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This paper presents the metaphysics of the Vietnamese Buddbist Zen monk Thich Nhat Hanh. He interprets
the Buddpist principle of interdependent arising in terms of interbeing, the idea that everything depends for its
existence on everything else. On bis view, everything “inter-is” with everything else, or “to be is to inter-be.” His
interpretation is particularly interesting in light of the contemporary debate on fundamentality in western
metaphysics. By embracing the idea of interbeing, he opposes the view that there are fundamental entities which
do not depend for their existence on anything else. 1 give an outline of Thich Nhat Hanh’s views, answer an
objection, and explain his reasons for adopting his standpoint. My aim is not to offer a full defense of his views,
but only to show that the often neglected position of metaphysical coberentism, which Thich Nhat Hanh adopts,
deserves further consideration.
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1 Introduction

This paper presents the metaphysics of the Vietnamese Buddhist Zen monk Thich Nhat Hanh. He
interprets the Buddhist principle of interdependent arising in terms of interbeing, the idea that everything
depends for its existence on everything else. On his view, everything “inter-is” with everything else,
or “to be is to inter-be.” His interpretation is particularly interesting in light of the contemporary
debate on fundamentality in western metaphysics, which engages with the structure of reality, and
discusses what entities depend for their existence on what other entities and whether there are
fundamental entities which do not depend for their existence on anything else. By embracing the idea
of interbeing, Thich Nhat Hanh opposes wetaphysical foundationalism, according to which there are
fundamental entities.'" While foundationalism may be considered to be the orthodox position in
western philosophy, Graham Priest and Rikki Bliss have drawn attention to the wider diversity of
views on fundamentality in Buddhist philosophy.” I pick up on this, and present one such view.

I outline Thich Nhat Hanh’s view, primarily on the basis of The Art of Living, which contains
a clear introduction of the notion of interbeing; answer an objection; and explain what reasons he has
to adopt this view, which he describes in The Heart of Understanding. My aim is not to offer a full defense
of his views, but only to show that the often neglected position of metaphysical coberentism, which Thich
Nhat Hanh adopts, deserves further consideration.

2 On Interdependent Arising

Interdependent arising (pratityasamutpada) is the principle that everything arises in dependence upon
various causes and conditions. Things are constantly changing and coming into existence and going
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out of existence again when conditions are right. Interdependent arising is a fundamental principle
that all Buddhist traditions accept. That the true nature of existence is that of interdependent arising
is the insight that the Buddha received under the bodhi tree. This insight helped him to understand
what suffering is, how it arises and how it can be overcome, and thus offered the basis for his teachings
of the Noble Fourfold Truth and the Noble Eightfold Path.’

Although all Buddhist traditions accept the principle of interdependent arising, they interpret
it differently. Thich Nhat Hanh describes his views on interdependent arising in this passage:

Looking into a flower, we can see that it is full of life. It contains soil, rain, and sunshine.
It is also full of clouds, oceans, and minerals. It is even full of space and time. In fact, the
whole cosmos is present in this one little flower. If we took out just one of these “non-
flower” elements, the flower would not be there. Without the soil’s nutrients, the flower
could not grow. Without rain and sunshine, the flower would die. And if we removed all
the non-flower elements, there would be nothing substantive left that we could call a
“flower”. So our observation tells us that the flower is full of the whole cosmos, while at
the same time it is empty of a separate self-existence. The flower cannot exist by itself
alone. (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 11-2)*

Thich Nhat Hanh draws two conclusions from his observations about the flower. The first conclusion
is that the flower is “full” of the whole cosmos: it contains soil, rain, sunshine, clouds, minerals, space,
and time. The second conclusion is that the flower is “empty” of a separate self-existence: it does not
exist by itself alone. Let us consider these two conclusions in turn.

Thich Nhat Hanh states that the flower is full of the whole cosmos. He enlists things it
contains, which he calls the “non-flower” elements, and he would admit everything there is on this
list. So, the claim that the flower is full of the whole cosmos can be understood as the claim that the
flower is full of everything. He takes the flower’s fullness of everything to follow from the dependence
of the existence of the flower on everything. He thus holds that the flower depends for its existence
on everything else. The dependence relation in question seems to be an ontological one. He expresses
it in modal terms: if the non-flower elements were not there, the flower would not be there. When he
says that the flower is “full” of everything, he does not mean that everything is literally inside this
flower. It is far too small for that. He rather means that the existence of the flower implies the existence
of everything else, since the flower depends for its existence on everything else (Thich Nhat Hanh
1988a: 65).”

