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Chapter 20

If You Meet Social Construction Along the Road...
A Dialogue with Buddhism

Kenneth J. Gergen Dian Marie Hosking

The origins of Buddhist teachings are over 2,50ry®ld; social
constructionist thought comes into intelligibiliyly within the recent
decades. Buddhist teachings were grounded withemnaient cultural
milieu, often identified as traditional; socialnstructionist gains
Impetus in a rapidly globalizing, or postmodernridan which we
become increasingly conscious of multiple repreg@ms of the real,
the rational and the good. And yet, we find rerabt& affinities in
major assumptions and implications. We explorgairticular, both
intersections and tensions in the accounts ofeswdga or contingent
realities, a constructed or non-substantial selfl an ultimate but
unutterable condition of relatedness. Furtheth lootentations are
deeply concerned with fostering practices that nwtribute not only
to individual but to societal and global well-bgirin the end, it is not
the particular array of words or theoretical fofations that are
important, but the forms of practice that theyamage or invite.

The two of us have been long and deeply immersedaral constructionist
inquiry. At the same time, we have both been akebrlboth theoretically
and personally - in the Buddhist tradition. Neitbéthese investments were
derived from each other. They emerged in quiteedtffit contexts. However,
their co-existence was scarcely fraught with cetiflon the contrary they
seemed to play in scarcely conscious but harmormpatelel. The time has
now arrived for meeting along the road, for expigrthe possibility of
kinship. Through this exploration we hope to lodate basis for this sense
of harmony. We anticipate that its dimensions dlconceptual, practical,
and personal. It is our hope that we shall not ¢mtyate mutually supportive
relationships, but scaffolding for new developmeatsl an appreciation for
neighboring endeavors in research and therapy.

As the reader will note, we write here of antitipa and hopes, of
insights not yet formed. And this is indeed theec&8e do not begin here
with answers already in place, but with questiams @uriosity. For this
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exploration we also choose the medium of the disdodn fact, this choice
serves as the first signal of affinity between éhaditions. Within the
constructionist domain dialogue plays a pivotaéras the progenitor of all
meaning. And, within the Buddhist tradition it istkvn dialogue with the
wise that the neophyte achieves illumination. Megrand illumination
walk hand in hand. It is in this spirit that oumeersation begins:

Encountering Social Construction

Ken: Especially for the readers of this book, | thinkvould be

useful to begin with a brief account of social donstionist deliberations.
This will prepare the way for exploring connectionigh Buddhist

traditions. There are many variants of the constvoist story but one that |
have tried to articulate in previous writings (Gamg1994, 1999) involves a
particular orientation to knowledge. This orierdatassumes that all we take
to exist, to be real, to be the subject of scientf spiritual consciousness is
constructed in relations with others. This contgagth the more usual
assumption that accounts of the world are reahtyeth. In this sense
constructionism stands in striking contrast to saMeundred years of
Western thought that views knowledge as built opnfthe individual’s
observations and rational thought. On this tradélaccount, careful
observation can inform the individual of “what thes,” and one’s thoughts
about the world can be tested against realityhisyway we move
progressively toward objective truth. For constiauusts, however,
whatever there is becomes meaningful to us prignasla result of our
relationships with others. Not only will differeedbmmunities of scientists
each have their own particular language of desonm@nd explanation, but
so will various religions, professions, ethnic ttiahs, and so on. The
constructions of the world will be tied closelythe shared values of these
groups, whether it be in sending a rocket to themspiritual illumination,
relieving mental anguish, or making chicken soupy Abservational test of
a proposition must rely on a set of communal agesgsabout what exists
and how it is manifest. There are no foundatiomséh agreements. Thus,
all empirical truth is communally based.

Dian Marie: Indeed there is considerable diversity within twva could
broadly refer to as the dialogues on social constm. My own orientation
emerged from my involvement in social psychologgemeral, social
processes in particular, and a concern for whaabkpsychology could offer
to studies of organizational life. This meant exjplg what is distinctive
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about a social-psychological view of personhoodwaing upon approaches
such as symbolic interactionism and phenomenologyexploring the
‘how’ of reality construction processes as ontologiher than knowledge.

Ken: Both of us have found that once you have entdredlialogues on
constructionism, it is difficult to return to theatlitional view of knowledge
as a mirror of reality. We are indeed speakingashmunally constructed
ontologies. For me, the focus is on the ways inclvinealities and values are
created within relationships. This focus has festdwo dramatic
revelations. First, we recognize tladitclaims to knowledge are culturally
and historically situatedin spite of the claims of many communities to
universal and trans-historical Truth, there is reans of justifying such
claims save through a community’s limited premigéss recognition

invites critique and humility - essential both t@yent totalitarian expansion
and to soften the boundaries of separation andrdifite. The second
important realization is that we dree to create togetharew realities and
related ways of life. We need not be bound by amception, tradition, or
vaunted claim that degrades or destroys the presdsswhich meanings
come into being. In effect, we have an enormousasavailable for
painting new futures.

