COMPARATIVE ONTOLOGY AND THE INTERPRETATION
OF ‘KARMA’*

|

PREFACE

This paper begins with a preliminary exposition of the
«doctrine” of karma, on the more or less standard interpret-
ation. The intelligibility of this doctrine is then called into ques-
tion: the standard interpretation is found problematic in terms
of our natural everyday understanding. It is then suggested that
the proper method of interpretation of Karma requires the exca-
vation of the categorial structure or ontological paradigm which
renders karma intelligible. The intelligibility of a concept or doc-
trine is relative to a given ontological paradigm or world view
which must be taken as a whole. So, a preliminary sketch is
given of the generic karma categorial structure and the formal
features of this ontological paradigm are explicated. It is shown
that karma is, indeed, intelligible when interpreted or translated
in terms of its indigenous world view. This leads to considera-
tioris of the formation of world views or ontological paradigms.
The concept of formal ontology is presented and factors which
contribute to the differentiation of world views are made explicit.
This opens the way for a new understanding of the nature of
philosophical interpretation or radical translation between diffe-
rent worlds. The notion of ontological hermeneutics is developed
and it is shown that radical translation between different onto-
logies is really an intra-linguistic enterprise. Any given natural
language, through its formal ontological structure, has access to
any possible ontology or world view. Radical translation Dbe-
comes the project of re-creating or reconstructing the original
ontological paradigm which shapes a given world and defines its
intelligibility. The implication is that no culture or tradition has
privileged access to its ontology or scheme for interpreting
experience. The paper concludes with further interpretation and
elaboration of the karma paradigm. The inner logic and coher-
ence of the karma ontology in disclosed, and certain features
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of karma which before appeared opaque, incoherent, arbitrary
and unintelligible, become transparent, intelligible and necessit-
ated by .the structure of the karma paradigm. Thus, the paper
has a two-fold aim. One is to give a philosophical interpretation
and translation of karmg. The other is to make explicit the
logic of interpretation and translation which determines the
method” of ontological analysis being used. And this involves the
development of ontological hermeneutics and formal or compar-
ative ontology.

[INTRODUCTION]*

“Karma™ is often taken to indicate a “law of action” or
a “principle of causality” with special reference to moral action,
Sometimes it is loosely designated as a “doctrine”. Whatever
its status and however it may be appropriately referred to, it is
clear that this term is as problematic as it is characteristic of
Indian thought in general. But it is one thing to raise questions
about the truth and verifiability of karma, another to inquire
into its intelligibility or sense. Indeed, investigation of the mean-
ing of a term is logically prior to consideration of its truth, of
evidence for its validity, or of the legitimacy of belief in it. For
if it is unintelligible then questions of its truth are not appropri-
ately raised. So I shall begin this investigation of karma by rais-
ing some questions about its ‘meaning and intelligibility while
bracketing questions about its truth, verification and grounds for
belief. If it is found to be intelligible then to this extent at least
it is a possible object of belief and a candidate for truth. Perhaps
it may even be found worthy of belief.

[The “doctrine” of karma: preliminary exposition]*

The Sanskrit term “karma” is derived from the root kr
which means “to do”, An exemplary summary statement of the
doctrine of karma is given by Eliot Deutsch in his introduction
to  The Bhagavad Gita :

“The term karma means ‘deed’, ‘work’, ‘action’ and is

used in the Hindu tradition to mean both any action which
produces tendencies or impressions (sanskaras) in the actor,

(* Main topics are indicated in brackets—*[..]”, and sub-topics are
in parentheses, S
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which then function as determinants to his future action, and
specific ritual actions which are performed in the context of
Vedic ceremonial religion. Further, according to most of the
Indian philosophical systems, karma suggests a ‘law’ of
moral nature which holds that actions necessarily produce
effects and that this is enacted over a period of innumerable
births, deaths aud rebirths. Every aciion must produce its
results—if not immdiately, then at some future time—and
every disposition to act is the result of one’s past action.
One is completely responsible for oneself. A man’s present
condition is a result of his past action over many lives, and
his future condition will result from his past and present
action” !

(The Conceptual Connection Between karma, samsara
and transmigration)

First of all, then, “karma”, according to this interptetation,
means human action which causally produces results of conse-
quences. But the distinctive feature of karma seems to be that
the identity of the agent or actor extends over innumerable life-
times, and that the effects of actions are played out over many
lives of the same agent. So the identities of agent, actions and
causes and effects extend in time through innumerable births and
deaths. It appears that karma is essensially tied to a certain con-
ception of existence-in-time, a world view in which existence is
without beginning and withont' end in time (anadi). This concep-
tion of existence is called “sarsara”, which means that which
is incessantly in motion or flux, the world of phenomena. This
conception of perpetual existence as applied to the cosmic
history of a particular human agent leads to the notion of
transmigration. This is the specific aspect of samsara in which the
identity of the phenomenal self (jiva ) persists through different
lifetimes so that at death the existence of the jiva is not ter-
minated but is transformed and continues to exist and is “‘reborn”’
(ve-incarnation, trans-incarnation). This menas that birth is not
the beginning of the existential identity of the particular jiva, and
death is not the cessation of its existential status. Thus, the
notions of karma, samsara and transmigration are essentially
connected conceptually. This is made explicit by M. Hiriyanna :
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“Since, however, those causes cannot all be found within
the narrow limits of a single life, it postulates the theory
of sarisara or the continued existence of the self (jiva)
in a succession of lives. Thus the theory of transmigration
is a necessary corollary to the doctrine of karma’.3

This conceptual connection is also explicitly acknowledged
by Deutsch in his book Advaita Vedanta :

“From now on when the term ‘karma’ is used, it refers
to the joint doctrine of the ‘law’ of karma—the principle
of causality which holds that all moral actions produce
moral effects—and of sarmsara—the principle that there is a
transmigration of the self (the saksma-sarira or subtle body’)
in a series of births, deaths and rebirths . *

(Karma as a ‘moral law’ : jiva, avidya, bandha )

The second distinctive feature of karma is that it is taken
to be a moral law which means that it applies primarily to
human agents and conduct and not to all existent entities in
general, Thus Hiriyanna says,

“In the first place, the doctrine [ of karma ] extends the
principles of causation to the sphere of human conduct and
teaches that, as every event in the physical world is deter-
mined by its antecedents, so everything that happens in the
moral realm is preordained ™.¢

This passage leaves us suspended as to whether karma is a
universal principle of causality which applies to all existent enti-
ties or whether it is restricted to the realm of human conduct in
a specifically moral context. In any case karma is often taken
to be restricted to moral conduct and is a “causal” law in some
special sense. The moral context is special in that it applies to
the phenomenal self (the jiva) which is in bondage (bandha )
to existence-in-time ( samsara) and which is thus alienated from
true Being. It is this alienation and bondage of the phenomenal
self which gives rise to the moral dimension of karma. For
Samsara is born from primal ignorance or avidya and the moral
ond of persons is to overcome this avidya and transcend the
bondage and inherent suffering of _bhenomenal existence.
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«The other important point of agreement among the
various schools is the recognition of liberation or release
( moksa ) from the cycle of rebirths as the highest of human
ends or values ... and moksa has come to be acknowledged
as the highest of human values by all the doctrines, so
that all of them are now doctrines of salvation.”s

So, moral value and conduct is possible and required
because of the alienation of existence-in-time from Being. The
true Self does not exist in time, does not act, is not born and
does not die. The existent self (jiva), as part of the pheno-
menal world, always has some particular moral value and is
part of a hierarchy of values. That is, to exist is to have some
value status in a hierarchically ordered phenomenal world. It is in
this context that the possibility of moral value arises. Karma
may be good or bad, and good conduct is that which tends to
overcome the need for conduct, to overcome the bondage of
samsara and bring release from phenomenal existence.

“According as one acts, according as one conducts him-
self so does he become. The doet of good becomes good.
The doer of evil becomes evil. One becomes virtuous by
virtuous action, bad by bad action™.® -

It appears, then, that the jiva always has some intrinsic
value status which is determined by its constituent qualities, and
the actions of such a value-qualified jiva inevitably reflect its
- value-status. To exist is to be qualified in moral value. One is
what one does and one does what one is. And karma indicates
a causal moral law which specifies a relation between the actions
of the jiva and its existential value-status :

“According to the doctrine of karma everyone—as a jiva
in bondage to the world—is conditioned and determined by
his conduct, as this is enacted over a period of innumer-
able births, deaths, and rebirths. Every deed that one per-
forms has its effect in the world and forms within the doer
a samskara or vasana (tendency) that becomes the basis
of his future deeds. Karma is thus a ‘law’ that sets forth
the relation between one’s action as a jiva and one's state of
being™."
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Finally, we may end this preliminary exposition by acknow-
ledging that the different schools of thought in India have each
developed the doctrine of karma in distinct ways, each gives
specific connotations to the concept. Nevertheless there is a
generic level of analysis, a general sense of ¢karma”, which
applies to the different traditions. Again, Deutsch makes this
explicit : : :

“Whether karma has its roots in the Rg Veda, or was
borrowed from non-Aryan sources, or whether again it is
but a natural extension of beliefs present in early Vedic
times, Is of historical importance. All the later systems of
Indian thought agree, though, that karma is operative in life;
they disagree only about whar it is that transmigrates and
about how it takes place; that it takes place is accepted, and
this alone is of philosophical importance.” 8

[Preliminary Questions about Karma)

- Does karma make sense? Is it rationally intelligible? We
have seen in the above sketch that karma.is essentially tied in
sense with samsara and transmigration. It is this connection
which gives karma its distinctive features. But precisely what
makes it distinctive also renders it questionable and problematic
in intelligibility. For we are familiar enough with the concept
of an agent performing actions which have consequences and
which produce tendencies or habits. Our ordinary intuitions
about agents, actions and causes appear to be straightforward
and intelligible. But when it is added that the identity of the
agent (jiva) extends cosmically through time and spans innumer-
able lifetimes, and that the causes and consequences of actions
are played out in a cosmic context through many lifetimes, our
ordinary understanding is jolted and strained. What ocan it
possibly mean to speak of a person or actor whose identity and
existence extends through a beginningless series of births and
deaths? Our common sense notion of a person takes its exist-
ence and identity to be delimited between birth and death. The
existence of a person begins with birth (or conception) and ends
(in any identifiable form) with death. What strange conception
is this that takes the person to have pre-existed in innumerable
lives (and presumably retaining its existential identity through



Interpretation of Karma 209

diverse forms) and to post-existin ongoing lives and forms?
The very meanings of “birth” and ‘“‘death” are altered. Time
itself seems to bend and move in a circle. And the concept of a
person or agent becomes dislodged from its familiar and natural
contexts. For when the principle of identity of a thing is changed
the very sense of its concept is altered. It seems, then, that the
karmic context which is committed to sarsara (pecpetual tempo-
ralized phenomenal existence) and to transmigration (the perpe-
tual identity of the jiva through a series of lives) bends and
stretches and perhaps snaps our common conceptions of time,
existence, person, cause, action, birth and death.

