image-mctking faculty to 
perceive and recreate the inner fabric of life’s mean- 

.. ing and exhibit it. in art, religion, pvlosophy, music, 
literature, as well as in interhuman relationships. 

.: Such was the ethos of the. idedized traditional 
I I 
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Eastern world of meaning, which, though greatly 
disrupted in the modern period, still remains alive in 
the memory of modern Asians. Nostalgia plays a 
powcrful role even in the second half of the twcntieth 
century, especially in Asia, where reality and illu- 
sion, facts and fantasics and conscioiisness and dream 
were understood to be an unbroken continuum. 

hc disintegration of the traditional world T of meaning in Asia during the past four 
ceriturics is a complex problem which cannot be dis- 
cussed here. It is worth noting, however, that many 
present-day Asians blame Western colonialism for 
all the troubles of contemporary Asia. Actually, 
though, the decline of Asia during the past 450 years 
was caused initially by an internal culhiral erosion, 
by top-hcavy burcaucratic regimcs which tried to 
divide and to nilc different compartments of life. 
Indeed, the seamlessncss of cultural life was dceply 
disrupted in Asia-for example, in India undcr thc 
Mughal empire which superimposed Muslim rule, in 
Japan under the Tokugawa feudal regime which 
superimposed modified Confucian ideologies, and in 
China under the Manchu dynasty which rigidly con- 
trolled and stifled the life of the Chinese. The col- 
hiral stagnation that devcloped in Asia became an 
casy prcy of the commercial, political and cultural 
encroachment of the West. Asian peoples’ historic 
confidence in the superiority of their cultures was 
rudely stiattcred by technologically superior Western 
civilization, motivated by its messianic cvmplex, char- 
actcrized by William Haas as “a strange cpnipound 
of genuine idealistic rcsponsibility, blindness and 
hypocrisy, with a strong dose of will-to-power as the 
basic component.” Under thc colonial rule, education 
meant Westernized education, and civilization meant 
Western civilization. 

In short, life throughout most of Asia became de- 
partmentalized and fragmented. The seanilessncss of 
the traditional world of meaning was torn by the 
intrusion of the Westerner’s world of meaning, and 
this undcrcut and destroyed the Easterner’s sense of 
dignity, pride and value. An Indochinese writer 
poignantly expressed the sentimcnt of the people 
toward the French rule when he wrote: 

In your cyes we are savages, dumb brutes incap- 
able of distinguishing between,good and. evil. You 

I not only rcfilsc to treat 11s as equals, but even fear 
’ to approach us, as if we were fil hy creatures. . , . 
: Therc is a sadness of feelinq ?nd t shamc which fills 
” our hearts durin the cv Ining’s contemplation 

,ing the day. 
1 when we review aK I the hu J- iliations endured dur- 

Although this statement was made several decades 
ago, we should entertain the possibility that such 
feelings remain a basic issue today in that troubled 
land of Vietnam. 

ecent developments in Asia-in Africa R too for that matter-have now tilted the 
balance of the East-West relationship politically, 
economically and culturally. The nineteenth century, 
in which the “world of meaning” of the Westerners 
dominated the main stage of the whole world, ex- 
tended somewhat beyond the year 1899. As far as 
Asians are concerned, it was not the year 1900 but 
the year 1945 which marked a significant line of dc- 
marcation in their experiences. The cmcrgence of in- 
dependent Asian nations that followed-the Philip- 
pines (1946), India and Pakistan (1947), Ceylon, 
Burma, South and North Korea (1948), Indonesia 
and the Peoples Republic of China (1949), South 
and North Vietnam (1954), Cambodia (1955), Laos 
(1%6), Federation of Malaya ( 1957), Malaysia 
(1963) and Bangladesh ( 1971)-sipifies not only thc 
end of the period of modern Western colonial im- 
perialism in Asia but, morc basically, a momentous 
redefinition of the conception of the dignity, value 
and freedom of man. 

