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88 A BUDDHIST HISTORY OF THE WEST

arms sales, will be diverted into plowshares anytime in the forseeable

future.

The media that might inform us about these problems distract us
with “infotainment” and sports spectacles in order to promote their real
function, advertising. One would expect universities t0 be encouraging
and developing the critical thinking necessary to reflect on these de-
velopments, but in the midst of the greatest economic exXpansion in
history we are told that budget cutbacks are necessary because there is
less money available for education. Increasingly, the need to become
more market oriented is diverting academia into corporate research and
advanced job training for those eager to join and benefit from a morally
questionable world order.

In short, our global economy institutionalizes greed; the military-
industrial complex at the heart of most developed nation-states insti-
tutionalizes aggression; our media and even our universities institutionalize
ignorance of what is actually happening.

Unlike the original Buddhist roots of evil, these institutional roots
of evil are rationalized as operating according to a logic (e.g., “laws of
the market”) that is inevitable because it is “natural” From my lack
perspective, however, they are better understood as the results of par-
ticular historical forces that can and should be challenged. This chapter
attempts to understand how those forces encouraged the development
of such problematical institutions, which today control the earth and all
its “resources” (including us). Nation-states have divided up the earth’s
surface and waters and airspace as well as its peoples; transnational
corporations exploit the resources of these areas for their own purposes;
these claims are policed by war machines that have the power to
unleash irresistible violence against those who challenge this world
order; and these three are serviced by scientific and technological es-
tablishments that exist primarily to meet their insatiable pursuit of ever
greater power and wealth. . .. How did all this come to be?

This chapter argues that our collective sense of lack has been an
important factor in developing these institutions. It offers another epi-
sode in the social history of lack, supplementing the previous chapter’s
account of our individualistic idolatries with a lack history of our
institutional idolatries. “Men are literally hypnotized by life and by
those who represent life to them,” Ernest Becker has argued; replace
“life” with “being” and we begin to realize how our sense of lack is also
a source of social domination. All power is sacred power, Becker adds,
“because 1t vmmw,:m in the hunger for .WBBOZMEQ, and it ends in the
absolute subjection to people and things that represent immortality
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90 A BUDDHIST HISTORY OF THE WEST

as in the four kalpas of Indian myth (which slowly deteriorate from an
initial golden age) and the East Asian belief in mappo (the decline of the
Buddhist dharma since Shakyamuni). If such myths are unbelievable
today, our modern myth of progress would have been no more believ-
able to medieval society; and so far as the medieval criterion of im-
provement was primarily a moral one, perhaps the evidence is no better
for ours.

The church’ understanding of sin and how to cope with it made
the organic paradigm a self-contained system, which, despite wretched
poverty and widespread suffering, “worked” in the sense that our hu-
man sense of lack was explicitly acknowledged and addressed: All of us
inherit the original sin of Adam. Our lack was thus contained because
its origins and solution were built into the structure of the Christian
universe, which had an inescapable moral dimension. Chapter Two
discusses how in the late eleventh century our sins became spiritual
offenses against God the impartial Judge, for which we must bear
punishment. Such an understanding of lack is quite different from a
Buddhist one, but the important point is that each channels the effects
of lack both individually and socially. To anticipate what follows: a
mechanistic paradigm—the universe as a machine functioning accord-
ing to objective and morally indifferent laws—implies very different
ways of coping with our lack.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries this medieval paradigm
collapsed. From a lack perspective, it was like opening Pandora’s box.
An enormous amount of anxiety became liberated, because the
worldview and institutions that had been managing it were overthrown.
“In religion, politics, economics, and society, cherished authorities by
the score were under attack, and centuries-old values no longer com-
manded unquestioned adherence. . . . The sense that all solid landmarks
had disappeared pervades the writing of the age—either because men
were toppling the landmarks or because they were seeking them in
vain” (Rabb 37). The rug was pulled out from beneath religion (the
Reformation), government (widespread insurrections and revolution),
war (gunpowder made warfare more aggressive), the economy (the
discovery of new lands and new forms of business organization), science
(the collapse of Aristotelianism), and last but not least nature itself (an
exceptional number of natural disasters, especially in the seventeenth
century: bad weather, poor harvests, soil exhaustion, famines, and plagues,
leading to riots, banditry, etc.). It is not surprising, then, that historians
have consistently identified a widespread fear of chaos as the main
feature of that era. It preoccupied the forms of discourse thar have
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minds. During this period, writes Philippe Aries, the earlier acceptance
of death was replaced by more violent representations of it, including
a new fascination with bodily decomposition. He quotes Huizinga:
“No other epoch has laid so much stress as the expiring Middle Ages
on the thought of death” (Huizinga 134). The physical fact of death
replaced the images of final judgment; death was no longer a transition
to eternal life but an end in itself. “Those who were formerly Chris-
tians discovered their own mortality. They banished themselves from
heaven because they no longer had the strength to believe in it in a
coherent manner” (Alberto Tenenti, in Aries 128-29). This brought the
problem of our lack back into the center of human preoccupation.