Dian Marie: | think it might be a good idea to sound a cautigmente at
this point. As we both have seen, social constosm can easily be
misunderstood as some liberal, individualistic and/e story that we are
free to create anything we like, in other wordsythimg goes’. Indeed,
social constructionist lines of argument are oftesunderstood because
people relate to them on the basis outworn assongtl have found that it
can be useful to invite people to explore the pidénof social
constructionism by assuming that they don’t knekat ‘it’ is. So, for
example, the critique that ‘anything goes’ sugg#sts social
constructionism has foolishly rejected ‘externallity’ as a real-world
source of constraints. But, in my view, the soct@istructionist orientation
“emphasizes the historical-cultural rather thanrthtiral-scientific”
(Hosking, 2005). This means a focus on processssomal construction
and the ways these simultaneously resource andraomaction within
whatever it is we are calling reality. Centrathese processes of social
construction is language —now viewed as a veharledality construction
rather than reality mapping.
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Ken: It is true that language has played a centralirohieost constructionist
scholarship to date. In part this is because mfigthat we take to be
knowledge is constituted in language. We use lestand assign books to
“impart knowledge;” we view our libraries as regoses of knowledge, and
the endpoint of most of scholarly and scientifisg@&rch is contained in
publications. At the same time, the unquestionest tof western scholars
and scientists in the capacity of language to moranap the world has left
the knowledge making disciplines in a very vulnégiosition. As
philosophers (see for example, Quine, 1960 ), Istgysee for example,
Saussure, 1983), and sociologists (see for exaiGaldinkel, 1967), have
shown, whatever relationship our words have tonbdd depends on highly
malleable social conventions. The world does notiatie a particular account
of its nature. Which is to say, the world makesitimnate demands on what
we take to be true. In this context, constructitsngdso draw heavily from
Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigatioris his account of the language
game, Wittgenstein generates a replacement fdrad@ional mapping and
mirror metaphors of language. Wittgenstein compglli develops a view of
language as a pragmatic medium through which wihidgs with each
other. In effect, language becomes a relationaliuned

It is largely for these reasons that many consitrnist scholars focus
on the way in which linguistic devices such as mleta and narrative
function in our constructions of reality. For exdejpnany cognitive
psychologists rely on the metaphor of the braia asmputer (see for
example, Leary,1990). Once a mechanistic metapke®the computer is in
place it will largely determine what we can say @htbe nature of thought
(e.g. the “truth about the mind.”). Similarly, maognstructionists focus on
narrative constructions of reality (see for examBlarbin, 1984, M. Gergen,
2001) . Narrative structure is essentially viewsdaroperty of language,
and once we begin to describe the world in narativstory form, it is the
demands made by traditions of narration that vatkedmine what we take to
be true. Thus, for example, the constructionisk gulestion the “truth of
evolutionary theory,” or the capacity of historidngive a true account of
history. Rather, they will be drawn to the uses enafithese accounts in
cultural life.

Dian Marie: Perhaps this is a good point to note that tmestractionist
view of language can be narrow or broad. Wittganstan again be helpful
here — in his expansion from talk of “language gsihte talking about
“forms of life”. This in turn connects with the mstructionist move that
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treats language as a form of communicative actlarthis sense,
“language” can also be taken to include other fdisgatems such as music,
mathematics and statistics (e.g., Iverson, 2008addition, non-verbal
actions, and co-ordinations of bodies, things, @rehts may also be
included as ways of ‘doing’ particular “forms ofdi (see e.g., Hodge &
Kress, 1988; Latour, 1987).

This broadening in the conception of language séstitizes us to
historical-cultural shifts in the ways cultures gcommicate. Particularly
important in this regard is the shifting dominaot&ision relative to
audition and how this relates to constructionsaitire, what it is to be a
person, constructions of sacred and secular, kntg&leand so on (e.qg.,
Berman, 1983, 1990). So, for example, in aurdlfmrtiures sound
dominates and word and sound are strongly reldtadguage is a matter of
vocalization - a here and now happening - a livenéand the past is present
in what people say and do i.e., in live action.cdntrast, cultures of the
alphabet and print communicate more by visual mdarnso doing they give
a more permanent sense of existence to words gfrgerds in space and
time, and make it possible to ‘look up’ the pabhese cultural shifts
increasingly link language with visual perceptiom avith dead words and
ideas. Thinking becomes a silent mind operatistripped from its
connection with communication in live action. 8dilst constructionism
centers on language, it is clear that this can nadahmore than just spoken
and written forms of action.