Thich Nhat Hanh’s second conclusion is that the flower is empty of a separate self-being, that
it does not exist by itself alone. He takes the emptiness of the flower of a separate self-being to also
follow from the dependence of the flower on everything else. That the flower is empty of self-being
does not mean that it does not exist. He explains that the flower can only be empty of self-being if it
exists in the first place. To say that the flower is empty of self-being simply is to say that it does not
exist independently of other things (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 12).

But Thich Nhat Hanh does not only hold that #)e flower depends for its existence on everything
else, and thus that the flower is empty of self-being and full of everything, but indeed that everything
depends for its existence on everything else, and thus that everything is empty of self-being and full
of everything. He says, “everything relies on everything else in the cosmos in order to manifest—
whether a star, a cloud, a flower, a tree, or you and me” (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 14) and “all things
are mutually dependent on one another” (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 188). He thus holds:

(interbeing)  Everything depends for its existence on everything else.
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He introduces a new word, the word “interbeing,” to express this idea, which he describes as “our
deep interconnection with everything else” (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 13). Interbeing thus is the idea
that everything depends for its existence on everything else, or that everything “inter-is” with
everything else. Or, in a slogan, ““To be’ is to inter-be” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1991: 96).° He interprets
(interbeing) as implying (emptiness) and (fullness):’

(emptiness)  Everything is empty of self-being.
(fullness) Everything is full of everything.

The notion of emptiness of self-being is central to the Madhyamaka school, which is one of the
foundations of Zen (Thich Nhat Hanh 1974: 113-4).° The claim that everything is empty of self-being
was famously defended by the Indian Madhyamika Nagatjuna in his Mulamadhyamakakarika.’
Nagarjuna takes this to mean that everything depends for its existence on something else:

(Nagarjuna)  Everything depends for its existence on something else.

While Nagarjuna interprets (emptiness) in terms of (Nagarjuna), Thich Nhat Hanh interprets it in
terms of (interbeing). Their interpretations of (emptiness) are similar, but Thich Nhat Hanh’s claim is
a little stronger than Nagarjuna’s claim, and entails it—if everything depends on everything else, then
everything also depends on somzething else.

By claiming that everything is empty of self-being, Nagarjuna embraced an interpretation of
the principle of interdependent arising that differs crucially from the interpretation of that principle
in the Abhidharma school. The Abhidharmika hold that people and ordinary things depend for their
existence on other things, but they do not hold that absolutely everything depends for its existence on
other things. Specifically, they think the dharmas do not depend for their existence on anything else.
The dharmas are taken to be the ultimate constituents of existence out of which everything is made
up."’ So, the Abhidharmika hold that people and ordinary things have no self-being, but that the
dharmas have self-being. Nagarjuna emphasises the ezzptiness of self-being to distinguish his view from
the Abhidharma view and to highlight that not even the dharmas have self-being. According to
Nagarjuna, absolutely nothing has self-being.

Thich Nhat Hanh agrees with Nagarjuna and Madhyamaka in general that everything is empty
of self-being, only he takes this to mean that everything depends for its existence on everything, and not
only on something else. He thus also opposes the Abhidharma school with respect to emptiness of self-
being.

3  On Being Empty

On Thich Nhat Hanh’s view, emptiness has not only a spatial but also a temporal dimension. The
spatial dimension of emptiness is interbeing, the idea that everything depends for its existence on
everything else, and the temporal dimension of emptiness is impermanence, the idea that nothing stays
the same in any two moments.

Thich Nhat Hanh says he agrees with Heraclitus that “you can never bathe in the same river
twice” (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 16). You cannot bathe in the same river twice because both the river
and you do not stay the same in any two moments. Everything is constantly changing. Since you do
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not stay the same in any two moments, there is nothing that could be your “self.” On his view,
interbeing and impermanence thus both imply emptiness of self-being."'

Let us look more closely at interbeing. Consider the flower again. The flower clearly depends
for its existence on somzething else. Thus, it seems obvious that it depends for its existence on soil, rain,
and sunshine. The dependence relation in question could be understood as one of “generic existential
dependence”: x depends generically for its existence upon Fis iff, necessarily, x only exists if some F
exists (Tahko and Lowe 2016: §2)."* The flower depends generically for its existence on soil, rain, and
sunshine since the flower can only exist if soil, rain, and sunshine exist.