That redefinition is not simply the universalization 
of what the West has Understood dignity, value and 
freedom to be. It is no longer a cozy discussion with- 
in the European family and its spheres of interest. 
By tilting the balance politically, economically, cul- 
turally and religiously, Asia is now making a serious 
attempt to restore its historic world of meaning on a 
new plane. I am not suggesting that contemporary 
Asian leaders are rejecting the Western influence 
altogether and trying to return to the pristine past of 
the East. Admittcdly, their nostalgia for the idealized 
tradition51 past heritage is very strong.. However, 
they are also determined to appropriate certain fea- 
turcs of Western civilization in order to enrich their 
world of meaning so that it will have viability and 
power in the years ahead. 

It is in this context that we must try to understand 
the significance of the Chinese Revolution under the 
leadcrship of Mao Tse-tung. Its claim to bring about 
a “new culture” can best be Understood as the con- 
tinuation of the humanistic-religious culture of tra- 
ditional China but with a radical reinterpretation 
based upon the guiding inspirati,ons of Marx and 
Lenin. This two-prong attitude-of saying “yes but 
no” to traditional Chinese culture while saying “no 
but yes” to Marx and Lenin-is succinctly stated by 
Mao Tse-tung: . 

. . . We must fully absorb progressive foreign cul- 
ture as an aid to the development of China’s new 
culture; hut it is also wrong to import indiscrim- 
inately foreign culture into China, for we must 
proceed from the actual needs of the Chinese peo- 
ple and assimilate it critically. . . . Similarly, we 
must neither totally exclude nor blindly accept 
China’s ancient culture; we must accept i t  critical- 
ly so as to help the development of China’s new 
culhire. 
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many, if not most, Chinese pcople share thc visionary 
approach to the practical problems of thc nation. As 
Profcssor E.G. Pulleyblank points out, during the 
Grcat Leap Forward (1958-62) pcople were con- 
vinced by the Peking lcadcrs that “thcy ,could pull 
th&“ves up by their bootstraps, establish a com- 
munal utopia overnight, rcvolutionizc agricolturc, 
and at the same timc make human cffort substitute 
for lack of capital in cstablisliing a dcccntralized in- 
dustrial basis in  thc countryside.” Again, ,during thc 
rcccrtt Cultural Revolution, “evkn pxmomic goals, 
cvcn thc achievcmcnt of tcclinical expertise so ncccs- 
sary if China is to modcrnizc hcrsc:lf, have bccn sub- 
ordinatcd to thc crcation of a totally egalitarian so- 
cicty in which a11 that counts is selfless dcdic a t‘ ion 
ancl strength of purpose.” Hcrc one might conclude 
that what is ‘happening in China today is a colossal 
and collective madness. Rtit on thc other hand onc 
might also conclude. that what is happcning in  G i n a  
might rcflcct an attitude toward reality and illiisiori 
(jr facts and fantasies which is vcry cTifforcnt from 
that of Westerners. 

IVhat I haw said about China is only one, though 
significant, examplc of what is happening in Carious’ 
pnrts of Asia, whcrc pcople art: now detcrniincd to 
rcintcgratc and rcstorc thcir historic world of mcin- 
iiig bn a iicw plane. For tlic most part, Asia fortunatc- 
ly is no longer emotionally preoccupied .with tlic 
haunting memory of the colonial pcriod. On thc other 
hand, “modernity,” that uniquc ethos of .the modern 
world which liad carlicr sliakcn thc vcry foundations 
of Wcstcrn cultiirc and society and has lwcn sub- 
scqriently “inhalcd” by Asia, will continuc to i!volvc 
cliangcs and innovations in various sijliercs of lifc 
in Asia. Consequcntly, inodcrii Asians iarc IIOW des- 
tined to .cxpericnce, x. much a s  Wcstcrncrs do, tlic 
aiignish and agony of lifc in tlic twentieth ccntnry. 
nut again, wliilc modcrnity might be seen by tlic 
casual observer as a point of optimism, i.e., as that 
which will provide a basis for common or mutual 
Jindcrstanding, in fact it only further complicatc,s the 
relation bctwccn East and Wcst bccausc thc incor- 
poration of modernity in thc East will bc within thcir 
own grworId of mcaning.” This implies that thc so- 
called East-\Vest relationship has rcacherl a new 
phase with all the ambiguities this invqlvcs. 