Suspending Realities

Ken: For me, it is this emphasis on the constructeddibat forms an

initial bridge to much Buddhist thought. | recaly mmitial excitement with
Buddhist ideas when | encountered its deep suspafithe taken for
granted concepts through which we understood thidies of the world and
self. The work of Suzuki (1973) and Watts (1957¥%waost inspirational to
me, and in significant ways these ideas launchetbmard a constructionist
conception of psychology (Gergen, 1988)fact, a 12th century koan of
Tai-hui could serve as a constructionist centeri€tf you call this a stick,
you affirm; if you call it not a stick, you negatéeyond affirmation and
negation what would you call it?”

Dian Marie: This suspicion of the conventional forms of undamging
“the real” also furnishes one of the chief groufatsmeditation practices.
One might say that such practices help us to gantadn to our discursive
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mind and the ways it gets tricked into believinghe representation of
things. Studying Buddhist texts is said to besmmuch a matter of
‘acquiring new information’ but more a matter ohteing a view that helps
us to attend to what we are doing (Jamgon Mipha@®20.14). In effect
meditation practices help us to avoid being captinethe taken for
granted, by thoughts, concepts and conditionality.

Ken: There is a parallel theme in social constructioniFor the
constructionist there are two major moments inoracwork, the first
beingdeconstructivand the secongkconstructivelt is the deconstructive
turn that is most similar in its effects to meddat That is, one comes to
break the spell of language as a map or pictutbeofeal, and to understand
it as situated culturally and historically. One @smo see the possibility that
one’s understandings are not demanded by “whag ieerbut are means of
constructing it for some human purpose. Such ra@diz may often come by
learning that there are multiple ways to constthetexisting state of affairs,
that one’s characterizations of the real are dotathhy traditional literary
forms (e.g. narrative structure, metaphor), or tmet’'s understanding of the
real and the good are specific to a particulanticad Most of these
realizations are accomplished in language and editative action, but the
immediate ends are similar. In a broad sense ogbktmiew the result as
liberation in both cases.

Yet, for many constructionists the liberatory masénsufficient. In
particular, for practitioners the primary goalésonstructive. That is, they
seek to locate or co-create alternative realitiegenserviceable within the
life of the person in his or her relationships. ftdéve therapy is a good
example hergsee for example, Angus and McLeod, 20@%& narrative
therapists generally agree, the goal of therapy is-story. Rather than
living in misery resulting from understanding onkfs as failure, for
example, is it possible to work with the client astters in his or her life, to
comprehend this same life as one of heroic sur?i@al the constructionist
would understand it, one cannot step out of hisamy culture. All
intelligible actions are lodged within a historyrefationship. If all
intelligibilities were abandoned, there would beoad. And this would not
be the void of “no mind,” for even the meditatitate of Buddhism is what
it is by virtue of the Buddhist tradition of integibility.

Dian Marie: Yes, but for many Buddhists there is a strongseehat we
should somehow suspend stories and live in theweddl. As Sakyong
Mipham Rinpoche observed, “The point of meditai®to have a genuine
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experience...as close to reality as possible” (Janidipham 2000, p.59).
And the “absolute truth” of reality cannot be exgsed in words. Perhaps
this is one reason why novice practitioners arestaorily storied as being
socked on the nose by their master or given anrdl@swer when they try
to discover the truth about the Buddha outside fswves and in language.

Ken: Let us put aside the issue of whether one carrexce reality for
what it is, and focus on the more profound implmathat both Buddhism
and social construction share: in using languaganeainable to “tell the
truth” about either Buddha or social constructibol constructionists it is
consciousness of the constructed character of mkmtisinism itself. Because
our words are not maps of the world, but born duwtoonmunal convention,
there is no final or accurate or foundational act@i the process of
construction. And here in lies the choice of otle tior this dialogue, The
Buddhist saying asks us to avoid externalizingd#ging and deifying the
Buddha by “killing him” atthe moment we think we have met hiin the
same way constructionists warn against any fixahdi of constructionism
itself. There is a certain humility here that Idian attractive alternative to
the attempt of so many theorists (along with religi teachers) to treat their
accounts as final truths. Speaking of deconstrgdtie taken for granted, |
think it would be useful to now illustrate sometloése ideas by turning to
the status of the self in social construction anddhism.