Even worse, we are expected to make sense of the possibility
that the form of existence of a given jiva may change from life
to life; that a jiva may be in the form of a human being in
one life and return in the next life as an insect, plant or “lower”
animal. Our common notions of persons is that they are differ-
ent in #ype from other forms of life, that persons are special
in the realm of existence and radically different in identity and
characteristics from other creatures. What can it possibly mean
to say that a person may be reborn as an insect? This again
strains our imagination, our conceptual powers. Not only are
we required to make sense of the identity of a person extending
through cyclical time in innumerable life-times, but also of the type
of being evolving and changing through different existential forms
and species, in effect, changing identity and “‘essential’’ characteris-
tics. We lose our bearing here with the notions of person! identity
and existence.

And the same holds for our notions of action and cause. Given
our commonly accepted commitment that existence and identity
are delimited within one given lifetime (what is to count as one
lifetime?), proscribed between birth and death, we naturally
identify actions and causes (and their effects) within the tempo-
ral span of one lifetime. The karma doctrine requires us to
conceive that certain unknown (and unknowable?) occurrences
in previous lifetimes ‘are the causal conditions of actions now
being performed, and that the actions now being performed will
have their full effects and consequences, if not in this lifetime
then in subsequent ones. Of course this demands much more
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than a mere elasticizing of our ordinary concepts of action and
cause. By no stretch of the imagination can we break through
the conceptual barrier of common understanding in which the
existential scope of a person is delimited within the poles of
birth and death in one conventional lifetime. The very sense
of action and cause is being tampered with, the principle of use
of these terms is critically changed, the principle of identity of
these concepts is radically altered.

The radical changes in the conceptual function and use of
“person”, “action” and “cause” required by the karma doctrine
seems to make a mockery of these concepts in their natural
‘use. For when the antecedent causal conditions of my present
actions extend through alleged previous lifetimes of which I am
not aware, how can I possibly be said to act intelligently,
deliberately, rationally and responsibly? We assume in everyday
life that we have access to the relevant antecedent causal condi-
tions which take effect in rational action. And if deliberation
and choice are to have msaning it is reasonable to expect that
we can specify the ends of our actions and anticipate ‘the full
fruition of the cansequences and effects of these actions within
a reasonable length of time. But if my actions and their effects
are played out past my death and through innumerable presumed
future lives, again of which I have no direct awareness, the
very rationality of human action is seriously challenged. For
rational, deliberate and voluntary action takes for granted access
to and influence over the antecedent causal conditions as wel|
as the effects and consequences. We can identify a given action
which occurs at some time. But what becomes of the concept
of action when a given act is extended cosmically through time
and a series of lives? How long does one act take? What is
to count as one act and what are the criteria of identity of a
given act? What becomes of deliberate action then?

The intelligibility of karma is even more problematic than it
already appears. For we have seen that karma is taken to be a
“moral” law of conduct. But if the form of existence of the
agent (j7va) in previous and subsequent lives may be non-human
(insect, plant, fish, etc.) then what are our moral responsibilities
to these non-human species? Presumably any of these species
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may be inhabited by a jfvain its ongoing cosmic journey, What
is the scope of the moral community? Are we to assume that
the activities of insects, for example, are really actions with moral
worth? If transmigration makes sense then it is possible for a
human being to be reborn in the form of some other creature. If so,
wherein consists the identity of that person in the new form?
Are we to assume that the external form of this newly born creature
. is somehow accidental to the inner identity or essence of the original
person? We seem forced either to hold that only persons (human
beings in the conventional sense) perform moral actions which are
of a different type from mere activities of other species, or else
to hold that actions dre activities and all creatures are capable of
moral action and are part of a cosmic moral order. Either way
there appears to be incoherence in terms of our everyday notions
of human action and the activities of other creatures. In this
light the question hinted at earlier take force : Does karma
indicate a universal cosmic causal law which applies to all existent
entities or is it restricted in sense to the sphere of human moral
action? If all activities are actions and all creatures are part of
one cosmic moral order then karma becomes a universal causal
moral law.?

These are just samples of the sorts of questions which naturally
arise in trying to make sense of the karma doctrine. These
questions concern the intelligibility of karma; questions of truth,
evidence and belief have not yet been addressed. The question,
then, is : Can we make sense of karma?

[Making Sense of Karma: Preliminary Sketch of Karma Ontology)

I wish to show in this paper that the “karma doctrine” does
indeed make sense. But the intelligibility of karma is determined
by an integral world-view or ontology taken as a whole. In general,
the sense of a term or concept in natural language is relative to a
particular categorial scheme or ontology, and apart from this its
sense remains indeterminate, variable and ambiguous. Making
sense of karma requires the explication of the ontological structure
or paradigm in which it originates and in which alone it gets
its meaning. An ontology (world-view, categorial scheme for
interpreting experience) is a system of intelligibility and what makes
sense in one world need not (and often does not and cannot) make
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sense in another. “Common” expressions in ordinary language are
inherently equivocal (systematically ambiguous) in sense between
ontologies. The task of philosophical interpretation or translation
is to excavate and specify the ontological paradigm or categorial
structure which renders a given term or doctrine intelligible. Thus,
karma is not so much a law or principle, or even a “doctrine”’
as it is an ontological paradigm or integral system for interpreting
experience as a whole. The karma paradigm is a unified structure
with its own inner cohernece and logie. In this respect interpreta-
tion of karma must be systematic and not fragmentary and partial,
Karma can only make sense when we enter the unique conceptual
space of karma-ontology. And interpretation of karma in the
context of its indigenous categorial structure de-mystifies it and
reveals its inner coherence and rationality.

This is why the challenge to the intelligibility of karma
given above has force. We cannot make sense of karma in terms
of the ontological paradigm(s) which happens to inform our
ordinary conventional language at this time. Karma cannot make
sense when interpreted through an alien world-view with a diffe-
rent categorial structure. It is bound to appear incoherent and
unintelligible when so interpreted or translated. Our task is to
explicate the original general ontological paradigm which generates
the karma “doctrine”.

We saw above that karma is essentially tied to sarsara and
transmigration. The latter are primary structural features of the
karma paradigm. It is only when the full structural meaning
of sasara is appreciated that the karma doctrine emerges with
intelligibility. In carrying out this sketchy preview of the karma
paradigm we shell attempt to recreate the inner logic of its
ontology.

(The Principle of Conservation and Continuity of Exist-
ential Status)

First of all, sarisara is an ontological commitment which
formally determines the nature and status of existence, and thereby
shapes a unique world. This existential commitment is twofold.
On the one hand, it i$ a commitment to the view that existence is
co-extensive with time which is cyclical in the sense of being with-
out beginning or end. Existential status is perpetual and continnous
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in a cosmic way. This means that any and every existent entity
has an ongoing cosmic history, an indefinitely long past and
future. On the other hand, sahsara is a commitment to the pheno-
menal status of existence, that is, that existential status arises
through primal ignorance or avidya. So existential status holds
only on the phenomenal level of appearance and is alienated
from true Being, which is beyond time, change, existence.

This sarmsaric feature of karma ontology is the key to uncover-
ing the intelligibility of the karma doctrine. For this world
shaping (and sense-determining) commitment formally defines the
nature of existence and existent things. To exist is to be qualified
(constituted by gunas), to have name and form (nama-ripa).
And to be qualified is to be delimited and limited in space and
time, to be particularized, and hence to suffer privations and
incompleteness. And since existential stutus is perpetual and
cosmically continuous, an existent entity will always be in bondage
to qualification and finite delimitation. Alienation 4nd bondage
(in this formal sense) are imtrinsic to existential status. It must
be stressed that this is true of all existent thmgs not only for
human beings:

In the case of human beings, for example, the structural
meaning of samsara, which involves perpetual existence, is manifes-
ted in suffering and bondage which does not begin with birth and
does not end with death. Birth and death are mere stages and
events in the ongoing continuous history of a given person (jiva)
The existential status (qualified nature) of a jiva extends through
time and innumerable births and deaths. It is important to
notice that this transmigratory feature of human existence is not
an added thesis about the human condition, but is a structural
requirement of the saisara commitment. The samsara ontology
requires that all existent entities (as existent) be perpetually existent,
In the special case of humans this principle of continuity of
existence generates the notion of transmigration. All existents
transmigrate in the generic and formal sense that they persevere
in their existential status in time through all changes. Thus
sarnsara entails the principle of conservation of existential status,

(Causality as an Internal Principle of Continuity/Inheritance
of Existential Status)
I.P.Q..11
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The principle of conservation and preservation of existential
status means that an existent thing is always qualified and
retains its particular identity through all its transformations in
its cosmic hjstory. It is this principle which formally shapes the
meaning of causality in karma ontology. The notion of cause
and effect here is unique in sense. It does not have the epistemo-
logical and psychological connotations of causality in Hume’s
thought, for example. Rather, it is an ontological relation of
continuous qualified identity through time in the history of a-
given entity. The qualities which constitute the existence and
identity of a thing at a given moment in time are passed on
( transferred, inherited ) through causal change at a later moment.
Causality in karma ontology is not an external principle of
association of distinct events but rather an internal principle of
qualitative inheritance and continued existential identity of a given
thing through time and change. [t is a formal feature of the
samsara ontology. The latter requires causality to be an inner
connecting principle in the fabric of perpetual existence. It is
this raquirement that makes causality cosmic, that explains, for
example, why the causes of human actions have antecedents in
previous lives, and why present actions take full effect in subse-
quent lives. There is no mystery about causal relations holding
through a series of lifetimes in the samsaric existence of a given jiva.