But Thich Nhat Hanh claims that the flower does not only depend for its existence on sozzething
else but on everything else. To see what this means, consider another passage:

If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper.
Without a cloud, there will be no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow; and without
trees, we cannot make paper. The cloud is essential for the paper to exist. If the cloud is
not here, the sheet of paper cannot be here either [...]. And if we continue to look, we can
see the logger who cut the tree and brought it to the mill to be transformed into paper.
And we see the wheat. We know that the logger cannot exist without his daily bread, and
therefore the wheat that became his bread is also in this sheet of paper. And the logger’s
father and mother are in it too. When we look in this way, we see that without all of these
things, this sheet of paper cannot exist. (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988b: 3-4)"

Some of the dependence relations Thich Nhat Hanh mentions in this passage can plausibly be relations
of generic existential dependence. Thus, it seems plausible that paper generically depends for its
existence on trees and that trees generically depend for their existence on rain.

But Thich Nhat Hanh also claims that the sheet of paper depends for its existence on the
logger and that the logger depends for his existence on his daily bread. Now, these dependence
relations can no longer plausibly be relations of generic existential dependence because these
dependence relations are supposed to hold between specific things rather than between general kinds.

Consider the sheet of paper and the logger. Thich Nhat Hanh holds that #yis particular sheet
of paper depends for its existence on #hat particular logger. The dependence relation could be one of
“rigid existential dependence”: x rigidly depends for its existence upon y iff, necessarily, x only exists
if y exists (Tahko and Lowe 2016: §2). Why would a relation of rigid existential dependence hold
between these two things?

Suppose the logger had not existed. So, he could not have cut the tree out of which the sheet
of paper was made. And so, the sheet of paper would not exist. Hence, the sheet of paper depends
for its existence on the logger.

But could not another logger have cut the same tree so that the same sheet of paper could
have been made out of its wood? Thich Nhat Hanh does not think so. The sheet of paper would not
be exactly the same sheet of paper, it would not be what it actually is, its identity would be different.
If the logger were not there, there might still be a sheet of paper, but the situation in which it was
made would be different, and the material it is made of would most likely also be different.'*

Thus, when Thich Nhat Hanh talks about the sheet of paper, he means the sheet of paper as
it actually is, and this includes the material it is made of, the situation in which it is made, and so on.
And this would be different if that specific logger were not there. Hence, the sheet of paper does
depend for its existence on that specific logger in a sense that may be described as rigid existential
dependence. Only what Thich Nhat Hanh thinks it is to be “the sheet of paper” is different from what
one might otherwise think it is to be “the sheet of paper.”"
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On Thich Nhat Hanh’s view, the sheet of paper is empty of self-being. There is no self which
“holds things together” to make up the sheet of paper, there is nothing like its essence which needs
to continue to exist in order for the sheet of paper to continue to exist. The sheet of paper is just a
collection of changing and interacting parts. So, the sheet of paper is what it is not because it has a
separate self, but because other things are what they are. The identity of the sheet of paper is not
something that exists independently of other things, but is determined by the relationships of the sheet
of paper to other things.

Some of these relations are more direct than others. Thus, the dependence of the sheet of
paper on the tree it is made of is more direct than the dependence of the sheet of paper on the logger,
and its dependence on the logger is more direct than its dependence on the logger’s parents or its
dependence on the logger’s daily bread. But no matter how indirect the dependence may be, there
always is some kind of dependence. The sheet of paper even depends for its existence on a distant
star, because even a distant star plays a small part in making the sheet of paper what it is."

Thich Nhat Hanh thinks that this dependence relation always holds. Thus, the sheet of paper
does not only generically depend for its existence on trees, but it also depends rigidly on the particular
tree it is made of. It would not be #/is sheet of paper if #hat tree did not exist. So, there is one single
relation of dependence that always holds. In this one sense, everything depends on everything else.

4 On Being Full

The idea that everything is full of everything is the idea of interpenetration. This is the central teaching
of Huayan Buddhism."” The idea of interpenetration closely relates to the idea of interbeing. Thich
Nhat Hanh explains the difference by saying, “Interbeing means ‘This is that’ and “That is this.’
Interpenetration means “This is in that’ and “That is in this”™” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988a: 68). On his
view, interpenetration is implied by interbeing or is even the same thing.

Interbeing and interpenetration are illustrated in the Flower Garland Sutra, the central sutra in
Huayan Buddhism, in the metaphor of the “Jewel Net of Indra.” The Jewel Net of Indra is a beautiful
net which stretches out infinitely in all directions. Every node of this net has a bright and shiny jewel
placed in it. Since the net is infinite in all directions, it contains infinitely many jewels. Each one of the
jewels in the net reflects all the other jewels, and each one of the jewels is reflected in all the other
jewels, so that the jewels reflect each other infinitely.

In this metaphor, each one of the jewels depends for its existence on all the other jewels and
each one of the jewels contains all the other jewels. If any one of the jewels was missing, none of the
other jewels would still be what it is. Each jewel is vital to the existence of all the other jewels. This
idea, Thich Nhat Hanh explains, is expressed in the Flower Garland Sutra in the words “One is all, all
is one” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988a: 64).