The Self as Construction

Dian Marie: To appreciate the Buddhist orientation to thd, $éhink it
would be useful to say something about the thrgemoacasions on which
the Buddha taught — usually referred to as thesthumings of the wheel of
Dharma. In the first turning (The Hinayana teacBjnghe Buddha talked
about the Four Noble Truths. The first truth is thth of suffering which
the Buddha said was part of the human conditionose, is the truth of the
origins of suffering — said to result from attemfsreate and hold on to a
solid and stable concept of Self, from seeing &k source of pleasure and
from actions oriented towards making Self bigget{dr and more special
relative to others. Third is the truth of the @&m of suffering i.e., the
possibility of giving up the struggle ‘to be meAnd fourth is the truth of
The Path’. Broadly speaking, thissolves learning to let go of ego (the
fixed and solid sense of self) and ego-centeredtooactions of reality with
the help ofpractices such as meditation.
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Ken: This echoes our previous conversation aboutubpision of language
and the ability to remove oneself, either througtditation in the Buddhist
case or by deconstructing and reconstructing irc¢imstructionist
orientation. If we think of therapy, it seems taltthese practices are
similar in their outcome. Here | begin to think ra@clectically. What are
all the available means at our disposal for prokdessolving and for
opening ourselves to new futures?

Dian Marie: Let me elaborate on this issue of “dissolvindittée further
from a Buddhist perspective. | think it is helphdre to have a look at the
conceptual framework or “View” that is both centiaithe earlier Hinayana
teachings, but also to the later Mahayana refingsnefihe View provides
an all-important context for the methods (the Phathyvhich the practitioner
can experience “cessation” (th& Moble Truth). Many aspects of The
View, particularly the Mahayana version, seem sonate with social
constructionism. Key amongst these is how Buddioszaks down the
seeming solidity of what is conventionally expeded as a very solid body
(person) and a solid and stable Self. To understasdve have to know
something about the Abhidharma - the basic cone¢ftamework of
Tibetan Buddhism. The central concepdiimrma. This is conceptualized
as the smallest unit of experience of which hunsaescapable. The
concept refers to a momentary appearance thah'a iwis’ and has nothing
‘behind it.” When consciousness, also storied dsama, connects with
other dharmas the resultas experience Dharmas are organized in a
variety of different conceptual frameworks eachvbich helps our
understanding of non-self. Most relevant to ousprg purposes is the
framework of The Five Skandas.

The Five Skandasere introduced by the Buddha in response to
people’s questions about his teachings on nonathgon Mipham
Rinpoche, 1999, p.82). Apparently he received goestalong the lines of
‘oh yeh, so what is this body and mind then, h{héther like the stone
kicker or table thumper out to refute the suppasdaiins of constructionist
relativists!). So the Buddha answered by spea@fripe 5 Skandas as
different types or aggregatesrabmentary experiensehat together make
up our experience of our (apparently solid) Sé&lhe Skandas can be
summarized as follows. (1) Form “... refers to thosEmentary events that
we experience as physical’ (Ray, 2000, p.373nhdlides physical
elements, sense organs and their corresponding serects. (2) Feeling
refers to the more or less fleeting sensation sftpe or negative affect or
of indifference. (3) Perception refers to the catemtion of something as
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unfamiliar or as a member of some known conceatggory. (4) Karmic
formations refers to all the extra discursive fragis and narratives that we
attach to the experiences of the first three skanélad finally (5)
consciousneswijnanain this context) involves relating to the firsufo
skandas in terms of how they affect ‘me.’” The geint of all this is that it
Is possible to explain experience without resothassumption of a solid,
stable Self. In following The Path, practitionérsl that when they
examine their experience they cannot find a spkdmanent Self or ‘I'.

The Fruition then is that they can give up theuggle to sustain that which
doesn’t exidt For the Hinayana practitioner who seeks individiledration
this is “cessation” i.e., the fruition or realizatiof the 4 Noble Truth.

Ken: Social constructionists would fully support th&tion of a non-
foundational self, and the significance of beintgdb suspend this
particular construction. Yet, there are interestifterences to consider, as
well. You point out that the basic unit of the s#as is the momentary
experience, and that the experiencing agent ultipdinds that one may
engage in experiences without resort to a conaeptiche Self. The
constructionist would fully concur in the notionaxf artificial, or let us say
non-foundational, sense of the self. However, todoup an earlier point,
the question of experience remains to be illumihaiée danger for the
constructionist is that the concept of experientdkeultimately reinstate the
individual as a primary source or ontological foatidn of being. Most
constructionists would wish to avoid this conclusiRather, we might view
the very activity of experience as ultimately amcome or expression of
fundamental relatedness. Could constructionistsBartttihist converge,
then, on an understanding of experience as irf reskational?

The second issue has to do with whether the liloerachieved by
deconstructing the self is a sufficient end inlits&s we recognized, many
constructionists are critical of the ideology of thelf-contained individual,
and for many of the same reasons that Buddhisistiis conception
problematic. However, there is a common understenadmong
constructionists that to abandon a tradition ofarathnding is also to
suppress traditions of living, to silence voicekisTwould be to eradicate
forms of relationship. Thus, the process of deaansbn is considered non-
lethal. That is, while we are liberated from thequmptions of the
individualist tradition, we may continue on a cogint basis to live within
its forms of life. We may, for example, wish to &us the traditions of
democracy, public education, and trial by juryttoe time being, because
these are more comfortable than the alternativeemtly available.
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| think these remarks will be clarified if we tal4p the central issue of
relatedness.

