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Western dharma 

‘Dharma’ is an important concept in Indian thought. In the Hindu tradition it refers to the 
cosmic truth or law underlying the universe, and in Buddhism it also refers to the 
Buddha’s teachings, known as buddha-dharma which, historically, spread from India 
across the whole of the Asian East in the first millennium CE.


Gautama Buddha’s ethical and practical teaching in the 6th century BCE is often referred 
to as “the first turning of the wheel of dharma”. In the history of Buddhism it is also taught 
that there were two further “turnings” of the dharma wheel:  the second, in the second 
century CE, focussed on the teachings on “emptiness” - in Sanskrit, shunyata - 
associated in particular with the sage, Nagarjuna;  the third turning was the 
consciousness teachings of  Asanga and Vasubhandu, of the ‘mind-only’ school - 
Yogachara - in the fifth century.  It is thought by many that, with the spread of Buddhist 
ideas in the West, we are now living in the midst of a “fourth turning”.  


This is a global phenomenon, not just a challenge for Buddhism.


It could be said that relativity theory and the quantum revolution in physics at the 
beginning of the twentieth century has contributed towards a “second turning” in our 
understanding of the Universe, and the interest today in neuroscience and mindfulness 
resonates with the profound teachings of the mind-only school.  If the challenge of 
Western natural science and the West’s social and political awareness constitutes a 
possible “fourth turning” for Buddhism, then equally, with the ecological crisis and mass 
extinction happening now across the Planet as a result of our modern way of life, we 
desperately need a spiritual infusion from the profound ethical, philosophical and 
psychological traditions of the East. 
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INTRODUCTION:  Global Warming and the Timeless Axis. 

        Eternity is in love with the products of Time.   

                                           William Blake,  The Proverbs of Hell. 

The five essays here were written originally for the UK Climate Psychology Alliance (CPA) 
which I joined in 2012.  It had been recently formed by a small group of psychologists, 
psychotherapists and social thinkers to explore the mental health implications of the 
climate emergency, including:  the effect on us emotionally and mentally of climate 
change;  the widespread resistance to acknowledging it;  and, of course, the crucial 
importance of acting to avoid it.  The essays were written to help clarify my own thoughts 
about the cultural issues accompanying climate change. Three were posted on the CPA 
website but two weren’t because they were thought to go beyond the aims and goals of 
the CPA.  They drew on perennial and mystical wisdom traditions that were felt to lie too 
much outside the focus of the Alliance.


I have been writing a book about the cultural implications of climate change and global 
warming for over ten years and am only now coming to a conclusion. Family and friends 
have long since given up expecting me to finish!  It’s a big subject and conclusions are 
difficult where climate change is concerned.  However unanimous the science has been 
for some time, public awareness is slow to respond and the growing literature on waking 
up to the fact - and the meaning - of climate change has, as it were, only just begun.  
Some think it is now too late, and those of us who want to keep an open mind about 
avoiding total devastation are finding it more difficult to do so.


The future 

Earth scientists are clear about what lies ahead this century if we do nothing to curb our 
carbon emissions and change our consumerist way of life.  The gravity of the crisis for all 
life on the planet, including ourselves, cannot be overstated.  There are a growing number 
of books now on what has been named “the Anthropocene”.   Earth scientists maintain 1

 See, for instance, Jeremy Davies, The Birth of the Anthropocene, University of California Press, 
1

   2016 and Ian Angus,  Facing the Anthropocene: Fossil Capitalism and the Crisis of he Earth  
   System, New York: Monthly Review Press, 2016.
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that, so far-reaching are the changes we have made to the Earth - not just to the 
atmosphere but also to the lithosphere, hydrosphere, and biosphere - that we can now 
speak of a new human-driven geological epoch - the Anthropocene - succeeding the 
stable and clement Holocene of the last 11,000 years that has made human civilisation 
possible.  Had we not disturbed the Holocene, perhaps we could have enjoyed some tens 
of thousands more years before the next ice age, potentially giving us time to learn ways 
to steward the planet responsibly and evolve with nature rather than in conflict with it.  
2

Yet the idea of the Anthropocene is not just the domain of the geologists and natural 
scientists.  Now it has also captured the interest and imagination of the human sciences 
and the arts.  The climate emergency we face raises perennial philosophical and 
existential questions we in the modern world have long since been disengaged from.  
Collective responses to our “end times” - the end of human civilisation as we know it, 
even our extinction - may be akin to the reactions of an individual person suffering a 
terminal illness - initially shock, grief, anger and/or depression before, hopefully, some 
understanding, acceptance, and insight - even transformation - follow.