5 Interlude on Interbeing

Let us get back to interbeing, from which both emptiness and fullness follow, and look into the
dependence relation. I would like to relate Thich Nhat Hanh’s views on the dependence relation to
others’ views on the dependence relation by drawing on ideas from Bliss and Priest (2018a), who
compare the metaphysical dependence relation in Buddhist and western philosophy.

Bliss and Priest pick out four structural properties that the metaphysical dependence relation
may or may not be considered to have and set up a taxonomy of different views on that basis. These
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four properties are anti-reflexivity (Vx ~(x depends on x)), anti-symmetry (Vx Vy (x depends on y —
~ y depends on x)), transitivity (Vx Vy Vz ((x depends on y A y depends on 3) — x depends on 3)),
and extendability (Vx 3y (x # y A x depends on y)) (Bliss and Priest 2018a: 64; 2018b: 7). Let us locate
Thich Nhat Hanh’s view in this taxonomy.

Interbeing is the idea that everything depends for its existence on everything else. This entails
that everything depends for its existence on something else, and thus that the dependence relation is
extendable. This means that there are no fundamental entities which do not depend for their existence
on anything else. Interbeing also entails that the dependence relation is reflexive, symmetric, and
transitive, and thus that it is an equivalence relation.”® This means that things are not ordered by
priority but that all things are equal with respect to dependence.

The view that there are no fundamental entities and that things are not ordered by priority is
often called metaphysical coberentism. On the taxonomy, this is the view of Huayan Buddhism (Bliss and
Priest 2018a: 71-2), and Thich Nhat Hanh shares it. This view is even less common in western
philosophy than wetaphysical infinitism, which also denies that there are fundamental entities, but which
still holds that things are ordered by priority. On the taxonomy, this view is adopted by Madhyamaka
Buddhism (Bliss and Priest 2018a: 70—1). The standard view in western philosophy is wetaphysical
foundationalism, according to which there are fundamental entities and things are ordered by priority.
On this view, the dependence relation is a partial ordering, which is anti-reflexive, anti-symmetric,
transitive, and not extendable, which means that some things do not depend for their existence on
anything else, the fundamentalia. On the taxonomy, this is also the view of the Abhidharmika (Bliss
and Priest 2018a: 68-70).

Metaphysical coherentism is an often neglected non-standard view in western philosophy.
Why would one adopt such a view? The remainder of this paper is concerned with this question. I
first answer an objection to Thich Nhat Hanh’s view, and then go on to explain what reasons he has
to adopt this view.

6 Objects and Objections

Interbeing implies that each object depends for its existence on each of its parts, and also that each
part of an object depends for its existence on the object. Priest (2014: 181)"” mentions two objections
to Huayan Buddhism relating to these implications that also affect Thich Nhat Hanh’s view.

The first objection is that it is “natural” to think that an object can stay the same object even
if one of its parts is exchanged. Thus, if I replace one of the planks of my ship by a new plank, it is
still the same ship, only that it has a new plank. The second objection is that it is “natural” to think
that a part of an object can stay the same part independently of the rest of the object. Thus, the new
plank was the plank it was even before it became part of my ship.

Thich Nhat Hanh’s answer to the first objection would be that once I replace one of the planks
of my ship, it does indeed cease to be the same ship. The ship goes out of existence at that moment.

His views on interbeing illustrate this. Consider the Jewel Net of Indra. Not only does each
one of the jewels depend for its existence on each one of the other jewels, the jewel net itself also
depends for its existence on each one of the jewels: if any one of the jewels were missing, the jewel
net would no longer be what it is. Similarly, Thich Nhat Hanh uses the example of a house of cards
to illustrate the idea. A house of cards also depends for its existence on each one of its cards: if we
take just one card away, the house of cards will no longer be what it is (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988a: 68—
9). Now, even if it is less obvious in the case of the ship, the ship depends in the same way for its
existence on each of its planks: if we take just one plank away, the ship will no longer be what it is.
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Thich Nhat Hanh’s views on impermanence also illustrate this. Nothing stays the same in any
two moments, and so it is clear that the ship will not stay the same ship if I replace one of its planks,
and that it will not even stay the same ship if I refrain from replacing one of its planks. It will not stay
the same ship anyways. After all, “everything /s only for one brief instant” (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017:
127).