The Primacy of the Relational

Dian Marie: Yes, both constructionism and Buddhism are inveistélde
periodic suspension or dissolving of the self. Buhe same way that their
approaches are lodged in different traditions soai@ their approaches to
relationship. | think the most important thing, hewer, is the resulting
affinity. And, because these affinities are pudiifierent terms both
orientations stand to gain; we see new ways torstaled and appreciate,
and to expand our sensitivities.

Ken: We have found that for both constructionists anddusts the Self
ceases$o occupy the center stage of society. And in the tooBonist case,
it was proposed that all intelligibility, reasomaisdards of right and wrong,
and the like, emerge from the process of relatigmsh this sense,
relationships are not the result of individuals cogrtogether, but rather it is
out of relationship that the very concept of théividual arises.

Or, to put it another way, the individual, ratioaglent is a social
construction.

Dian Marie: The way constructionists place the idea of a bodrsedf in
brackets is similar to the distinction in Buddhsttings between
conventional mind and the mind of a meditator. ¥&mional mind is said
to assume that the world is composed of individoalynded, and relatively
stable entities, each possessing its own definmagacteristics. This goes
together with a view of relationships eitheinter-personal ointra-
personal. A related development is the view of kieolge as “in the head”
and communicated in words.

The term Subject-Object’(S-O) has been used to speak of this
(conventional mind) construction of relations. Bgiethe S-O construction
makes a dualist opposition between the rationalragponsible agent
(Subject) and Other who is acted upon in causaidas The Subject is
storied as active in building their own individkalowledge (as a private
possession) useful for achieving their own goakheworld. At least one of
these goals is to avoid letting others gain power one’s actions (e.g.
freedom), and by implication, to secure one’s aomoy by ensuring that
others are not free to act upon one’s Self in aay they wish.
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Relationships are reduced to largely instrumentdms for enhancing one’s
own well-being. One asks, “what about me?” and ‘idzan Other do for me
or against me?” The centering of Self leavelgpace for asking “what
about you” or for the appreciation of Other in walyat are untainted by
one’s own Self-oriented interests and constructidhss S-O construction

of relations seems very much connected with odieegand necessarily)
brief discussion of language and with the emergehaadividualism in
cultures increasingly dominated by vision

Ken: | am glad you brought up the issue of instrumesialiWhereas
Hinayana Buddhism focuses on the shortcomingsh®person when the
self is “made real,” constructionists and MahayBnddhism emphasize the
societal repercussions when we construct oursaly@sitonomous and self-
contained individuals. Thus, to construct onessihdependent, generates a
fundamental sense of distance between us; “cagelfifoecomes a primary
goal in life; we begin to see a world of compentiof “all against all,” in a
Hobbesian sens@s Edward Sampson (19 ) has called it, the Wsest i
dominated by an ideology of self-contained indiatism.

Dian Marie: As | see it both social constructionism and Buddhasfera
radical re-storying of “conventional mind” and wew of relations. In this
re-storying relational processes become the constantly moemgstruction
site’ in which Self, Other and relations are alwaythe making. The
conventional view of stable and solid entities #®S$elations is replaced by
a view of ongoing processes in which entities atdtions are always
becoming. For constructionists “thingness” and edlro-thingness are a
byproduct of language-based relational procesBasgher, we could say
that relational constructionism views Self and @tea relational unity in
ongoing construction in relational processes.

Ken: One of the ways | have tried to articulate troaaept of relational
unity takes as its metaphor the way meaning isetea language. Single
words standing alone typically lack significanceeTwords, “tree,” “river,”
or “grew” are virtually meaningless in themselvéBey begin to come into
meaning when they are supplemented by other wards ‘@he tree grew by
the river.” It is the same faur words and actions. Alone they are virtually
meaningless. It is when others supplement themetitar words and
actions - affirmations, questions, elaborationspamtions, and so on - that
they begin to take shape as meaning this and abt ne may say that the
voices in a conversation, like the moves of twa@gtadancers, are co-
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constituting. In this sense we see that we haver&dwf fundamental
relatedness from which all meaning is derived. T world of ultimate
fusion, as opposed to separation.

Dian Marie: Yes, another way to put it is that the Self idomger viewed
as necessatrily fixed in Subject-Object relatiodgimendent of Other.
Instead, we see that the sense of a fixed, solicckrsed Self is an
achievement that requires ongoing maintenance gihrthe active
(re)construction of closure from Other and OthesneBut now of course it
Is clear that experience could be otherwise. hewotvords, - and as
Buddhism emphasizes - it is possible (and fromageoints of view
desirable) to construct relati®m ways that are other than Subject-Object.