Questions 

If we challenge ourselves to think about these issues and the changes that the scientists 
say are coming we may find we are asking basic questions of ourselves while we are still 
here to ask them, such as:  what is wrong with the world, or our attitude towards it?  What 
is the meaning of life and existence?  Who am I?  Who are we?  What is my/our true 
nature?  If we really think about these questions we may come to feel and see that we are 
not who we think we are, and that, as many have pointed out before us, the world as it 
appears is not the world “as it is”.


These are the questions that all the mystical traditions have always asked and the 
emphasis has been on the questions rather than the answers.  They say the trick is to ask 
the right question and the answer will come of itself.  This suggests that the universe is 
essentially a great question mark, a riddle, enigma, a mystery, as are we who have  
emerged from it.  Finding ourselves here, we begin to ask “Who are we?” There is no 

 Eco-socialists use the term “Capitalocene”, as they regard Capitalism as responsible for 2

ecological degeneration.  They question whether eco-capitalism is possible.
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answer to this other than that we are of the same substance as the universe from which 
we are born.  This is actually a complete answer.  

 

Some suggest that, despite the ecological crisis we face - or perhaps because of it - a 
new axis of thought and experience is opening up for us beyond the material bipolar 
existence of subject and object, time and space, life and death, or nature and culture as 
opposites in our modern way of thinking.  This is not an alternative to our instinctive 
dualism but an axis that gives it a new context.  It is the continuum between ourselves 
and what seems “other”, known in the East as a “nondual” reality.  On the one hand, for 
instance, we are not the separate, special and exceptional species we take ourselves to 
be.   On the other, the climate emergency invites us to awaken to our shared identity with 
all around us, even as we seem to be at the point of saying goodbye to it.  Perhaps if we 
had known this all along we would not be facing the crisis.


It is possible we are entering a period of heightened consciousness and cultural evolution 
akin to, but more momentous than the intellectual and spiritual illumination experienced 
across the world in the mid centuries of the first millennium BCE, when the history of our 
current civilisation was founded, and which the German philosopher, Karl Jaspers, 
identified as “the Axial Age”.  This was evidenced in India as the sacred writings of the 3

Hindu Upanishads and the teachings of Gautama Buddha, in China as the taoist tradition 
of Lao Tzu and Chang Tzu, in Palestine the wisdom books of the Old Testament prophets, 
and in ancient Greece the philosophical insights of the pre-Socratics.  They were all 
aware of a timeless axis.


We may be entering a new Axial Age and, despite or because of climate change, 
becoming conscious again of the timeless axis, this time two and a half millennia on.


The essays 

I wrote these five essays over a period of two to three years, the first in November 2015, 
the other four in 2017-18.  Here they are in chronological order. The theme of “Everything 
and Nothing”, the first essay, occurred to me after reading the philosopher, Jonathan 

 Karl Jaspers The Origin and Goal of History.  Abingdon: Routledge, 2010, 1953.  Chapter 1.  3
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Lear’s book, Radical Hope,   about how the North American Indian Crow nation survived 4

the loss of their way of life when the buffalo were wiped out and they could no longer do 
battle with the Sioux, their traditional enemy.  The CPA took Lear’s book as a focus for a 
study day earlier that year, 2015,  to discuss how we might define radical hope for our 5

own modern scientific culture, given that many people are feeling increasingly hopeless in 
the face of worldwide ecological degeneration.  The Crow themselves had initially felt they 
had nothing to look forward to.  They were peering into an abyss.


I take Lear’s idea of radical hope - as opposed to simple optimism - as a starting point to 
discuss the theme of “everything and nothing” from different perspectives.  In her book 
about climate change, This Changes Everything, the American writer, Naomi Klein, 
suggested all we have to do is nothing - to reduce global warming - and catastrophe will 
follow,  although there is another way of looking at this. One view might be that we 6

simply have to stop doing the things that have caused the crisis in the first place.  This, it 
would seem, is easier said than done.  It may require subtle and fundamental changes in 
the way we think and live.  I explore what the ageless wisdom from the Eastern traditions 
might have to offer 


For instance we feel there is something ultimate about the present crisis, as if it were an 
everything or nothing choice.  We either survive or we don’t.  But perhaps it’s not such an 
absolute either/or.  I have tried to suggest that “everything and nothing” are not opposites 
but perhaps key to the understanding of each other.  The notion of nothing, or emptiness 
- shunyata - that is central to Vedanta and  Buddhist thought, is not a vacuity, as we think 
of it, but a fulness.  In this view “nothing” - or no-thing - is where “everything” comes 
from.  I have always wondered, for instance, how the prodigious natural life of a tropical 
rainforest or the sheer infinite throng of human life in any of the world’s megacities 
emerged from the “emptiness” of space.


The second essay continues these ideas around the theme of “Awakening”.  I discuss two 
kinds of awakening which are essentially related.  First is the crucial waking up to the fact 

 Jonathan Lear,   Radical Hope: Ethics in the Face of Cultural Devastation. Harvard University 4

Press, 2006.