In the light of samnsaric existential status it becomes clear
that whether or not [ have experience or awareness of previous
or subsequent lives is irrelevant to the question of intelligibility
of karma. That I am not able to verify transmigration through
direct experience does not challenge the legitimacy of the formal
principle of conservation of existential status. Indeed, this
samsaric principle, like the principle of coservation of energy
(which is an ontological commitment of modern science) appears
more intelligible and likely than the suggestion that existential
status begins with birth and ends with death, in the conventional
sense. Of course- eventful qualitative changes occur at birth
¢ conception? ) and death, but precisely because they are eventful
they are signals of continued qualified existential status.

( Identity and Individuation : Existents as Quality-values )

As we now recall that samsaric existence is at the level of
phenomenal appearance, arises in primal ignorance and is alien-
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ated from true Being, the question of the principle of identity
and individuation of an existent emerges. We saw. that fo exist
is to be qualified. This samsaric principle has formal significance.
Any existent entity is at once particularized with its identity and
discriminated from others. But individuals in this ontology are
are not substantial in an Aristotelian sense, for example. Indivi-
duals, being existent and phenomenal, are not ultimately real in
the samsaric world. Rather, they are constituted by qualities.
“Substance™ at the existential level becomes a principle of
qualitative identity. True substance, if it obtains at all, does so
on the level of Being, not existence. This is a critical feature of
karma ontology. It is a mistake to import alien substance-models
of identity and individuation into the karmic world. If, for ex-
ample, 1 think of existent entities as if they were Aristotelian
substances, the notion of karma would be opaque.

The gqualitative model of identity and individuation of ex-
istents is a distinctive feature of karma ontology. Existence is
constituted by certain primitive quality-features or categories
which are at once descriptive and evaluative ( quality-values ).
The gunas or strands which constitute existence in the Sankhya
school is an example of this. The three gunas which make up all
existence combine descriptive qualities and values.® And the
identity of a given existent is determined by the particular coms.
bination of quality-features which constitute it. Thus, in this quali-
ficational (in contrast to substantial) model of identity, indivi-
duation and existential status of any given entity is determined by
its constituent quality make-up. And since the elemental qualitiies
are at the same time values, every ertity has unique existentiaj
status and value. Thus, to exist is to have determinate identity
—to be qualified and to have existential status-value.

The identity of individuals in the samsaric world is determined
by their quality-value make-up. And since individuals are not
substances with qualities, but constituted by qualities, the very
concept of an individual is radically different from other sub.
stance-ontologies. An existent changes in time and yet retains its
identity and individuation. It is not necessary to appeal to
substance to explain this, as we have seen in the case of Humz’s
thought. But the implication of this is that the boundaries of
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individyals are fluid in change through time. There is no underly-
ing permanent substance wherein the identity of an individual
consists. As the qualities change the existential make-up and
value of the entity alters. Nevertheless, the entity retains its
identity through change and, to this extent, is the “same’ entity
It becomes clear in a qualificational 6ntology that the concepts of
*identity” and “sameness” have a different meaning from their
counterparts in a substance ontology. An existent changes radi-
cally in the course of its history and retains its cosmic identity
(is the same entity ) precisely bacause it néed not conform to the
alien essentialistic criteria of identity found in substance/essence
ontologies.

The qualitative make-up of an entity can affect another and
be affected by others. It is possible to have qualitative (existen-
tial) exchange and interchange between entities,* This ontologi-
cal possibility is enhanced by the fact that all existents in the
sarnsaric world are of the same kind, as we shall see in 2 moment.
There are fo antecedent constraints on the possibility of quali-
tative exchange and transformation between different entities. In
this world entities can transact at the level of existential identity.
It is this ontological feature which explains the origin of caste
structure and fears of existential contamination, for example. For
one’s existential value is one’s qualitative make-up and qualitative
identity may be transacted among existents, each of which has a
particular existential value. In this world it is true to say that
one is what one does and one does what one is. One’s ldentn:y
is reflected in and reflects one's activity, for existential identity is
constituted by qualities, states and activities.

This fluidity of existential identity in the samsaric world
does not deny the real distinctions and differences between ex-
istent entities. This becomes obvious once we recognize that the
terms “same”, “different”, “identity”, “distinction” and “entity”
are systematically ambiguous between qualificational ontology
and substance ontology. What counts as a real distinction in
the substance model does not apply to the sarsaric paradigm. In
the latter the criterion of identity (and differentiation) is deter-
mined by the particular combinations ( mixtures) of constituent
qualities or gupas. The particular quality/value configurations
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which constitute an individual determines its distinctness and
unique identity. But these real distinctions in the samsaric world,
do not entail that entities are of difierent fypes, as in the case
in certain substance models.

: (The Feature of Qualificational Monism )
L]

Since the primary quality-features which constitute all existents
(human beings and other creatures) are universal, a qualitative.
monism is entailed. This means that all existents, despite the
real differences between them, are of the same ontological type
This is another critical feature of karma ontology. In our com-
monly shared categorial scheme we take human beings to be of
a different order of being from other creatures, to be different in
type. Such type difference means that the categories which give
unique character toa given type of entity cannot apply ( without
a category mistake) to other types of entities. An ontology
which is committed to type differences is thereby ‘committed to
formal constraints on possible intelligible transformations; we
cannot conceive of a transformation from a human being into an
insect, for example. It would be a category mistake, and-not
merely a false statement, to say that this insect was (or is) a
person. The categorial structure to which we are committed in
our ordinary. language, and which shapes and determines whas
makes sense and what does not, rules out formally the possibility
of a transformation from human-kind to alien sorts of creatures,
like insects. However, in karma ontology, which involves a
radically different categorial structure, new conceptual possibilities
emerge. For since all existents are constituted by a common
resource of primary quality-values ( gunas ) an ontological monism
is entailed, The primary quality-categories apply to all possible
entities, and all existents are, despite the real differences between
them, of the same ontological type formally. This is a structural
requirement of karma ontology, of qualificational monism.

A consequence of this is that there are no formal antecedent
constraints on possible qualitative transformations, on interchange
and exchange of existential identity. Since a given existent is
identical with its constituent -gunas, and since its identity is as
rigid or fluid as its possible qualitative transformation, it may
intelligibly become anything whatever in the sams@ric world. This



218 Ashok Gangadeen

is the’ ontological ground of transm1grat10n The possibility that
a particular jiva was an insect in a previous life and is in the
human form ( or qualitative configuration) in this life, and may
be either liberated from the samsaric world altogether or reincar-
nate as a dog, for example, in the next life, is perfectly intelligi-
ble in qualitative monism. Thus, three main features of karma
ontology : the principle of conservation of existential status through
time and change, the principle that the identity of an existent is
constituted by its quality-values, and the principle of qualitative
mumsm—together render the concept of rransmigration or trans-
incarnation perfectly intelligible. When transmigration is inter-
preted in an alien ontology, however, an ontology which is com-
mitted to a substance model of identity and- individuation which
assumes that substances are of different types, it appears to be
unintelligible, incoherent or mystical.

(Action as Qualities and States of Things)

The ontological features of the karma paradigm give the con-
cept of action unique meaning. Since an existent entity is identi-
cal with its constituent quality-values, with its qualifications and
modification, its identity is manifested in its states and activities.
Any entity in the samsaric world is always in some unique
determinate existential state, and this, of course, includes its
activities. The activities of an entity are not external to it, not
mere products which. are separable from its identity, but rather
constituent of the thing itself. This is why in the sphere of
human activity the ontological principle of action — “One is what
one does and one does what one is” — makes sense. The actions
and activities of a jiva are as perpetual and inevitable as its
existential status. To exist is to be in some form of activity,
whether deliberate or not.

“No one can remain, even for a momeat, without per-
forming some action. Everyone is made to act helplessly by
the gunas born of praketi”.1?

This feature of karma ontology regquires human action to be on
the same level conceptually as all other forms of activity. The
activities of insects, for example, have the same existential origin
as the activities of humans. This is another implication of
samsaric monism. The fact that human actions are activities in
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the karma ontology formally necessitates either that all existents
be considered as pait of a cosmic moral order or that karma is
not specifically moral at all. 1t would be incoherent and forced in
sarhsaric monism to draw a sharp categorial boundary among
existents such that moral action applies to humans only and not
to the activities of other entities. Now it begins to be clear why the
concept of action, like the concept of cause, i$ ‘cosmic in extent
and why one act can spread through a series of lifetimes. The
concept of action in karma ontology is radically different in sense
from the concept of action that we find in Aristotle or Kant, for
example. Karmic actions are activities, and all existents are in
some form of activity. For activities constitute the existential
identity of existents, their quality-values and states. This concep-
tion of action reinforces the intelligibility of transmigration with
its implication that a jiva may trans-incarnate as an insect or
plant, for example. The activities of insects or plants are on a
par with the activities of humans. There can be only differences
in degree here, not of kind. A jiva which takes the form of a
plant does not cease to be active. Karma, then, potentially applies
to all existents. The ontological alternatives begin to emerge. If
karma is conceptually tied to sassaric monism, then it applies to
all existent entities. But if karma applies only to human beings,
and human conduct is-taken to be different in kind from the
activities of other creatures, then samsaric monism must be rejected.

(The Concept of Moral Action)

Of course this view of human action, transaction and inter-
action requires a radically different concept of moral action than
we find, for example, in Aristotle or Kant. We saw earlier that
karma involved a moral dimension. It should now be clear that
the concept of moral action here is unique in sense. It was pointed
out earlier that to exist is to have some value-status in’the
samsaric order of things. This was because the primary qualities
(gunas) were also moral values. One of the three gunas in
Sankhya philosophy, sattva, is descriptively “dynamic ethbrmm
and also connotes the values of intelligence and goodness Value
is woven into the fabric of things; there is no room in this ontology
for a categorial difference between fact and value, for to have. des-
criptive or qualitative content is precisely to have moral value-status.



22D Ashok Gangadeen

But good and bad karma (and in general, all activity) remain
within the samsaric realm of existence-in-time. Any action, good
or bad, exemplifies the principle of conservation of existential status
and therefore leads to further altered qualifications or modifica-
tions. This is the principle behind the remark that “all actions
produce results”. No human action in time, good or bad, can
itself alter the sams3ric existential status. Once qualified always
qualified; actions only deepen our involvement in samsaric quali-
fications. Conventional morality is concerned with the distinction
between good and bad actions, but this applies only to the jiva,
the moral agent which is to be identified with its activities.