Ken: As | have tried to set this out in various leesjrwe can view the
person as the common intersection among a multypb¢ relations. That is,
| carry with me residues of an enormous array lattianships. Every word |
write, every action in which | engage, is issuingnf this array of relations.
It is not that | am produced or determined by thetsions. One cannot
separate out the participants from relationshighsoe is nothing extraneous
to me that has determined or caused my potentidleeimoment. There is a
guote in Herrigel's early book, Zen in the Art ofchery, that speaks to me
in this case. The author has learned the art tieaydrom a Zen master. At
the close of the book, the teacher says to hingu Mave now reached a
stage where teacher and pupil are no longer twsopsr but one. You can
separate from me at any time you wish. Even ititoad seas lie between
us, I shall always be with you when you practicatyou have learned.” In
effect, we are at this moment, cemented to allelvagh whom we have
related in the past. And the moment we communiatbring together
worlds of relationship, creating yet a new formttwal follow us into the
future.

Dian Marie: | think this is the point to explore relationstivanother
important framework in Buddhism, namely The TweNidanasLike the

Five Skandas, it addresses issues that arise \wkesolidity and

permanence of Self is questioned. But this franmkywoovides a way of
talking about what constructionists refer to aatrehal processes. So, rather
than experiencing a separately existing Self, taetrced meditator will
experience a stream of momentary and constantlygthg dharmas (now
viewed as Nidanas rather than Skandas). The platicontribution of this
framework is that it provides a way of talking aboelations between past,
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present and future and what goes from lifetimefébiine — given that there
Is no Self. In this aspect, it provides a waytofyang ongoing processes as
they construct seemingly solid ‘things’ - or not.

In the Hinayana tradition thididanas are links in a chain of
“conditioned co-production”. But there an important shift in the (later)
Mahayana view of the Nidanas and their relatiofigs Thange comes in
Nagarjuna’s reinterpretation of the Hinayana vidwconditioned co-
production.” Nagarjuna critiqued the interpretataf the 12 Nidanas in the
Abhidarma, asserting that it failed to appreciatgrt“critical relational
dimension” (Ray, 2000, p.395, emphasis added)th&onore highly
developed relational interpretation emphasizesdhaty Nidana (indeed,
every dharma) has existence and meaning in relagitme web of
relationships in which it appears, viewed as ditgtdnat could never be put
into words. The re-interpretation of conditionedproduction emphasizes
simultaneity and the mutual co-construction of irgkated dharmas. All
dharmasow are viewed as empty of self-nature — notfjustSelf — but also
Other.

Ken: It is this metaphor of the web of relations théhd most congenial
with constructionism. As | pointed out earlier,rfi@ constructionist
perspective the person is never an independeng ot even the body is
independent of all else. Most importantly, the pars inherently the
manifestation of an infinitely extended processatditionship. In this sense,
In my construgonist orientation | am drawn to the early metapdfdndra’s
net, a net that stretches infinitely in all direat, and at every node we find
a jewel that reflects the surface of all other jmwe the net. | also like one
of Shunryo Suzuki’'s (1973) contributions, to théeef, “When you become
Zen... you have become one with our surroundings.l' &sderstand it this
is the Tibetan view aflependent originatiom which all thingscome into
being only by virtue of other things, with no stagtor ending point. | have
also been quite taken with Thich Nhat Hanh’s ()%€culation of
interbeing which essentially means that “everything is iergthing else.”
Constructionist ideas indeed grow richer througséninsights. As |
mentioned earlier most constructionist work centerfiluman relations
alone. Buddhism invites an expansion of the nodibrelation to include all
that there is. Meaning emerges from the matrixlpgad “the all” cannot be
captured by any particular assemblage of wordshigtwit has given birth.

Dian Marie: We seem to have reached the domain of the ukabkea
Perhaps this is a good pointtton from words to various life practices
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invited by social constructionism and Buddhism. Mddlu start by saying
something about social constructionism, Ken, aed thwill say something
about meditation. And if we each continue to atateithese two voices then
we can both finish by saying something of how estufis to talk of society
and the kind of societal practices that might breatof “self contained
individualism and its ethics of individual freed@nd success.

Life Practices

Ken: One of theaaffinities between constructionist and Buddhiséotations
that | especially appreciate is their mutual conceith everyday practices.
For both orientations there is a substantial thezaefoundation. Each
draws from a rich theoretical tradition, and in Bieddhist case the literature
Is enormous and the tradition longstanding. Howewalike most world
views, neither is content to issue wisdom unattd¢bespecific forms of
action. Rather, both are ultimately concerned Wwatv we live our lives

from day to day. In constructionism this concerthvection follows
congenially from the theory itself. As we have disged, for constructionists
language does not function as a mirror or map @ftarld, but is itself
action within relationshipThe function of theory, then, is not to tell usaho
the world really is, so that we may know how to. &&ther, by engaging in
theory we are already participating in a relatiopsi a certain kind. The
guestion, then, becomes one of the limits and paisrof differing forms of
relationship.