Why does the ship go out of existence once I replace one of its planks? Why does everything
exist only for a very short moment? Thich Nhat Hanh thinks that there is no such thing as a ship with
a separate “self” in the first place. There is just a collection of parts which are coming into existence,
interacting, and going out of existence again.”’ I may call a certain collection of such parts “my ship”
ot, say, “Black Pearl,” but such words are only very useful conventional designations and do not
properly represent reality (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 20). The Buddhist tradition distinguishes between
conventional reality and ultimate reality.” In conventional reality, there may be a ship such as the Black
Pearl which sails to world’s end and back, but in ultimate reality, the Black Peatl, a ship with a separate
self-being that persists over time, is just a legend.*

Thich Nhat Hanh’s answer to the second objection would be that the plank that became the
new plank of my ship is indeed not the same plank it was before it became part of my ship. The
reasons are essentially the same as before.

In terms of interbeing, what it is to be the plank before the plank became part of the ship is
not the same as what it is to be the plank after the plank became part of the ship. After it became part
of the ship, part of what it was to be the plank is to be a part of the ship, which is not so before the
plank became part of the ship. In terms of impermanence, the plank does not stay the same plank in
any two moments anyway.

In short, the answer to these objections is that what is “natural” from the point of view of the
objector is not “natural” from the point of view of Thich Nhat Hanh, or Huayan Buddhism, or Zen
Buddhism in general. What is “natural” for Thich Nhat Hanh to think is what is the case within this
general framework on what the world is like and on what objects are like. Thus, I do not think that
intuitions on what is “natural” can settle the matter in this case, and thus, I also do not think that these
objections refute Thich Nhat Hanh’s view.

7 On Being Destroyed and Dying

Thich Nhat Hanh is not interested in arguing for the truth of emptiness, or interbeing in particular, but
only in seezng its truth in meditation and in the practice of Zen.

He believes that we cannot understand ultimate reality by conceptual means. Our concepts are
only constructed and do not propetly represent reality (Thich Nhat Hanh 1974: 38-9).>> Arguments
use concepts and can thus not be used to show the truth of interbeing. This contrasts considerably
with the view in western philosophy that interbeing is a metaphysical claim, the truth of which can be
shown by argument. Instead of arguments, Thich Nhat Hanh suggests, we should use awareness or
mindfulness. He thus seems to propose a different method of verification. I think of this method as
being akin to the method of verifying perceptual claims like “There is a flower”—just like we can use
outer perception to verify perceptual claims like this, we can use inner perception to verify the insight
or “inner sight” of interbeing.”

Thich Nhat Hanh is thus only interested in seezzg the truth of interbeing, or emptiness. This is
because an insight into emptiness opens the way to enlightenment and to the cessation of suffering.
Thich Nhat Hanh thinks indeed that an insight into emptiness is the oz/y way to overcome suffering
and to attain enlightenment. Thus, an interpretation of interdependent arising in terms of emptiness
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is the only interpretation on which the Buddhist aim to overcome suffering and to attain enlightenment
can be achieved.

On the Buddhist view, the ultimate source of suffering is an attachment to the idea that things
have self-being while they do not. Abandoning the idea that things have self-being is thus the key to
overcome suffering. On an interpretation of interdependent arising in terms of emptiness, absolutely
nothing has self-being. Thich Nhat Hanh thinks that to really understand interdependent arising and
to overcome suffering, one needs to see that absolutely nothing has self-being. Hence, one needs to
understand interdependent arising in terms of emptiness.

How does an insight into emptiness help to overcome suffering? And in particular, how does
it help to overcome fear of death and loss? Thich Nhat Hanh thinks that emptiness implies that
nothing can be created or destroyed, or, in his words, that “nothing can be born, nothing can die”
(Thich Nhat Hanh 1988b: 19). Once one sees that nothing can die and that nothing can get lost, there
is no longer need to fear death or loss. He says, “If you look at anything carefully, deeply enough, you
discover the mystery of interbeing, and once you have seen it you will no longer be subject to fear—
fear of birth, or fear of death” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988b: 29). How does emptiness imply that nothing
can be created or destroyed, or that nothing can be born or die?

Thich Nhat Hanh explains this in the context of his commentary on the Heart Sutra, which is
one of the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras, and the most important Buddhist sutra on emptiness. His
explanation occurs in the context of his interpretation of this passage in the Heart Sutra:

Hear, Shariputra, all dharmas are marked with emptiness. They are neither produced nor
destroyed. (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988b: 19)

Thich Nhat Hanh explains that dharmas here are simply things, such as flowers or people, and indeed
that “everything that can be conceived” is a dharma (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988b: 19).> Emptiness is
emptiness of self-being and being marked by emptiness means being empty. So, the statements in this
passage are:

(emptiness)  Everything is empty of self-being.
(destruction) Nothing can be created or destroyed.