By contrast, the ethical concern with liberation (moska)
applies to the Self and involves the ideal of non-action or detach-
ed action. The detachment in action (whether good or bad)
is a radical franscategorial detachment, the non-action which
comes with the realisation that the Jjiva with its samsaric
existence is born of ignorance and is not to be identified with
the true Self which is not SAmMSAric, not in time, not an agent
and not karmic. This detachment is a radical transcendence of
samsaric existence as a whole which comes when the avidya
from which existence arises is dispelled. No action in time,
then, can bring about this radical transformation beyond existen-
tial status. Only. the discriminating wisdom which recognizes
that the true Self is not the Jjiva can effect the release which
is salvation from the bondage of sasara. This radical trans-
formation is a non-action which goes beyond good and evil.
Thus, a distinction must be made between moral action which is
bound within samsaric- existence, and ethical non-action (detach-
ment in action) which brings moksa.

(Summary Review and Transition)

In this preliminary sketch of the karma ontology I have
stressed that there is an integral ontological paradigm in terms
of which the doctrine of karma is to be interpreted. This doc-
trine can and does make sense when interpreted in the context
of its indigenous categorial structure. This ontology has its own
inner logic and coherence which is a system of intelligibility, a
scheme for interpreting experinece as a whole.
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Before we proceed with further ‘development and elabora-
tion of the karma ontology it is necessary to address directly
the issues of the logic of translatability and interpretation, of the
nature of ontological paradigm formation, and of the method of;
comparative ontology, which ace raised in the preceding mode of
analysis.

The challenge for philosophical interpretation or transla-
tion is to explicate the ontological paradigm or categorial struc-
ture which renders a particular concept or doctrine intelligible,
This method of ontological hermeneutics- must now be reviewed
and examined before we proceed with the interpretation of
karma. The following questions naturally arise. What is an
ontology? How are different ontological paradigms shaped?
What considerations distinguish different ontologies? How is an
ontology related to a natural language? Is there an ontology
in ordinary conventional language? In what way is an ontology
a system of interpretation of experience as a whole? How does it
determine the sense (intelligibility) of a language? Can two differ-
ent ontologies share common terms with common meanings?
Or must it be the case that all terms are systematically ambi-
guous betwesn different ontologies? And if each ontology inter-
nally defines its own form of intelligibility how is translation or
interpretation between diﬂ‘crent worlds possible?

[COMPARATIVE ONTOLOGY AND THE LOGIC OF
INTERPRETATION)

(The Concept and Method of Formal Ontology)

In a previously published paper, “Formal Ontology and
Movement Between Worlds”'® (hereafter abbreviated MBW) 1
presented the concept and method of formal ontology in the
context of the methodology of comparative thou:ht. It is now
necessary to review some of the main themes of comparative
ontology and develop them further here with specific ruferenoe to
the Jogic of interpretation.

(Ontology as the Investigation of Categories and Kinds)

First of all | attempted to show that the sense of a term in
natural language is relative to an ontology or world view. The
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“same” term in ordinary language will have different senses in
different ontologies. The term “ontology” (the science of being)
is used in the classical sense to indicate the formal science of
the kinds of things there are, in contrast to the predominant
contemporary use of the term in the analytical tradition where
it has come to mean the investigation of what there is. The
question of what there is is essentially tied to the concept of rruth,
whereas the consideration of the kinds of things there are concerns
the nature of sense. The scieace of the kinds of things there are
involves an investigation of the nature and formation of the
categories which constitute the world and inform experience.
Meaning or sense, as manifested in a language, is determined by
the particular categorial structure or world view which informs
the language. Thus, the category structure of a language is the
origin of sense and determines what possibilities are intelligible
For example, a given category configuration would determine
whether two particular terms in a language may be joined signi-
ficantly to form a thought and specify some possible state of
affairs. If the two terms in question may not be so joined, then
their union results in a category mistake and fails to depict a real
possibility. In this respect sense is prior to truth; sense deter-
mines what may - be the case (possibility) while truth is a matter
of what is the case (actuality). A categorial structure, therefore,
at once defines the sense of a language and determines the nature
of its world and the structure of experience that is possible in
and through it. What makes sense is intrinsic to a world view
or category structure, and different world views have different
sense structures. What makes sense in one world fails to make
sense (is unintelligible or a category mistake) in another. Con-
siderations of sense-formation must be addressed before issues of
of truth are appropriately raised.

(Ontology as the Investigation of the Origin of Sense)

So ontology is at once the investigation of sense and of the
nature of being or the world. The assumption here is that what -
makes sense, what is intelligible or conceivable or possible
reflects the form of a world. And the form of a world is con-
stituted by a particular categorial structure. Categories such as,
substance, individual, entity, attribute, quality, space, time, cause
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and so on, configure in different ways to structure a world and
thought. The different possible configurations of categories shape
different worlds. Language, thought, world and experience
mutually reflect one another through a categorial structure. There
is no thought or experience apart from some particular categorial
configuration. Inthis respect an ontology as a category structure
is a scheme or paradigm for the interpretation of experience and
world. To experience the world is to interpret it thraugh an
ontological paradigm. '

The meaning of thought as reflected through language is
always relative to an ontology. It was shown in the MBW paper
that ontological structures are formed through the logical or predi-
cative form of thought. Logic investigates the form of thought
and reveals thought to have a predicative structure. Thought
.consists of the joining of subject and predicate terms. The form of
predication is the structural origin of categorial configurations .1t
Thus, we move in a circle in which the logical form of thought
is reflected in language and manifested in the world. A world
is constituted by a categorial configuration which is structured
by logical form and experience is an interpretation of the world
in virtue of its categorial structure or ontological paradigm as
this is apprehended through language. But an interpretation is a
systematic mode of making sense of things, of determining what
is intelligible or meaningful. Whether we begin with thought
language, world or experience we find that a categorial structure
or ontological paradigm is presupposed and manifested. The
common consideration here is sense or meaning. It is in this,
context that the term “ontology” is used. Ontology is the investi-
gation of the origin of sense or meaning as it emerges through
categorial structures which equally inform thought, language, world
and experience.

(What is Formal Ontology?)

I have spokea of categorial structures (plural) and this implies
that there are different schemes or paradigms for interpreting,
experiencing or making sense of the world. This point needs to
be explored and clarified.

Natural consciousness and languige, while always being in
some determinate form with respect to sense and the world, has
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the inherent openness, power and potentiality to reconstitute or
reform itself. The particular world view or category structure;
the particular system for interpreting and making sense of the
world, which a natural language happens to be committed to
at a given time in its ongoing evolution is always subject to
revision and revolutionary change. The sense structure of a
Janguage must not be thought of as being rigid and fixed once
and for all. On the contrary, as determinate as its sense may
be at a particular time, it may be reconstituted and reformed.
A natural language must not be identified with its form of sense
at any given time. For what makes sense in a language is deter-
mined by the ontological paradigm or categorial configuration to
which it happens to be committed, and this may, and often does,
change. An essential feature of natural language is its power to
revise and reinterpret the world it reflects, the potentiality to
radically change its sense. Thus, a natural language is recursively '
and reflexively open to reinterpretation.

So, different ontologies are possible within the same natura
language. Alternative world views may be expressed through the
same language, and this means that language, in itself, is indeter-
minate in sense apart from reference to a specific ontological
paradigm. This raises a number of questions. How many different
paradigms or categorial sense structures are possible within a
language? How are paradigms distinguished? What considera-
tions shape a given paradigm uniquely? Precisely how does a
given paradigm determine the sense of a language? What is the
logic of transformations between different paradigms? Is there a
logic to radical revision of sense structure in a language?

The conception and method of formal ontology is developed
to answer these and similar questions. DiTerent particular onto-
logies share common features or principles. Formal ontology, in
contrast to particular or material ontologies, investigates the form
of any ontology. Although different ontologies are worlds apart
they nevertheless share common structural or formal principles.
These formal principles define in general terms what it means
to be a world, to be an entity of amy type in that world, to be
of the same or different type, etc. They are the formal conditions
which determine whether a world is a possible or coherent world.
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It was shown in the MBW paper that these formal principles
were the logical conditions of the possibility of “movement’’ - of
any kind (e. g., translation, interpretation, revolutionary trans-
formations, etc.) between different worlds. And we shall see in
this paper that they are necessary conditions in the logic of
interpretation. . f

(Ontological Paradigms or Categorial Structures)

We may best appreciate what ‘formal ontology” means and
how formal ontological principles are conditions for any ontology
by applying this method of analysis to different examples of onto-
logical paradigms. So let us now examine in greater detail what
an ontological paradigm is and how different paradigms are
formed.

It was stated earlier that an ontological paradigm was a
particular categorial configuration which defined a world view
and constituted a scheme for interpreting or making sense of the
world. But what is a category? And how do categories configure
to shape sense in a particular language, and to determine what
is and is not possible within a particular world?

(Categories as the logical form of concepts)

An ontology, as a particular categorial configuration, deter-
mines the kinds of things there are in the world it defines and
constitutes, and thereby determines what does and does not make
sense in the linguistic or conceptual depiction of this world. The
notion of “kind’’, which is so fundamental to ontology, may be
_ formally defined in terms of category. A category is the logical
form of any given concept. Thus, in ordinary language a particular
concept term such as “red” specifies a particular determinate
color. But in terms of its logical form “red” (like every term in
the language) has its logical opposite or contrary, which may be
indicated by “un-red”. This logical contrary specifies every other
color than red, including the privation of color, namely, that
which lacks color and is “colorless”. Together, the contrarjes
sred” and “un-red” exhaust the range of “what is colored”.
The latter is the caregory of color. While “red” and “un-red”
are property-words, the logical union of the contraries, indicated
by the absolute term/red/(which signifies “that which is either-
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red-or-un-red”) is a category-word and may be said to specify a
feature (rather than a mere property). Any concept in its logical
absolute formis a category which specifies a feature of the world.
Ontology is primarily concerned with the Jeatures of the world,
and only secondarily, if at all, with properties.

(Types of Kinds or Entities and Predicative Form)

This special notion of a category is the key to defining the
kinds or types of things there are in any given world. The form
of any ontology is the logical structure of thought. In classical
Aristotelian logic, for example, the logical form of thought is
predicative : every thought consists of a logical predicate being
positively or negatively joined to a logical subject, But not all
terms in the language may significantly configure; logical laws
determine which terms are mutually predicable. This is a SJormal
feature of sense formation in natural language —language discri-
minates between sense and non-sense. The laws of predication
formally determine which terms in the language may be intelligibly
joined in thought.’® And when all 'of the categories ofa language
are mutually deployed according to these laws they form a predi-
cative structure which shows which terms may be significantly
joined in predication. When terms that are not formally predi-
cable are joined in a santence non-sensa results, a category-mistake
committed. Category-mistakes are sentences which fail to specify
a thought, are unintelligible, and neither true nor false. A thought
which is category-correct makes sense and is thus eithar-true-or-
false. To make sense is to have truth-status, to bejtrue/, rather
than to have determinate truth-value. This is another way to ex-
press the earlier point that semse is prior to truth. Whether a
thought is true or false is subsequent to and dependent upon
whether it makes sense.