As long as there was only one Church there was no church.
Religious institutions and ideals were not distinguished from secular
ones in the ways we now take for granted. Since the same worldview
was more or less maintained by everyone (except Jews and heretics,
which is why they were so threatening), salvation through the Church’s
institutions and mediation “worked” because it was believed to work.
When that Church acrimoniously split and God helped neither side to
destroy the impiety of the other, the long-term effect of this contest
between lack solutions was to discredit that type of solution to lack
anxiety.

Martin Luther (1483—1546) had been a model Augustinian monk,
but his efforts within the Catholic framework of prayer, penance, char-
ity, etc., brought no relief from his deep sense of sinfulness—i.e., did not
allay his sense of lack—and the extraordinary success of his alternative
suggests that many others felt the same way. His solution postulated a
wider gap between weak, corrupt humanity and the righteousness of
God. Left to itself, human nature is all falsehood and impurity, a con-
dition hopeless without the intercession of God himself, the source of
all goodness and truth. Since humans by themselves can do virtually
nothing, the solution is through faith alone in his mercy. It is a free
acquittal of the guilty that has nothing to do with sacraments or any
other mediation by church or clergy; one can rely only on the Bible,
the sole infallible source of religious truth. This was an attempt to
return to the original Christianity of Biblical times as Luther under-
stood it.

Two implications of this reformation turned out to be crucial.
Projecting all goodness onto a Deity who is elevated so far above our
world initiated a dangerous development that would empty this fallen

world of its spiritual and moral dimensions. The irrelevance for our
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our final destiny is not something we humans can live with. Predesti-
nation aggravates the anguish of our condition, our lack, unbearably. So
a way out of this impasse must be discovered, and it was—Or rather,
several ways were constructed. If all religious expedients are discredited,
secular ones need to be devised: expedients that (so far as motivated by
the need to resolve our sense of lack) were infused with a spiritually
driven dynamism, although (so far as that motivation is unconscious) a
dynamism that tended to take on a life of its own.

THE NATION-STATE

The Nation exists before all things and is the origin of all. Its
will is always legal, it is the law unto itself.

—Emmanuel Joseph Sieyes, “What Is the Third Estate?” (1789)

“Nationalism” is the pathology of modern developmental
history, as inescapable as “neurosis” in the individual, with
much the same essential ambiguity attaching to it, a similar
built-in capacity for descent into dementia . ..

—Tom Nairn (1977)

In the last few centuries the most successful god—that is, the god that
people have been the most willing to die for—has been one’s own
nation. By far the most popular religion today is nationalism, argued
Arnold Toynbee, the religion of the masses being the “worship of the
deified community concealed under the fine name of patriotism” (98—
99). Historians have noticed the curious fact that until the 1630s and
1640s the outcome of the religious struggles remained in doubt “and
no government could ignore the force of the passions they aroused.
Thereafter, however, religion ceased to be a violent issue” (Rabb 80).
The sudden change makes sense when we realize that a new religion
finally crystallized during that chaotic period. As this suggests, the nation-
state has been one of the main beneficiaries of the Protestant Refor-
mation. Its development was the political consequence of that schism,
but it should be understood as a theological consequence as well. We
cannot understand the state until we realize how it also serves a reli-
gious function for us.