Very much like the Mahayana Buddhist traditiomn, fmany
constructionists there is profound concern withagrng the human
condition - from issues of local suffering to thagesocietal and even global
concern. For constructionists there are certainadasnin which there has
been a flowering of practices. | have already noer@d some of the work
taking place in the therapeutic community. Howetsgre are also notable
developments in organizational change practicas]icbreduction,
education, mediation, and research methodologyouilsl point out that in
most of these cases the emphasis is placed oo@lzon among people as
opposed to changes within the single individual.

Dian Marie: It is true that most practices in the Buddhiatlttion are
focused on the individual practitioner. Howeverwassaw in our discussion
of ultimate relatedness, ‘the individual’ is noetiself-contained’ entity of
western individualism. Furthermore, Mahayana Busldhextends its
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interests well beyond the individual practitioniegt’s return to this issue
later. First | think we need to explore meditataord related practices a little
further since they are key to letting go of thertyweolid and permanent
sense of Self (“ego”) and Self-related construditthe fourth “noble

truth”). Strictly speaking, we should be speakimgyre generally of The

Path — which includes meditation. Further, we ningstareful not t@ntify
“meditation” as some-thing; as the practitionertoares to practice the
distinction between meditation and ‘post meditdtlmecomes more and
more blurred.

With these caveats in mind, and using the langoégelational
constructionism, we could say that meditation pitesia practical
methodology for dissolving the differentiation @lfsand other - by seeing
both self and other as “empty” of independent exise. This implies that
the ground of any and all “life practices” must @from the first hand
experience of meditation and openness to Otheeléatedness, to
multiplicity, simultaneity and ongoingnesi this context, meditation is not
about learning to concentrate, mattout connecting with some higher being
or state, and na@bout trying to escape from some external worldo@yam
Trungpa, 1996, p.60). Rather, it is for exampb®rcerned with trying to
see what is here and now,” including becoming awéend developing an
up-close familiarity with the patterns we contirlyaie-create and of which
we are a part. Meditation is a process of: safigm@ind dissolving of Self;
becoming more and more open to Buddha nature (we say, basic
goodness), and; feeling a growing compassion fai (eesire to do
something about) the suffering of others.

Ken: But | think that a common view of meditation (thély non-Buddhists)
Is that it is about stopping thinking - about ‘gagtoutside’ of discursive
mind so to speak.

Dian Marie: Yes. But, at least in the Tibetan Buddhist traditivith which

| am familiar, the idea is nob suppress thought — but rather to see the mind
as a mind stream of multiple and constantly chapgiwments of

experience. The idea is nottry to change or to reject thoughts or to blame
one’s Self or other(s). Rather the idea istoajet involved - by applying
concepts to label some thoughts as ‘positive’ ahdrs as ‘negative’ — with
the intention of grasping more of the former arjdaeng the latter. “So...
concepts are very good, like wonderful manure” (@f@m Trungpa, 1996,
p.22). “The whole point is to cultivate the ac@syute of everything, so one
should not discriminate or become involved in amgdlof struggle”
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(Chogyam Trungpa, 1996, p.78). The practitionarrs to observe, accept
and respect; it is an appreciative orientation

Ken: This emphasis so much resembles one of theglidsgas in
constructionism. In that context we talk a lot alwe power of affirmation
or appreciation in constructing worlds togethers llhat moment in which
your words bring forth an affirming embrace by dmestthat you sense
exciting potential. As you are quite aware, onghefmost widely used
constructionist practices, developed by our Tasstlrie associate, David
Cooperrider and his associates, is called Appiigei&quiry (Cooperrider
and Whitney, 1999; Barrett and Fry, 2005). Thiccpca is often used to
create organizational change or reduce confliorganizations. It begins by
having people speak in pairs to each other, teflinges about times in the
organization that have given them joy or life. $bestories are shared with
others, until the point that the larger group cagib to locate major themes.
The group then inquires into the implications adg positive themes for
building the future of the organization. Plans thien developed with future
meetings established to discuss progress. Theefofithe organization thus
represents not the vision of a select few at thelat by the bulk of its
participants. It is an enormously inspirationalgtiGe, and is now used
around the world.