Predicative form and the laws of predicability, then, are the
formal origin of categorial structure and hence of sanse forma-
tion in natural language. An ontological paradigm is a particular
categorial structure. We may now obsarve how categorial relations
definc the ontological types of things there are in a given world.
Since a categorial structure is a network of predicative relations
it is not surprising to find the formal principle of types in the
form of a predicative law :
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. (Formal Principle of Types)

“Within a given world, two entities a and b are of different
ontological type if and only if a category term of feature P
applies to a but not to b, and a category term applies to
b but not to a”.

Fo: example, in ordinary English we find that stones are [colored/,
but numbers are not, and numbers arae /aven/, but not/colored/.
It would be a category mistake to join numbers and colors pre-
dicatively. *“‘Saven is blue”, for example, is a category mistake.
Thus, by the above formal criterion of type djfference, stones
and numbers are of different types. This exampls shows that type
differences with respect to a given world are determined by the
particular category structure or ontology and are immediately tied
to the sense formation of the language in question. .

(Illustrations of Different Ontological Paradigms)

A cutegory, we have seen, is the logical form of a concept,
and a type is the ontological form of an entity. Together, the
categories and types which are discriminated in a particular lan-
guage are mutually related by predicative laws and thus fall into
a predicative configuration. A given entity is of a particular type
depending on the categories which apply to it (**apply” hare means
“pradicable of’’). The type of an entity is ontologically revealing
since it obviously indicates the nature or essence of the thing. The
categories or features of a thing specify its nature. Thus to know
that a particular entity is /Colored/ reveals that it is /extanded for
in space and located. Numbers, which are not in space, are obvi-
ously of a very different nature. '

We are now in a position to illustrate how different catae-
gorial structures shape different ontological paradigms and deter-
mine diffsrent forms of sense or meaning, An ontology is a world
view, and in this sense it is clear that the dualism of Descartes,
the idealism of Beckeley or Hume, the materialism of Hobbes
or Democritus, and the monism of Spinoza are diffarent world
views. Each recommends a restructuring of the categorial con-
figuration, each argues for a new model or paradigm for making
sense of tha world and experience, each wishes to revise the
sense of conventional language.
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Descartes uncovers a dualistic paradigm in his Meditations.
He presents a categorial structure which reconstructs and rede-
fines the configyration of categories and types in ordinary ex-
perience. He argues that the category of /thought/ (the feature
of thinking and being in some mode of consciousness) and the
category of /extension/ (the feature of occupying space and hav-
ing dimension), are mutually exclusive and distinct. This means
that they cannot apply to (be predicable of) the same entity. The
implication of this radical category distinction is that mind (the
type of thing that is /thinking/) and body (the type of thing that
is fextended/) Are of different ontological types. This radical
dualism of mind and body necessitates a distinctive feature of
Descartes’ ontology, namely, that persons are dual in nature,
are composite and not primitive individuals. The ontological
paradigm which Descartes is recommending is represented in the

following diagram :

Figure 1
(Dualistic Paradigm)
{thinking/ . [extension/
N vd N\
€go perjson . stone

Here we find that the ego is a purely thinking thing and is
of a different type from stones, which are extended in space.
(This is an instance of the law of type difference). It would be
a category mistake in this paradigm to predicate “thought” of
stones or ‘“‘spacial location” of egos. This is how a category con-
figuration determines what makes sense and what does not with
respect to a given paradigm. The situation with person in figure
1 is problematic because both categories apply to persons and
yet the figure shows that the two categories are mutually exclu-
sive and unrelated. The only way formally to resolvé this predi-
cament, assuming, of course, that the two category terms are
univocal, is to require that persons are composite and dual,
rather than primitive individuals. So, the category of /thinking/
applies to person gua mind, and the category of extension ap-
plies gua body, and the person is a dual entity of mind-and-body.
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It must be stressed that this is a formal requirement of the para-
digm. Incoherence would result if persons were takén to be
individuals in this ontological paradigm. A formal ontological
law is in effect here :

(Formal Law of Individuals and Ambiguity)

“If a, b and ¢ are any three entities in any world and P
and Q are categories such that P is predicable of a4 and b
but not ¢, and Q is predicable of b and ¢ but not &, then
either P must be equivocal over @ and b or else 0 must
be equivocal over b and c¢. Conversely, if P and Q are
univocal terms, then the middle term, entity b, must be
equivocal or composite,”

(Illustration)
Figure 2

[P/ 1Q/
NN
a b

c

This formal ontological law is a necessary condition of coher-
ence for any possible world. If it is violated an incoherent ontology
results, which, of course, means a breakdown in the sense struct-
ure of the language in question,®

" When the Cartesian dualistic paradigm is contrasted with
other ontological paradigms we begin to see more clearly both
how radically different in sense structure different worlds are and
how the formal ontological principles are common to diTerent
worlds and determine their inner logic and cohecence. Let us
consider simultaneously the ontological paradigms of an idealist
and a materialist categorial structure. In Terkeley’s ontology, for
example, we find a very different categorial configuration from
the Cartesian one. Berkeley, as an idealist, argues that the uni-
fying category of all experience is /thinking/, which here indicates
spirit or consciousness and what is presented to and dependent
upon consciousness or mind. Accordingly, the category of
/matter/, or [extension/, as the primary feature of space, is deri-
vative from the category of /thinkin / or /mind/ and logically
depends upon it for its sense. It other words, the category of
LP.Q...12
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/matter/ is included within the category of /mind/. This is pre-
cisely what Descartes rejects. Berkeley’s paradigm entails a differ-
ent sense structure for langnage from Descartes’. It may be de-
picted as in the following figure : -

Figure 3 ' Figure 4
/thinking/ /extension/
(mind) (matter)
P oy
/ /extension/ - {thinking/
s (Body) ik (mind)
v N\ "t N\
God stone ¥4 N
Spirit person stone Person
Idealist Paradigm Materialist Paradigm

In Berkeley’s categorial structure, figure 3, the predicative
possibilities allow for a spirit which is purely [thinking/, without
body, as in the case of Descartes’ pure ego, but here we find
that a person is of the same type as a stone—both sharing the
same features of being a body with thought. Of course this is
radically different from the Cartesian world in which stones and
persons are of diTerent types, for persons ate in the category of
[thought/ while stones are not. In the world of the idealist all
things necessarily fall within the category /thought/, and this
world is thoroughly spiritual. Thus, Berkeley’s paradigm necessi-
fates that persons and stones are of the same type and have the
same predicative possibilities. It makes sense to say of a stone
that it depends upon /thinking/ and is of the nature of /thought/.
But this would be a category mistake in the Cartesian world
in which the catagories of /thought/ and /extension/ are radically
distinct. Again, in Berkeley’s paradigm we fiad that the concept
of a person is a primitive individual and not composite. This,
too, is entailed by the paradigm. In this respect the Idealist
paradigm avoids the mind-body dualism of the Cartesian onto-
logy. The point to be stressed is that what makes sense in
Berkeley’s world does not make sense in the Cartesian world,
and vice versa. And we begin to see more clearly how different
ontological paradigms reshape the sense of terms. For example,
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the term “person’ has different senses in the two paradigms, it
is systematically ambiguous. Here it is natural to wonder whe-
ther the word *“‘person” has anything in common between the
two paradigms, other than the mere inscription. And, in general,
it must not be assumed that the basic categories have univocal
sense between different worlds.

As we consider the materialist paradigm in figure 4 we find
the contrary position to that of the idealist. The materialist
argues that the primary category of language and world is that
of /matter/, and that thinking or /mind/ is derivative and logi-
cally dependent upon /matter/. In this paradigm we find that a
stone is, as in the Cartesian paradigm, purely /extended/ apart
from thought and of a different category from persons. However,
in this world persons are thinking bodies and this is a different
concept of person from that found either in the Cartesian or
Idealist paradigm. In this matecialist world thece is no room for
a pure spirit apart from matter; it is not possible to conceive
of God without body, for example. Again we find that what can
be thought or conceived of in the materialist world is differant
from what makes sense and is possible in the other two para-
digms. What can be said significantly, or is category-correct, in
one paradigm is a category mistake in another. And even if the
same thing is said, the sama utterances made, in different worlds,
the sense would be systematically ambiguous. Nevertheless, it
must be noted that the sams formal ontological laws hold for
any possible paradigm. The formal principle of type difference
or of individuation, for example, ara conditions for any possible
world. The matarialist can take persons to be individuals since
the categories are connected; and the same holds for the ideal-
ist. The dualist, however, cannot maintain this without violating
the principle of individuation.

(Ontological Considerations which Distinguish Paradigms)

What are the ontological considerations which distinguish
different paradigms or worlds ? In general, any ontological
commitment which formally changes the predicative or categorial
possibilities is a world-shaping and paradigm-distinguishing desi-
deratum. We have seen in the threz illustrations that each paradigm
is shaped by different ontological commitments : the Cartesiau
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dualist maintains (assumes ?) that the category of mind is redically
distinct from and unrelated to the category of body; the mate-
rialist is committed to the thesis that all experience and all
features of the world fall under the inclusive category of/matter/;
and the idealist maintains the contrary ontological thesis that all
experience, all entities and features of the world, are to be ex-
plained in terms of the category of /mind/. Needless to say, the
terms *“/mind/” and ‘/matter/” are systematically ambiguous
between the three paradigms, for formal and structural reasons,
since each is bound up in diTerent predicative possibilities.