He says about (emptiness) that “there is a lot of joy in this statement” because “it means that nothing
can be born, nothing can die” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988b: 19). I take it that he means that (emptiness)
implies (destruction).”

Let us focus on how (emptiness) implies that nothing can be destroyed or that nothing can
die.”” Thich Nhat Hanh explains in the following passage how a sheet of paper cannot be destroyed
or die:

[...] nothing can die. That is what Avalokita said. [...] To die means that from something
you become nothing. [...] Let us go back to our sheet of paper. We may have the illusion
that to destroy it all we have to do is light up a match and burn it up. But if we burn a sheet
of paper, some of it will become smoke, and the smoke will rise and continue to be. The
heat that is caused by the burning paper will enter into the cosmos and penetrate other
things, because the heat is the next life of the paper. The ash that is formed will become
part of the soil and the sheet of paper, in his or her next life, might be a cloud and a rose
at the same time. We have to be very careful and attentive in order to realize that this sheet

Journal of World Philosophies 6 (Winter 2021): 17-30
Copyright © 2021 Mirja Annalena Holst.
e-ISSN: 2474-1795 e http://scholarworks.iu.edu/iupjournals/index.php/jwp e doi: jourworlphil.6.2.02



Journal of World Philosophies Atrticles/25

of paper has never been born, and it will never die. It can take on other forms of being,
but we are not capable of transforming a sheet of paper into nothingness. (Thich Nhat
Hanh 1988b: 22)

Thich Nhat Hanh seems to take “being destroyed” and “dying” to be synonyms in this passage. Thus,
the argument in this passage can be rendered as follows:

(1)  “Being destroyed” or “dying” means “from something you become nothing.”
(2)  The sheet of paper cannot become nothing.
(C)  Therefore, the sheet of paper cannot be destroyed or die.

Thich Nhat Hanh supports premise (2) by describing how the matter making up the sheet of paper
cannot be destroyed, but can only take on different forms. This is supported by the conservation laws
to which he explicitly appeals (see also Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 29-30, 125-6):

The French scientist Lavoisier said, “Nothing is created, and nothing is destroyed.” This is
exactly the same as in the Heart Sutra. (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988b: 23)

The law of conservation of mass, discovered by Antoine Lavoisier, states that the total mass in a closed
system cannot be created or destroyed; it can only be transformed from one form to another. Similarly,
the law of conservation of energy, discovered by Robert Mayer, states that the total energy in a closed
system cannot be created or destroyed; it can only be transformed from one form (such as kinetic,
thermal, or electronic energy) into another. Albert Einstein discovered later on that mass is a form of
energy, which is captured in his famous formula “E = »¢.*® As a consequence, the two laws were
combined into one law, the law of conservation of mass-energy, which states that the total amount of
mass and energy in the universe cannot be created or destroyed.

Consider the law of conservation of mass and one standard example of how it works. Suppose
we burn some wood. The wood will combine with oxygen from the air and will change into ashes and
into the gases carbon dioxide and water vapor, which will float into the air. Suppose we could measure
the mass of all the matter involved in the process, that of the wood, the oxygen, the ashes, and the
gases. The law of conservation of mass says that the total mass of the wood and the oxygen before
the burning is the same as the total mass of the ashes and the gases after the burning.”

The law of conservation of mass implies that the fofal mass of the sheet of paper does not get
destroyed in the burning process. That is, the atoms that make up the sheet of paper will still be around
after the burning process, only they will be arranged in different ways. For instance, a carbon atom
that joined other atoms to form a cellulose molecule in the paper may in the burning process be
released from that molecule and newly combine with oxygen atoms to form a carbon dioxide
molecule. The carbon atom itself will still be around but will form a carbon dioxide instead of a
cellulose molecule.

But the law of conservation of mass does not imply that the sheez of paper does not get destroyed
in the burning process. On an ordinary conception, a sheet of paper is more than just the atoms it
consists of. One might, for instance, think of a sheet of paper as a collection of atoms arranged in a
certain way. Now if we burn the sheet of paper, the atoms will still be around, but will no longer be
arranged in the same way. On this conception of what a sheet of paper is, it seems easily possible to
destroy the sheet of paper by rearranging its atoms. Turning the sheet of paper into nothingness,
which is something one may not be able to do according to the conservation laws, is thus not the only
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way to destroy it. Hence, the view that the sheet of paper gets destroyed in the burning process is
perfectly compatible with the law of conservation of mass.

The law of conservation of mass thus implies that the total mass of the sheet of paper does
not get destroyed, but it does not on its own imply that the sheet of paper does not get destroyed. To
get this implication, one needs to add premise (1), that “being destroyed” or “dying” means “from
something you become nothing.” This premise, in turn, seems plausible if one assumes that the sheet
of paper is empty of self-being.