 See website of Climate Psychology Alliance, Past Events, p 6  “ Radical Hope Conference 
5

   Report”. 

 Naomi Klein,  This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate. London: Allen Lane, 2014.6
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of climate change and the need to face up to it.  The second is awakening to our 
responsibility for the crisis and asking ourselves how we have caused it, which may then 
lead into thinking and enquiring about ourselves - our essential nature in contrast to our 
conditioned human nature.  The mystical or introspective traditions have always affirmed 
a larger, more inclusive, even cosmic Self, which is host and context to the personal self.  
Experience of this Self is key to essential awakening.  Climate change is then the cue and 
opportunity.


“Where has Truth Gone?”, the third essay, is a book review.   2016 was a remarkable year 
and the three books chosen were an immediate response to its events.  Naomi Klein’s No 
Is Not Enough draws on all her previous work in explaining and analysing the 
phenomenon of Donald Trump.  Her descriptions and narrating of the facts are quite 7

shocking in themselves.  The same may be said about Pankaj Mishra’s Age of Anger, 
except that this is a compelling literary and cultural analysis of the roots of the present 
malaise of the modern West from someone with a Far Eastern perspective and an 
awareness of the suffering and degradation experienced in the “developing” world.  
Mishra wrote much of his book prior to Trump’s election but published it after, and is, 
therefore, able to comment on this in passing. 
8

The third book in the review is Ken Wilber’s response to Trump.  Wilber is an uncommon 
writer in that he has always taken the perspective of the perennial philosophy, as he did in 
his first book, The Spectrum of Consciousness, published in 1977.  Spectrum was a 
profound challenge to the psychological, philosophical and scientific establishments and 
he has followed it with some thirty books, expanding and developing his original ideas up 
until today.  He is well known and respected in alternative traditions but is not readily 
acknowledged or cited in academic circles.  His Trump and a Post-Truth World provides a 
cultural analysis of the US and the world from the widest philosophical and political 
perspective. 
9

The last two essays focus on our individual and cultural identity.   The growing interest in 
the Anthropocene, which supersedes the Holocene, raises all sorts of questions about 

 Naomi Klein,  NO IS NOT ENOUGH: DEFEATING the New Shock Politics,  London: Allen Lane,  
7

  2017.

 Pankaj Mishra, Age of Anger. A History of the Present.  London: Allen Lane, 2017.8

 Ken Wilber, Trump and a Post-Truth World.  Boston: Shambhala, 20179
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our future.   Some scientists, believing we - modern scientific man - have become a 
geological force in our own right, are very proud of this, as it attests to our power and 
technological know-how, and they seem confident that the ingenuity we have for geo-
engineering can overcome all our problems.  Others, particularly in the human sciences, 
warn that the advent of the Anthropocene casts a huge shadow over our future.  


Whatever the future brings, despite or because of the uncertainty, we have an opportunity 
- and a need - to consider what it means to be a human being and a human species in 
this 21st century.  “Who Are We?” explores the possibility of a new awareness and a new 
understanding of the self while we are still here to think about it, drawing on the 
philosophical and psychological understandings of Far Eastern traditions in comparison 
and in concert with Western psychology and social thinking.


The final essay, “The New Axial Age”, explores the idea of cultural evolution.  The original  
teachings of Gautama Buddha, for instance, were essentially practical and ethical.  They 
are thought to have been “the first turning of the wheel of dharma”.  (“Dharma” in both 
Hindu and Buddhist traditions implies universal truth.)  But there were two further turnings 
of the dharma wheel in the first millennium CE, which went beyond pure ethical teachings 
to understandings about the “emptiness” and interdependence of all things - including 
ourselves - in the second turning, and to teachings on the nature of absolute 
consciousness in the third.  A growing number of people believe, despite the ecological 
crisis we face, we are at the beginning of a fourth turning today, which is about the 
integration of our modern natural and human sciences, as well as our own historical 
religions, with the perennial philosophy of the world’s timeless wisdom traditions - not just 
Buddhism, though the latter’s impact on the modern West may come to be seen as one 
of the most significant events of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.


Common themes.    

I also emphasise the importance of values throughout all the chapters.  Take science, for 
instance.  Although it places a premium on the importance of research and the collection 
of more and more data, do we not also need to restrain and challenge the orthodox 
scientific fixation on the accumulation of factual knowledge for itself, as if all we need is to 
know just a bit more in order to solve all our problems?  Instead we might do well to focus 
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back on values, particularly the three central value spheres of the Good, the True and the 

Beautiful - ethics, science and aesthetics.   