The struggle between the church and its reformers increased the
leverage of civil rulers and the balance of power between church (spiri-
tual authority) and state (worldly authority) swung decisively to the
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sense-of-self became increasingly constructed around, identified with,
their nationality. In the process, however, the religious (i.e., lack)
origins of the nation-state have been obscured and issues of moral
responsibility impersonalized into the issue of what is best for the
nation—e.g., realpolitik. The objectification of lack legitimized the
new political institution only by becoming alienated from its original
spiritual (and ethical) function. As usual with such objectifications, the
state returned the favor by subjecting citizens to its own raison d’etat.
Beware of the state, warned Nietzsche, for it will try to persuade you
that it is the people. But it was the state that made the nation, and
not vice-versa.”

Medieval feudalism tended to fragment because it was a loose
structure of mutual obligations based on a hierarchical network of
interpersonal relations. Contracts were symbiotic and this applied even
to the monarch, who was by no means sovereign (although some
polities were more theocratic than others, such as France). Kings usually
understood themselves as sitting on top of a pyramid of personal loy-
alties, not as monarchs of the Roman or Byzantine sort. In the early
middle ages the king was often regarded as an elected officer and his
position was not necessarily hereditary; even later he was part of the
community of the realm and responsible to its laws. Such a system
diffused power and fostered what has been called a “massive sublife of
numberless associations.” which generated their own systems of rules
and courts to adjudicate them. The society that resulted was criss-
crossed with overlapping groups and conflicting loyalties and legal sys-
tems. One’s patria was the town or region where one was born. Loyalty
was personal, wars dynastic, and armies mostly mercenary.

Such personalized governance tended to reflect the idiosyncracies
of the local ruler. Since it operated through his household, it was
portable and could be set up wherever the royal family established its
residence. But such authority worked to undermine itself by shifting
effective power downward to the lower links of lord-vassal relations.
The long-term trend was fragmentation into increasingly autonomous
systems that often quarreled with one another.

This tendency toward “feudal anarchy” was restrained by loyalty
to the church, the only responsibility that transcended local group
attachments. Because all authority ultimately derived from God, politics
too was a branch of theology. Fallen humanity required repressive controls
to help people live a Christian life; one must submit even to evil rulers
who were scourges sent by God.
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the ranks of the local nobility and gentry. This presupposed an accom-
modation with the interests of the landed classes. As the centralizing
authority of the crown increased, however, one after another institution
of the royal household “went out of court” to become a bureaucratic
department of state, still subject to the will of the king but free from
day-to-day interference. In the 1530s Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIIIs
chief minister and closest confidant, initiated the division of the royal
household into the principle ministries of modern government. The
King’s council, originally an informal circle of advisers, evolved into the
Privy Council, a more regularized committee of ministers who deter-
mined and implemented royal policy.

All this required a new conception of law, which by no coin-
cidence paralleled the new understanding of natural law that the
“patural philosophy” of Bacon and Descartes was helping to establish.
The traditional understanding had based legal validity ultimately on
the will of God, but his agency operated through the slow sedimen-
tation of custom and negotiated accommodations among various semi-
autonomous spheres (clerical law, guild regulations, etc.). The idea that
the sovereign will of a ruler could replace common law with new
statute law was revolutionary, borrowed as chapter Two shows from
the Papal reformation. Because a ruler increasingly addressed himself
to the whole population, in more uniform and abstract terms appli-
cable everywhere and to everyone, there was a “leveling effect” that
tended to eliminate the traditional plurality of overlapping authorities.
In relation to the irresistible sovereignty of the king, everyone else
was in principle equally subjugated—just as the absolute sovereignty
of the Protestant Deity eliminated mediation and transcended every-

27

one and everything equally.

Absolutism was not established without resistance. In the middle
of the seventeenth century there were upheavals in many places, most
dramatically in Cromwell’s Commonwealth (1649-1659) and the French
Frondes (1648-1652). In the long run, however, the revolutionaries
were unable to maintain responsible national governments without sun-
kings (or father-kings) to legitimize the fragile political entities that
were still crystallizing. In other words, the best explanation of their
failure may be a religious one: the problem of legitimacy and loyalty
was how to transfer spiritual and moral authority from a m.mm&:mmﬁbm
church to civil rulers, whose new charisma offered a more secular
solution to one’s felt lack of being. More pluralistic or impersonal
alternatives lacked this charisma.
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