Suppose the sheet of paper is empty of self-being. It does not have a separate self but is only
a collection of physical parts which are coming together and are interacting and changing. On this
view, there is nothing that holds these parts together, nothing like a special arrangement of the parts
that one can rearrange to destroy the sheet of paper. The sheet of paper is nothing more than just
these changing physical parts. If one wanted to destroy the sheet of paper, one would have to destroy
those, turn them into nothingness. And this is something one cannot do according to the conservation
laws, according to which the parts of the sheet of paper cannot be destroyed but only transformed.”

It is the same with people. After explaining how the sheet of paper cannot be destroyed, Thich
Nhat Hanh adds that “Everything is like that, even you and I. We are not subject to birth and death”
(Thich Nhat Hanh 1988b: 23). Suppose you are empty of self-being. You do not have a separate self
but are only a collection of physical and mental parts which are coming together and are interacting
and changing. On this view, there is again nothing that holds these parts together, there is nothing like
a secret “self” that does the job and that one could destroy in order to destroy you. If one wanted to
destroy you, one would have to destroy those parts, turn them into nothingness. And this is something
one cannot do because the parts that make you up are just as empty of self-being as you are (Thich
Nhat Hanh 1988b: 15).

The claim that your parts, which comprise not only physical parts but also the mental parts of
feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness, cannot be destroyed is not supported by
the conservation laws. But Thich Nhat Hanh thinks that those parts also cannot be destroyed, turned
into nothingness. They will still be there 7 other forms after you are disassembled (Thich Nhat Hanh
2017: 125-06). For instance, my perception of my coffee in front of me will transform into other things
which will depend on it, such as my belief that there is coffee, my desire to drink the coffee, my
drinking the coffee, and so on. My perception cannot be destroyed in the sense that it will turn into
something else. This transformation is what he takes reincarnation to be, which he prefers to call “re-
manifestation” (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 42). Re-manifestation is no mysterious process in which a
“self” is secretly assumed after all to live on in another body after you die; it is simply the idea that the
parts making you up will continue to be there in various different forms.”'

Hence, on the assumption that everything is empty of self-being, it seems plausible that
nothing can be destroyed or die. But if so, we need not fear loss or death. Thus, the insight that
everything is empty of self-being can help to overcome suffering.”

Thich Nhat Hanh thus draws out the soteriological consequences of believing in emptiness or
interbeing. Soteriological considerations as such of course do not show that interbeing is true. Thich
Nhat Hanh is also not interested in showing the truth of interbeing, but only in seeing its truth in
meditation since this is the way to enlightenment. If we spend our time with argumentation, he says,
we lose precious time for meditation and the practice of Zen, which is what he, as a Zen master,
concentrates on (Thich Nhat Hanh 1974: 117).

Soteriological considerations also play a role for other Buddhist traditions, so that Thich Nhat
Hanh does not differ from them in taking soteriological considerations into account. However, his
views do differ from others with respect to the question of how to achieve the soteriological goal of
overcoming suffering. Thus, the argument above suggests that we need to see that absolutely nothing
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has self-being in order to overcome suffering. This would seem to be unproblematic for Madhyamaka
Buddhism, which also holds that absolutely nothing has self-being. Yet it indicates that as long as we
hold, as the Abhidharma school does, that the dharmas have self-being, we will not overcome
suffering. Finally, Thich Nhat Hanh believes that we can only see interbeing, and overcome suffering,
by way of meditation, and not by way of argument. This is perhaps the most interesting feature of his
account and an interesting topic for further research.

8 Conclusion

Thich Nhat Hanh interprets the Buddhist principle of interdependent arising in terms of interbeing,
the idea that everything depends for its existence on everything else. By embracing interbeing, he
adopts the view of metaphysical coberentism, on which there are no fundamental entities, and things are
not ordered by priority. This opposes the standard view in western metaphysics, wetaphysical
foundationalism, on which there are fundamental entities, and things are ordered by priority.

I discussed two related objections to Thich Nhat Hanh’s views, which appeal to intuitions on
what objects are like and on what the dependence relation is like. But such intuitions alone cannot
settle the matter. These intuitions were formed on the background of the traditions within which these
views were developed, and different traditions favor the development of different intuitions. Thus,
these or similar objections which appeal to intuitions alone do not refute his views.