These three could be viewed as a unity once again.  For example science - or the search 
for truth - must be ethical, or it is likely to become an instrumental scientism.  At the same 
time the universe can be viewed as a sublime continuum - it is absolutely, beautifully and 
dissonantly sublime - and science is an exploration of that sublimity.  Is not science also a 
supreme art?


Again, we - the human species - are potentially an integral and living part of the 
continuum.  The wonder of science - natural and human - and the imaginative arts are all 
the more extraordinary when we contemplate the fact of the human animal - ourselves - 
practising them.   Darwin expressed the truth of biological evolution - his famous “endless 
forms most beautiful and most wonderful” that comprise “the grandeur of life”, as he 
wrote in the concluding sentence of the Origin of the Species.  Perhaps it is time, in this 
postmodern and deeply disturbed age, we realised the truth and grandeur of cultural 
evolution, that, despite modernity’s skeptical view, the human mind - and its passions - 
are equally one of “the beautiful and wonderful” forms. Truth - and human nature - 
evolves.  


The common theme of duality and nonduality 

William Blake wrote that “without contraries, there is no progress”, which appeals to our 
Cartesian mind-set, but he was also aware of the “marriage” of opposites.  Body and soul 
may be different but they are not separate, since the “energy of delight” flowed through 
both, just as also “heaven and hell” were joined, in Blake’s mind, as a continuum. 
10

Descartes’ contemporary, Baruch Spinoza, also pointed to the unity of apparent 
opposites in suggesting that mind and matter, for instance, are two attributes of the one 
substance, which Spinoza thought of as “God``. 
11

 See one of Blake’s prophetic books, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell” in Collected Poems,  10

    edited by W.B. Yeats with a new introduction by Tom Paulin, London: Routledge Classics, pp 

    162-178

 Benedict de Spinoza,  Ethics, translated by Edwin Curley with an Introduction by Stuart 
11

    Hampshire,  London: Penguin Books, 1996.
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This alternative, or contextual, axis to duality, known as advaita - “not-two”, nonduality - 
in the East, was alive in our poetic and philosophical traditions.  I have already mentioned 
Blake and Spinoza.   The 2nd century, philosopher, Plotinus, conceived his axis as “the 
One and the Many” - unity in infinite diversity - a Neoplatonic principle that has influenced 
European history and thought throughout the centuries.  The uni-verse is a great unified 
work of art which finds its expression in the Many.  The Chinese thought in terms of “the 
one and the ten thousand things”, which for Blake was “the world in a grain of sand”, and 
for the fourteenth Dalai Lama, “the universe in a single atom”. 
12

Global awareness 

One of the essential features of any new enlightenment is global consciousness, not the 
simple idea of a globalised economic order but a new sense of the unity of the whole 
universe and all things in it, evident on the smallest of scales as well as the largest - in the 
microcosm of daily life as much as in macrocosmic dimensions.  Science has often 
thought in terms of a centre to the universe.  Perhaps we need to realise there is no one 
single, universal point of convergence but to retain an openness to the truth that the 
centre is everywhere.  


Global awareness today implies the notion of One Earth.  This points to both an 
acceptance of a geopolitics that goes beyond the historical and capitalist Eurocentric and 
North American position of the modern West and a realisation that the model of the 
ancient Greek polis may no longer be the exclusive blueprint for the governance of the 
whole planet.   The philosophies and world views of non-Western countries, particularly in 
the historical traditions of the Far East, for instance, may have a depth and breadth that 
give a universal and timeless context to modern Western cultural traditions. It is less a 
question of one being more adequate than another but of a new integration of them.  


At the same time a global and integral awareness works across the whole spectrum.  No 
longer is it sufficient to be an “expert” in a specialised area.   What is needed today is 
also a willingness to test how expertise in one area can relate to, and transform, 
knowledge in another.  It is questionable whether a particular speciality, and its specific 

 See Dalai Lama. The Universe in a Single Atom:  How Science and Spirituality Can Serve Our  12

   World.  London: Abacus, 2006. 
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technical language, is sufficiently adequate until it has been tried and tested in regular 
dialogue with others.


Personal background 

I had a fairly conventional upbringing in England.   Born in London, the family - practising 
non-conformist Christians - moved to the West Country when I was six.   I went to a state 
school and on to university for an extended liberal education in the humanities.  Then I 
became interested in unconventional traditions in both our own and non-western cultures 
- western mysticism and theosophy, as well as modern counter-culture, but also the 
Indian traditions of Buddhism and Hindu Vedanta, and the history of Chinese thought and 
practice.  I spent a number of years exploring these before settling down to a professional 
career in mental health, first as a social worker, then a family group and systemic 
psychotherapist in an NHS adult psychotherapy service.  I  am now retired from 
professional life but draw on all my life experiences in any writing I do.                
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