-As we take other examples of ontological paradigms from
the history of Western thought we begin to see the variety of
ontological commitments which make a world of difference. Take
Hume’s ontology, for example. Since the primitive elements or
individuals which make up experience of the world are the
immediate impressions of perception (sense-data), and since these
impressions are atomically discrete and momentary, the impres-
sions of sound being of a different type from the impressions of
sight, and each lasting only a fleeting moment, we find a paradigm
in which there is no substance, in the sens2 of an underlying conti-
nuously existing entity which is the principle of unity and identity.
This means that the entities designated by the common nouns
of ordinary language are-not primitive individuals but are really
clusters or bundles of atomic and momentary impressions. The
term “table”, for example, indicates in Hume’s phenomenalist
ontology a congery of ever-changing momentary and discrete
impressions. Needless to say the sense of “table” is radically
different in Hume’s language or paradigm than it is in its ordinary
conventional use. The interpretation of this term according to
Hume’s paradigm differs from the conventional interpretation
which preanalytically and informally accepts a diTerent paradigm.
Notice here, too, that the status of ordinary objects as classes
or clusters of individuals (atomic impressions) is necessitated by
Hume's atomic and phenomenalist paradigm, and determined by
the formal principle of individuation. Since what I see and
what I hegar and what I smell are atomically disciete and of
different types, these perceptual terms have different senses from
the psrceptual terms of ordinary language, where it is assumed
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that what we see, hear and smell are united in the same
individual object. Thus, we find in Hume’s case, which, by
the way, is a development of Berkeley's paradigm, that the
atomism—the commitment that the primitive individuals of ex.
perience and language are discrete and atomic—gives unique
shape to his paradigm and is a world-distinguishing consideration

The same is true of Spinoza’s monistic paradigm. This
ontological paradigm and form of making sense of the world takes
the Cartesian commitment that the categories of /thought/ and
lextension/ are mutually exclusive and unrelated. In fact, Spinoza
goes further to hold that they form two distinct languages.
_ However, he rejects Descartes’ commitments to there being finite
substances and instead maintains (argues?) that the very meaning
of “substance” requires us to conceive of substance as infinite
and one and indivisible. This leads to his ontological monism
in which reality is One (Substance/Nature/God). This means
that conventional discourse must be radically re-interpreted in
its meaning since the conventional assumption of discrete and
ndividual substances is false and apparent and are really only
imodes of the one true Infinite Substance. Thus, here again we
find a world-shaping and sense-making ontological commitment
which redically alters the interpretation and significance of ex-
perience or thought.

It should be noticed that neither Hume nor Spinoza is
recommending that we change what we say in ordinary convens
lional discourse. For we continue to say the same things—that
there are tables, and that the table is square and brown, etc.—
but the meaning of these conventional utterances are radically
revised in the light of the recommended ontological paradigm.
These utterances about tables, for example, would have very
different interpretations in the paradigms of Hume and Spinoza.

(Formal Factors which Alter Predicative Possibilities)

From the comparison of these different ontological paradigm-
we may discern general patterns of the ontological consideras
tions which distinguish different paradigms. One factor which
distinguishes paradigms is a structural change in the categorial
configuration, the sort of change we found in the move from the
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idealist to the materialist paradigm. Another sort of considera-
tion is a formal change in the principle of identity and individuation,
the type of transformation found in the paradigm of Hume or
Spinoza. Hume’s paradigm was different because of his commitment
to phenomenal atomism, while Spinoza’s was unique because of
his commitment to monism, In each case the material criterion
of what is to count as an individual, as one entity, is transformed:
the formal principle of individuation which holds for any possible
world remains the same. For Hume, the individuals of conven-
tional discourse are interpreted to be really bundles of momen-
tary atomic impressions. And for Spinoza the individuals of
ordinary discourse are taken to be actually modes of the one
true Substance or Individual which is God or Nature, Thus,
there are different structural ways to reform sense, to alter the
predicative vossibilities, and to differentiate ontological paradigms
of interpretation. The differences between atomism and monism,
between materialism and idealism, between dualism and pluralism,
and between substantialism and asubstantialism (qualification-
alism), and so on, are formal ontological commitments which
distinguish different world paradigms. Ontological commitments
which change the status of existence, taking existent entities to
be phenomenal or apparent rather than real, will heve a formal
bearing on predicative status and mode of interpretation. Or,
making a commitment to the perpetual and continuous statusg
of existence .through time, and through an endless series of
tebirths, will formally change the principle of identity of existent
entities, as is the case in the karma paradigm. Whatever the
structural transformation which reshapes sense and predicative
possibilities the net effect will be either to change the categorial
configuration, and thereby alter the very meaning of the cate-
gories, or else to change the criteria of identity and individua-
tion of entities which alters the types of things discriminated in a
given paradigm. And, of course, change in one affects the status
of the other,

(The Integrity, Coherence and Inner Logic of Paradigms)

It must be stressed that each paradigm has its inner inte-
grity and logic. A paradigm is a complete system for interpret-
ing experience as a whole. It . defines what makes sense and
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what are predicative possibilities. In this way it defines what
is conceivable or intelligible and hence, what may be the case,
what can be true or false. We have seen in the examples above -
that the form of a paradigm prescribes and proscribes the inter-
nal features of its world and language. We saw, for example,
that Descartes’ dualistic paradigm necessitated that persons be
treated as composite entities. We also saw in the case of
Hume’s paradigm that conventional objects must be treated as
clusters of fleeting atomic phenomena. These ontological pro-
perties were formally dictated by the categorial structure of the
respective paradigms. So an ontological paradigm must be taken
as a whole and once we enter its inner coherence and logic it
leads us and teaches us and constrains us to think in radically
new ways. The exploration of a new paradigm leads to
startling conceptual discoveries as a strange new world is
disclosed. :

(Paradigms as Cultural Prototypes)

Furthermore, the pervasiveness and depth of an ontological
paradigm may be easily overlooked. To say that a paradigm is a
complete system for the interpretation of experience as a whole
means that all levels of experience are shaped by the paradigm
in question. In this respect a paradigm or categorial structure,
as a world view, is a cultural prototype in the sense that it
informs everyday experience, moral experience, social and poli-
tical reality, esthetic expression, and so on. As we enter the
Hindu paradigm, for example, at some sufficiently general level,
we begin to ses how the world view or ontology shapes experience
at all levels, It explains why the religious form of life
of the Hindus takes the particular form it does; ‘it reveals the
inner logic which illumines and inspires its esthetic ideals and
practice; it discloses the deeper reasons for the social reality
and behaviour being the way it is; it determines why the form
of moral experience must take the course it has taken; it shapes
the deop-seated attitudes of the culture towards knowledge and
truth, and makes manifest the research values which determine
the acceptable and desirable forms of scientific practice; and
to the extent that a culture is consistent and coherent and faith-
ful to its shapinz paradigm it uncovers the inner logic which
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shows the rationality, intelligibility, unity and coherence of all
of these forms of cultural experience.

ONTOLOGICAL HERMENEUTICS AND THE
LOGIC OF TRANSLATION

(The Universal Interest in Sense and Interpretation)

A central concern of this paper has been to give an inter-
pretation of karma and to present the general method of inter-
pretation being used. The translation and interpretation of
karma is an exploration of its sense, and we have seen that
this requires ontological analysis and explication of the karma
paradigm or catogorial structure in terms of which this “doctrine”
may be intelligibly interpreted. Ontological analysis is an investi-
gation of the origins of sense formation which is always relative
to a particular paradigm of interpretation. To apprehend mean-
ing is to interpret, and interpretation is possible in terms of an
ontological paradigm. In this respect such paradigms are semantic
schemes of interpretation. Thus, the investigation of sense or
meaning and the logic of interpretation and translation are prima-
rily matters of ontological analysis.

Hermeneutics is the science of interpretation, and inter-
pretation pervades all levels of experience. It has become clear
that fo experience is to interpret, for experience of any form is
possible only with respect to some categorial structure, can only
arise within some ontological paradigm or world view. Whether
at the level of mundane daily experience, or the experience of
scientific research and theory, whether in our religious or esthetic
lives, interpretation is always present; the hermeneutical concern
is universal. Ontological hermeneutics investigates the origin and
formation of sense or meaning and is a method of interpreata-
tion through ontological analysis.

(The Philosophical Problem of Translation)

The philosophical problem of radical translation must be
distinguished from issues of linguistic translation. It is one thing
to translate between different languages, such as Sanskrit and
English, another to ‘“translate” betwen different ontological para-
digms. The former is called “lingusitic” translation, the latter
“philosophical” or “ontological”.
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(The Ontological Relativity of Sense)

The possibility of translation between different worlds or
ontologies is in question since, as we have seen, sense or mean-
ing is relative to a particular ontological paradigm or categorial
structure. A given term in natural language is indeterminate in
sense apart from some paradigm. But it has been stressed that
sense is defined internally by each paradigm. A term has deter-
minate sense only within a given paradigm, paradigms being closed
systems of interpretation which have their own inner logic and
form of coherence. What makes sense in one world fails to make
sense in another. This implies that there is radical and systematic
ambiguity between differeat ontological paradigms. Different
paradigms do not share common meanings of terms. Paradigms
are radically incommensurable in terms of internal sense, they
are different “language games”. And since there are no
“neutral” meanings for terms between paradigms, it is natural to
wonder whether translation between different worlds is possible
at all.

(Radical Indeterminacy of Sense in Natural Language)

The systematic ambiguity of sense between paradigms is
complemented by the radical indeterminacy (variability, relativity)
of sense in natural languages. For if the sease of a term is always
relative to soms particular paradigm (the ontological relativity
of sense), a given term in natural language will obviously be devoid
of determinate sense. For this reason it is problematic to speak
of the “same” term between different paradigms. The principle
of ambiguity between paradigms rules out the possibility of terms
with ontologically “neutral”” or shared sense. It is therefore
more accurate to speak of the same linguistig expression or inscrip-
tion (rather than a term or concept) in neutral language
shared by different paradigms. The principle of indeterminacy of
sense applies to expressions or linguistic inscriptions in natural
language. For example, the expression ‘“person’” in ordinary
English is indeterminate in sense apart from some specific cate-
gorial structure which provides a context for its sense and
interpretation. It was shown in the comparison of different
paradigms above that the expression “person’ was systematically
ambiguous between worlds, it had different senses in each
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paradigm. This is true of all linguistic expressions; they are
all indeterminate in sense apart from an interpretive scheme.