Dian Marie: Along these lines Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche desdr
meditation in many ways, one of which was a “wieggnand expanding
outward” (Chogyam Trungpa, 1996, p.63) and develpppennessiAs we
noted earlier, this involves collapsing the setiestdistinction. It includes
learning ways of relating that could be calfext knowingHere | think we
can see important connections with constructioraschwith related “life
practices” that try to avoid (re)constructing Sabj®bject relations where
e.g., the therapist or change-worker knows bettrthe client and attempts
to achieve influence over the client (see e.g.,eksdn, 1997; Hosking,
2005). So, for example, the Madhyamaka (part @Mlahayana) speaks of
letting go of fixed reference points (Ray, 200@,17). And knowing that
you don’t know (Ray, 2000, p.413-414) is linkedwiihe experience of
“emptiness” and with freedom from discursive thimki- which gives room
for spontaneous compassion and creativity.

Ken. | want to focus for a moment on this subject of passion. Many
Buddhist writings speak about the ways in which ma¢iéon or mindfulness
practice brings forth a sense of compassion fogrstH have sometimes
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heard people voice suspicion of this view as sueabtizes seem almost
exclusively to emphasize well-being of the s¥Kt, when we put together
the Mahayana view of conditioned co-productiong(iftieing or dependent
origination) with what you say about “not knowinigyis easier to see how
these practices are linked with compassion. hrsugh these practices that
we realize the insufficiency of Self, and our prafd connection with
others.

This also reminds me of the focus of many constraist practices in
education and research. The term “compassion” woolde so appropriate,
but the emphasis on ultimate connection is wondlgrfongenial with
Buddhism. For example, in education, there areifsignt movements
toward “collaborative classrooms,” educational eatd where teachers
facilitate students working together to achievecadional goals. In many
cases students may even write essays or repogthgeach contributing
from their own resources and informed by the kndgéeof others. In a
similar manner, many researchers in the sociahsegnow turn from doing
researcltaboutother people, to carrying out reseavdth them. Many of the
more recent developments in “participatory actiesearch” aréased on
just such a premise (see Reason and Bradbury, 2006)

Dian Marie: This brings me to what perhaps should be a poait about
meditation and the purpose of meditation practiti@nk you are right in
pointing to the frequent misunderstanding thateéh@sctices (and
Buddhism more generally) are quite compatible wh#hassumptions of
self-contained individualism. This turns meditatiato an individual
practice aimed at individual liberation — in th@se of freedom from
suffering. But such a construction would fail tederstand the significance
of the Mahayana teachings and, as | said earlieu)dibe to construct
meditation as a bounded ‘thing’ or set of techngjiat one is either doing
or not doing. As one progresses along the Paghdigtinction between
meditation and post-meditation becomes more ane toioirred.
Furthermore, the ‘techniques’ are but scaffoldijgst temporary structures
that at some point become unnecessary. As somearsked somewhere,
Tibetan Buddhism offers a very “earthy spiritudliyhich, whilst

collapsing Self-Other dualism, also collapses #wred and the secular or
mundane. Now everything is sacred: the words wee the ways we dress
and occupy space, our home, the natural world.. .yéveg is alive, we are
part of the living world, and we are responsibleisTmeans that Buddhism
Is not so much an individual life practice as ateradf “developing an
enlightened society”.
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Ken: | like this expanded view very much. One of tihenpanion concepts
in social construction is that atlational responsibilitMcNamee and
Gergen, 1998). The idea here is to set aside adititvnal tendency to view
the world as made up of self-contained agentssfamsibility. This is a
world in which we blame individuals for evil acts)d make heroes of those
who champion our values. However, if each of watisgether related with
others, this tradition is severely limited. Rathee, should think in terms of
our collective responsibility to the process oftrnship itself. For, it is to
the relational process that we owe any sense ajdbd.

Dian Marie: The Mahayana path in Buddhism especially empbkasiz
liberating all sentient beings through a commitntergut others before
oneself, to becoming more open and responsiveetwitier world, to the
liberation of all sentient beings - without expagtanything in return. And
it is a commitment grounded in knowing that aloesn’t know- doesn’t
know what to think — and cannot know what otherghthneedThe
experience oémptinesslisables conceptual or discursive activity and
provides the basis for being-in-the-moment (now)egsen to what the
situation might call for and open to Buddha natumd compassion.
According to the Mahayana, it is “ineffable realitlye very nature of
emptiness that...alone provides a sound basis faratttonduct” (Ray,
2000 p.413). And “ethical conduct” is key to proohg a better society.
“Like any other ideas, like science, economics poidics, Madhyamaka
philosophy is trying to create a better society, very simgggaking. In fact,
if possible, the Madhyamaka aims to create an ketdiged society”
(Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche, 1996, ch6, pp.70-71).

Ken: Of course, we may well want to press forward gasiety to thinking
globally. Isn’t the implication of both Buddhismdsocial constructionism
that global harmony and well-being is the ultimgdal? But perhaps what is
called for at this juncture is a deep breath of titym
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