Thich Nhat Hanh does not argne for the truth of interbeing, but only shows the importance of
seezng its truth in meditation. Thus, an insight into interbeing is the o72/y way to overcome suffering and
to attain enlightenment, and thus is the only way to achieve the Buddhist aim. An insight into
interbeing can in particular help to overcome suffering and attain enlightenment, because it shows
that nothing can be created or destroyed, and thus that there is no need to fear death or loss.
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Way (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). Nagarjuna states that everything is empty of self-
being, even emptiness itself, in chapter XXIV: 18-9.
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What things depend on what things depends on what things are in the first place.

The current pandemic nicely illustrates this dependence: what one person has for lunch (bats) can have
an effect on the lives of millions of people in all parts of the world. See Karin Meyers, “Climate, Corona,
and Collapse: The Dharma was Made for these Times,” Insight Jonrnal 46, (2020): 9-206, for an insightful
paper on how the Dharma can help us to react to and take action to tackle the pandemic as well as the
problem of global warming.
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He calls them “conditioned reality” and “ultimate reality” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988a: 111) and thinks
that they, just like everything else, cannot be separated; they depend on each other.

This objection relates to puzzles of material constitution like that of the Ship of Theseus, as recounted
in the ancient historian Plutarch’s Life of Theseus (for a translation, see Michael Rea, “The Problem of
Material Constitution,” Philosophical Review 104, (1995): 531) and in Hobbes’s De Corpore (Thomas
Hobbes, “Elements of Philosophy 11,” in The English Works of Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury, ed. Sit
William Molesworth (London: Bohn, 1839), {11). On Plutarch’s version, all the planks of the famous
Ship of Theseus were gradually replaced by new ones, and the question is, “Is it still the same ship?”
On Hobbes’s version, the old planks were then reassembled in the same way as before to build another
ship, and the question is, “Is the ship with the new planks or the ship with the old planks the Ship of
Theseus?” Thich Nhat Hanh would answer Plutarch’s version by saying that the ship does not stay the
same ship, and Hobbes’s version by saying that neither ship is the Ship of Theseus.

He takes Nagarjuna to have successfully “reduce[d] all concepts to absurdity” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1974:
114).

He says, “[...] this is not philosophy. You really have to see” (Thich Nhat Hanh 1988b: 3§).

This interpretation differs from the Abhidharma interpretation on which “a dharma is defined as what
has intrinsic nature (svabbava)” (Siderits 2007: 111). I take it that he interprets “dharma” the way he
does because he does not think that there is anything that has intrinsic nature in the first place—from
his point of view, dharmas in the Abhidharma sense do not exist. This seems consistent with the fact
that he uses “phenomena” instead of “dharma” in the relevant passage in his own new translation of
the Heart Sutra (https://plumvillage.org/about/thich-nhat-hanh/letters/thich-nhat-hanh-new-heart-
sutra-translation/).

An alternative would be to interpret him as saying that (destruction) means the same as (emptiness),
but this would not be charitable.

His explanation that nothing can be created or born is parallel. For ease of exposition, I look at only
one part.

“E” stands for energy, 7 for mass, and ¢ for the speed of light.

On a smaller scale, an example may look like this. In a burning process, methane and oxygen molecules
can transform into carbon dioxide and water molecules. The law of conservation of mass predicts that
the mass of the methane and oxygen molecules equals that of the carbon dioxide and water molecules.
That is, the number of atoms of the former two equals the number of atoms of the latter two. Thus, if
we burn one methane molecule (CH4) and two oxygen molecules (O2), we get one carbon dioxide
molecule (CO) and two water molecules (H>O). The methane and oxygen molecules contain four
hydrogen atoms, four oxygen atoms and one carbon atom, and so do the carbon dioxide and water
molecules.

On Thich Nhat Hanh’s view, atoms are also empty of self-being, and so can’t be destroyed; and the
parts of atoms are also empty of self-being, and so also can’t be destroyed; and this is so all the way
down.

The notion of reincarnation is not an originally Buddhist notion, he explains, but was established in
ancient India before Buddhism arose. Reincarnation was taught there on the basis of the idea of a
permanent self, while the Buddha taught it in light of impermanence and no-self (Thich Nhat Hanh
2017: 40).

The view that nothing can be created or destroyed seems to contradict the view that everything /s only
for a very short moment. Thich Nhat Hanh says “nothing can be born, nothing can die,” and at the
same time, “We are all dying and being reborn at every moment” (Thich Nhat Hanh 2017: 41). How
can we reconcile these? Consider a sheet of paper. It is a collection of interacting and changing physical
parts. The particular constellation of parts at time # will no longer be there at £. So, in this sense, the
sheet of paper existed only for a very short moment, at #. But we can also think about it this way. The
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sheet of paper is only a collection of parts at #. These parts will transform and go somewhere else at
. They will not turn into nothingness. So, in that sense, the sheet of paper does not get destroyed.
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