’ It may well be that modern men, both in tlic West 
and in Asia and Africa, will bc compclled to look for 

“ a  new world of meaning, a world that will emerge 
out of the old, it is tnie, yet take full accaunt of cam- 
mon, basic problems of.  human existencc without, 
however, obliterating the: particularities , of diverso 
ethnic, national’ and cultural cxpcriences: If so, it is 
not too soon for us to try to learn to talk to each other 
instc$cl of talking at cach other as, we havc bcc~i do- 
ing for so lone!. 

Truc to Mao’s principle, the Chinese Communists 
today make critical appropriation of traditional Chi- 
ncsc historiography, for example, while at thc samc 
timc shifting thc location of history’s meaning. Tra- 
ditional Chincse historical writing, cutting history 
into dynastic slices, was a very stcreotypcd affair in 
its attempt to demonstrate that thc last emperor of 
a dynasty was not worthy and thus the “mandatc of 
IIcavcn” liad to bc takcn away from him, usually by 
an act of revolt of thc founder of the new dynasty, 
who, by virtuc of his success, was considered worthy 
to receive thc “mandate of €Ieavcn.” Thc aim of such 
historical writing was to draw moral lessons from 
history, and the basis for moral judgment was sought 
in the past goldcn pcriod, tlic lcigcndary period of 
the ancient sage kings. That is to say, thc para- 
digmatic meaning of history w;is lociatcd in the an- 
cient pnst. I 

I t  is pertincnt to not(: that prcsent Chincsc Com- 
munist historiography, which too draws hcavily on 
traditional history for moral lessons, shifts the locus 
of the incilliing bf history from thc past to the prcscnt 
and future. Accordingly, past historical cvcnts arc 
jiidgcd not on whcther or not the mcaning of thosc 
cvcnts did or did not conform to the nncicnt moral 
norm but ,whcthcr or not the meaning of thosc his- 
torical (?vents can bc profitably utilizccl to givc im- 
petus t o h  creation of a iiew form of culture which 
is yet to conic. 

Throughout his lifc, in all his voluminous publica- 
tions and nnmcroils speeches, Mao ‘rse-tu11g has Iiccn 
“preaching” one central message: “IVc must instill 
into the peoplc throughout thc country thc faith that 
Chiin belongs to the Chinosc people. . . .” This ini- 
plies not only that pcople must be willing to make :I 

sacrifice for thc cornripn cause of sclf-rcliance but 
that the people’s minds and hcarts, as well as cconom- 
ics and politics, must be collectivized. In this way 
every aspect of life will have to be rcintegratcd to 
bring about a new society, a new culture, a new peo- 
ple and a new seamlcss world of mcaning. For this 
task thc: Peking regime has made a daring attempt 
tb intepatc tlie whole Chinese society by croating 
state-controlled communes. Historically it ivas thc 
family that was considered tlic ultimate unit of SO- 

ciety in China; today it is thc Statc which js thc 111- 
timate unit of society. 

utsiclers l i ivc often wondered how real- 0 istic the Peking rcgirne is. 110 the Com- 
munist leaders really belicve that they can dcstroy 
the family system,. which has cemeiitcd the Chinese 
society since time ,immemorial? Even if tho leaders 
bclievct it possible, how is it possible for 800 million 
Chinese people to go along with such a seemingly 
nhanrd idea? Yet there is evidence to tcstifv that 