This is not to say that the term ‘“‘person” has no sense in
ordinary English. Of course it does. But this is because onto-
logical paradigms are at work shaping sense in ordinary language
at any given time in its history and evolution. Conventional
discourse has determinate sense only insofar as it makes onto-
logical commitments to certain categorial structures. I speak in
the plural here since it is often the case that a variety of para-
digms simultaneously shapz sense in ordinary language. This is
the origin of ambiguity in ordinary language. And it is this
feature of conventional discourse that'is sometimes referred to
as its ‘“‘informal character. It may be the case, for example,
that one ontological paradigm determines our, religious com-
mitments and expzrience, while another shapes our scientific
practice and values, and still another our social and political
reality. Such multiple commitments to different paradigms
simultaneously in conventional or ordinary discourse is at once
its virtue and its vice. It is a virtue in as much as it celebrates
the inexhaustible power of natural consciousness, to entertain
different forms of life, or “language games”, as Wittgenstein
would put it. This anti-reductionist and anti-essentialistic tend-
ency of ordinary language is a sign of its health and vitality.
On the other hand, this “informal™ feature of natural discourse,
as many of the ¢‘ideal-language” analytical philosophers have
warned, is a source of confusion, ambiguity and incoherence.
And we can see why, since any given expression in ordinary
language will have different senses when interpreted or used in
different ontological contexts. This is confusing only because it
is not explicitly recogmized that different cotegorial paradigms
are influencing the interpretation of the same expression simul-
taneously. Different “rules of use” or “language games” are
being used to interpret the given expression, and here language
“goes on a holiday”. It is clear that both the formalist and the
informalist have their legitimate points.

(Openness of Language to Radical Revision)

It was pointed out earlier that natural consciousness, natural
language, must not be identified with the particular paradigms
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of interpretation to which the linguistic community happens to
be committed at any given time. For the distinctive feature of
language is its openness to radical revision and revolution in
sense structure, its power and potentlahty to reconstitute its forms
of sense. And this process of revision is constantly at work in the
evolutionary history of a language. For example, as scientific dis-
course evolves and develops its paradigms for interpreting experi-
ence a new vocabulary develops and impinges upon the conventional
senses of terms in ordinary non-scientific discourse, and gradually
new senses or connotations emerge in ordinary speech. Or, the
revision may be more profound and dramatic as in a religious
or cultural revolution. Such radical transformation in cultural
consciousness may be understood as the shifting to new onto-
logical paradigms. More- often, however, it is really the deepen-
ing of understanding of a world view to which the community
is already committed. An ontological paradigm, we have seen,
has its integrity and inner logic. The full import of a paradigm
is often not appreciated by the cultural community which resides
in that world. The paradigm is slowly developed and understood,
and when it fades a renaissance is called for, and so on.
(Radical Translation as Intra-Linguistic Interpretation)
* Given these features of sense in natural language—that
sense is relative to a paradigm, that there is radical ambiguity
and incommensurability between paradigms, and that sense is
variable and indeterminate in natural language—the problem of
translation is intensified. Translation between natural languages
is the starting point of ontological hermeneutics. For example,
the linguistic hypothesis that “karma” be translated in English
s “deeds performed with consequences™, leaves radically open
to interpretation the relevant sense of “dezd”, etc. It was shown
earlier that “deed” or “action” is systematically ambiguous bet-
ween the different categorial paradigms which were compared.
It is different in sense still within the karma paradigm. For this
reason successful linguistic translation, the appropriate mutual
mapping of expressions or inscriptions between natural languages
is the starting point of radical translation or philosophical
hermeneutics. The challenge for ontological hermeneuties is to
disambiguate the expressions in question by interpreting them
through appropriate categorial paradigms. The aim of radical
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translation is to render deferminate the indeterminate- sense of
the proposed expression within the same natural language. Thus,
Philosophical translation is intralinguistic interpretation. Radical
translation is not bestween the expressions of different natura]
languages, e. g. Sanskrit and English, but the ontological inter-
pretation and disambiguation within the same language.

(Radical Translation as Movement Between Worlds)

This suggestion seems ironic, even perverse, in the light of
our habit of thinking of translation as an inter-linguistic enter-
prise. But the question of radical translation concerns the syste-
matic ambiguity of expressions.within a given language between
different ontological paradigms or categorial schemes of interpret -
ation. And it has become clear that all possible ontological para-
digms are accessible within the samz natural language. Radical
translation, then, is interpretation between -different worlds or
paradigms; it is cross-ontological rather than inter-linguistic,
And it is ‘‘cross-cultural” only if this designation implies that
different cultures reflect different ontological paradigms and are
worlds apart,17 :

But translation or interpretation between different worlds is not
a matter of synonymy or of the mutual mapping of expressions
which have the same sense, for this is ruled out by the principle
of radical ambiguity between paradigms. There are no synonym-
Ous concepts between different worlds, Rather, the ideal of
radical translation is identity of meaning whichis to be achieved
through reconstruction of the original categorial paradigm in
question. For example, the ideal in the translation of “karma” is to
reconstruct the original karmz paradigm within English, and in
this way to uncover and recover the identical system of sense
which gives “karma” its intelligibility. There are no ready-
made equivalent terms for “karma’” in ordinary English. Instead,
expressions from ordinary English must be given the appropriate
significance by interpreting them within the context of the karma
paradigm. The system of sense of the karmic categorial struc-
ture must be re-created within English. It is in this respect
that radical translation is intra-linguistic interpretation.

The implication of this is that there can be no “translation®’
between different ontological paradigms, only the re-creation of
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identical paradigms. But the more interesting and challenging
task of ontological hermeneutics is to discern differences in
meaning, systematic ambiguity in sense, between different worlds.
The aim of ontological hermeneutics is not to “translate’” the
categorial structure of Spinoza’s monism into the paradigm or
language form of Hume, for example, but rather to appreciate
the systematic differences in sense between these two worlds,
So ontological hermeneutics has the dual aim of either recreat-
ing identical sense or recognizing systematic differences in sense
between different paradigms.

(All Ontological Paradigms Accessible Within Natural Language)

The key assumption in this account of radical translation
is' the openness or accessibility of a natural language to all
_possible ontological paradigms. Once it is clear that a natural
anguage is not to be identified with the particular ontological
paradigm(s) which happens to inform it at a given time in its
evolution, when it is seen that it is open to ontological evolu-
tion, revision, revolution and radical re-interpretation, then its
internal accessibility to any possible world is readily acknowledged.
This power of natural language to develop or radically reconsti-
tute its sense structure is a manifestation of the formal onto-
logical structure which holds for any natural language. The formal
features of natural consciousness or language is the source of
the openness and transparency of thought, of the recursive
potentiality of natural language to re-interpret and re-form its
sense.

This open-textured feature of natural language is the key to
understanding radical revolutions in sense — relgious reformation
or convarsion, metaphysical revision, scientific conceptual or
theoretical revolutions, cultural renaissance, etc, And here we
find two sorts -of transformations possible. One sort of trans-
formation is evolutionary and developmental. That is, a given
paradigm, at any given time in the history of a cultural tradi-
tion, may undergo internal development and growth. This is
possible because, as we have seen, any paradigm has its integrity
and potentialities which are subject to exploration and disco-
very. A paradigm is never fully manifest or understood, never
completely exhausted or comprehended. The uncharted territory
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of the inner landscape of an ontology is the frontie: which allows
for a cultural renaissance, which allows for a breakthrough into
a new self-awareness, for a deeper appreciation for the inner
meaning of a cultural world.

But the other sort of transformation is, perhaps, the more
radical one of external revolution and revision. Here the culture,
the natural language, undergoes a radical re-formation of its
"world view or sense structure with the introduction of a new
ontological paradigm. Such revision is dramatically seen in the
history of revisionary metaphysics in Western thought. For ex-
ample, Spinoza’s thought may be seen as recommending a new
ontological paradigm, a new categorial scheme for interpreting
experience and revising the raligious tradition. The same may be
said for Hume’s ontological recommendations. Needless to say,
the two forms of transformation shade into one another. For
examplé, the cultural/ontological revolution from the Hindu to
the Buddhist world may, indeed, be taken as the introduction
of a new paradigm, but it may alse be taken as a further deep.
ening of the inner meaning of the Hindu world view. And the
religious revolution effected by Jesus may at once be regarded
as the recommendation of a new form of life and as the deepen-
ing of appreciation of the earlier tradition or world view. The
fact that there are such evolutions and revolutions within the
same natural lauguage in the history of a culture testifies to the
openness of natural consciousness to re-interpretation.

(No Culture has Privileged Access to its Paradigm)

The formal accessibility to any possible world within the
same natural language has important implications for cross-cult-
ural research and translation. If philosohical translation is the
re-creation of an “alien” world view within a natural language,

then the ontological paradigm in question is just as open to ex-
" ploration and development in its new linguistic setting as it is
in its native cultural milieu. Ironic though it may be, no culture
has privileged access to its ontological paradigm; it may equally
misunderstand itself, deceive and violate itself, and may be as
unfaithful to its ontological commitments, as some “alien” inter-
preting culture might. Indeed, it may well be that the distance
of a foreign perspective, the possibility of objectivity through the
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fresh look of disinterested eyes, may be an antidote to the myo-
pic subjectivity of native self-interest. And no culture can claim
privileged authority over the correst interpretation of its world.
It can make no special claims to legitimacy, and has no special
rights of ownership of its world view. Thus, for example, it is
perfectly possible for an interpreter in a “Western’ linguistic set-
ting to attain a deeper grasp of the karma paradigm than a
given native Hindu might have. It appears that native cultural
corrigibility follows from the open textured feature of natural
language.
(Exegetical and Creative Interpretation)

It becomes clear that ontological hermeneutics may take
two forms. One objective is to explicate the actual interpretation
or understanding that a given cultural tradition has of its
ontological paradigm at a given time. This is descriptive or
exegetical interpretation. So one task in ths intarpretation of
karma, for example, would be to explicate how native Hindus
have in fact intecpreted their world. But precisely because the
native interpretation of a paradigm is corrigible and distinguish-
able from the paradigm itself, there is room for the develop-
ment of interpretation of the paradigm. A second task, therefore,
is creative interpretation which has licence to explore and dis-
cover a paradigm in new ways. It is restricted neither by native
or foreign antecedent intespretations. Creative interpretation is
at liberty to excavate a paradigm in a new light and develop a
new, and hopefully, mors faithful and profound interpretation.!®

(Incoherent Interpretation and Mixed Paradigms)

Of course there are logical constraints on authentic inter-
pretation or translation. Natural language tends to be informal
in the sense that it may be simultaneously committed to a variety
of ontological paradigms. We saw earlier that this is a source
of both virtue and vice when it comes to interpretation. Incoher-
ence results when an interpretation mixes- paradigms. Thus,
interpretations of karma which assume alien categorial structures
or which capture some features of the karma paradigm piecemeal
are bound to land in incoherence and generate unintelligibility
A special type of global category-mistake results with paradigm-
crossings. A paradigm crossing confuses systems of meaning, or
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“language-games”. A critical constraint for ontological hermeneu-
tics, then, is to clearly distinguish distinct paradigms and to
avoid the incoherence of mixed paradigms.

This leaves open the question of adjudication between differ”
ent paradigms. It need not be asaumed that a given commun
ity or natural language must be committed to only one onto-
logical paradigm at a time. The luxury of the informal attitude
welcomes a plurality of world views. A given community mey
be committed to a particular world view and still remain open
to, tolerate, entertain, and even celebrate a different ontology,
This is possible because, as was stressed earlier, there is a
difference between sense and truth. To make an ontological com=
mitment to a particular world, to embrace it as true, does not
preclude the possibility of eatertaining a different world as in”
elligible, coherent and possible. One may by committed to the
truth of his world view and still enter the intelligible structure
of an alien world and appreciate it without affirming it. Thus,
a Christian, from this point of view, has access to the Hindu
world and may appreciate its intelligible powers while neither
affirming nor denying it. And the question remains open: how
many worlds can one simaltaneously inhabit and be committed
to? It is not obvious that the answer is: only one at a time !

(Quine’s Scepticism about Radical Translation)

It is natural to wonder how the theory of radical trans-
lation ‘being proposed here speaks to the well-known sceptical
concerns of Quine. Especially since I have used terms such as
“indeterminacy of sense”, “ontological relativity’ and “radical
translation’’. But it should be apparent that Quine’s logical frame-
work is radically different from the caregorial logic which onto*
logical hermeneutics presupposes. Quine’s logical language is
extensional and takes reference and truth as primary. His lan-
guage takes meaning to be specified by truth-conditions and
involves a quantificational world which fails to discriminate be-
tween different types of things. As a result there is no non-
sense in such a language, every syntactically well-formed sentence
being either true or false. By contrast, the categorial logic pre-
sented here is an intensional lauguage which takes sense as prior
to truth and reference. It assumes a category-differentiated world
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in which entities fall into different types and predicability is
governed by formal category structure. There is a world of differ-
ence between the two logical languages. Thus, the expressions
“indeterminacy of sense”, “ontological relativity” and “radical
translation”, for example, are systematically ambiguous between
these two logical frameworks or paradigms. Quine’s scepti-
cism concerning radical translation (in his sense) is a result and
requirement of his logical language which is committed to in-
determinate reference. It does not apply, however, to ontological
hermeneutics, and is not required in a categorial logic.

(Formal Conditions of Radical Translation)

We may now review some of the main features of onto-
logical hermeneutics. First, sense in natural language is indeter=
minate (indeterminacy of sense). The sense of a term is relative
to a particular ontological paradigm (ontological relativity), and
a term considered apart from a specific paradigm remains vari-
able and open to interpretation (systematic ambiguity). But a
natural language cannot be identified with any particular onto-
logical paradigm and is essentially open to systematic re-inters
pretation. This power to re-constitute its intelligible form springs
from its formal ontological structure (formal ontology). In this
respect a natural language has access to any possible categorial
structure or world view. It i3 here that the formal condition of
radical translation appears. For radical translation, that is, trans-
lation between different worlds, amounts to ontological inter-
protation within the same language, and is hence intralinguistic.
. But ontological interpretation begins where successful linguistic
translation ends. For the linguistic expressions of a language
remain indeterminate in sense without ontological interpretation;
the same sentence may be given different senses, there being a
difference betwean what is said and what is meant. In any case,
there is systematic ambiguity between different paradigms, which
means that there are no common univocal terms between differen
worlds. It is now clear that radical translation does not presup-
pose common meanings between different paradigms. On the
contrary, radical ambiguity is precisely what makes such trans-
lation possible. For ontological interpretation is the disambigua-
tion of terms in a natural language, the systematic assignment
LP.Q...13



246 Ashok Gongadeen

of terms to their respective ontological paradigms. Thus, ironic-
ally, radical translation is possible because of the systematic
ambiguity of terms between paradigms and trades on the radical
indeterminacy and variability of sense in natural language. .

[FURTHER INTERPREATION AND APPLICATION OF THE
KARMA PARADIGM]

In the light of the foregoing discussion we may now resume
the explication of the generic karma paradigm and ontological
interpretaion of karma. It was shown earlier that the ‘“‘doctrine”
of karma makes sense when interpreted in terms of the karma
paradigm which involves the features of conservation and preser-
vation of existential status (sarisara), of a qualitative principle of
identity or individuation, and of qualitative monism. These fea-
tures distinguish the karma paradigm as a unique world view. We
also saw in a preliminary way how these formal features of the
karma paradigm rendered intelligible and necessitated certain
characteristics of the karmic world view. For example, the notion
of transmigration does make sense in a world in which the iden-
tity of the individual (jiva) is not delimited by conventional birth
and death. If the identity of a jiva is constituted by its qualities
(gunas) and has a cosmic history, without beginning and without
end, then the notion of a jiva re-incarnating in a subsequent life is
intelligible and reguired by the paradigm. Furthermore, it became
clear that in samsaric qualitative monism all existents are homo-
geneous in type, so qualitative transformations are possible and
intelligible between different existential forms. This feature of
the karma paradigm explains why a jfva might take the form of -
an insect, for example, and so on.

(The Generic Sense of Karma and Specific Differences)

We are in a position now to apply the generic paradigm to
actual issues of interpretation. Thus far in the paper attention has
been focused on the generic karma paradigm. But it is clear that
there are real specific differences concerning the interpretation of
karma among the various schools of Indian thought. The Yoga
School develops karma in one way, while the Advaita tradition
moves in another, and both of these differ significantly from the
interpretation of karma in the early Buddhist tradition. It is
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natural to wonder whether the generic paradigm encompasses them
all, and whether the differences between the schools do not require
the detection of ambiguity in the concept of karma. In response
to this legitimate concern it should be noted that there are con-
straints on the sense of karma, as there are,. of course, on any
term in a language. If the term karma is taken to be equivocal
between the various schools, then this means that different onto-
logical paradigms are involved. That would open the question
whether there are any limits to the sense of karma. For example,
might we then say that karma arises in Hume’s thought, or is
obviously present in Aristotle’s ontology ? The analytical procedure
followed in this paper has been to begin informally with what is
commonly taken to be the doctrine of karma in the most generic
sense, and then to formalize it through ontological hermeneutics
to get at the generic paradigm. If one wishes to argue that the
concept of karma in Buddhist thought, for example, is radically
different in sense from the Hindu tradition, then the alternative
karma paradigm would have to be produced.

But the assumption behind the explication of the generic
paradigm is that there are shared ontological commitments, at
a sufficient level of generality, among the different karmic schools.
For example, the concept of karma will have a place in an onto-
logy that is committed to samsara. And, indeed, it is found that
the Hindu and Buddhist schools share such an ontological commit-
ment. The point is that the specific differences between the
different schools are real, but they are disagreements within a
shared commitment to the intelligibility of samsara and trans-
migration. Thus, in a samsaric paradigm it is formally required that
there be some principle of identity through the transformations of
life to death and back to life again, in an ongoing series. But
precisely how this is effected is open to specific interpretation,
and allows room for disagreement. The Abhidharmic School,
given its other ontological commitments (to dharmas) about the
nature of individual entities, is constrained to give one sort of
account of the transfer of identity, and the Samkhya School,
with its commitments to gunas, is constrained to give a different
account, But real differences at this level do not preclude the
possibility of shared ontological commitments at a more generic
level. It is a common commitment to samsara that gives the
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different schools of Indian thought a distinctively “Indian” charac-
ter. And it is the conspicuous absence of such a commitment
among the European schools of thought, for example, which gives
force to the general contrast between these two cultural traditions.
Thus, Deutsch’s remark, which was quoted earlier, may be appro-
priately recalled here :

“All the later systems of Indian thought agree, though,
that karma is operative in life; they disagree only about
what it is that transmigrates and about how it takes place;
that it takes place is accepted, and this alone is of philo-
sophical importance”.1?

Specific disagreements, then, concerning how the transference of
identity between lives takes place, and what the mechanism of
transference is, whether it is some “stuff” which transmigratess
for example, may be seen as local disagreements within a shared
general sense structure. Real disagreements about how transmi-
gration takes place presuppose that transmigration is intelligible.
So the presence of specific differences implies common generic
commitments.

(Transference and Non-transference Models of Karma)

This way of accounting for specific differences within a
shared generic context may be applied to what appears to be a
fundamental split in the Indian tradition over the interpretation
of karma, namely, whether karma is transferable or not. Two recent
interpreters of karma have taken different sides on this issue.

On the one hand, McKim Marriott develops a “transact-
ional” model for Indian thought which seems to imply that karma
is transferable in some sense. On the other hand Karl Potter
disagrees and argues that Marriott’s interpretation cannot apply
to the karma theories expounded in Yoga and Advaita, since
these theories do not allow for the transfer of karma. How is
this issue to be understood? Is there an issue here at all? In
what follows I shall apply the generic karma paradigm and
show that there is room for both interpretations, and that such
specific disagreements are natural rather than problematic.

Let us begin with a brief sketch of Mariiott’s interpret-
ation. It was stressed earlier that an ontological paradigm isa
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cultural prototype which shapes all levels of human experience,
This aspect is nicely brought out in Marriott’s interpretation,
for -he attempts to apply his model of analysis to all facets of
Indian social reality. His interests are anthropological and
ontological, but it is clear that his conceptual model is grounded
in the ontological karma paradigm. Marriott says,

“This essay proceeds from the axiom that the prevasive
indigenous assumptions of any society, such as Indian notions
of the identity of actor and action and of the divisibility of
the person, provide bases on which an anthropologist may
construct his models of cultural behaviuor in that society.
It applies that axiom by constructing a monistic, dividualis-
tic general model of Indian transactions, fitting this model
first to the most accessible data, which are on the inter-
relations and ranking of castes. It then proceeds to a wider
review of the typical transactional tactics and strategies of
groups and persons in India’s varied moral, instrumental,
and affective systems of action.”?? :

Although the ontological issues are aclipsed in the discussion,
Marriott rightly focases on the critical issues of the identity of
actor and action, of the existential divisibility of the person or
agont, of a generic monism, and of the criteria of individuation.
These are precisely the ontological features which were stressed
in the presentation of the generic karma paradigm. The striking
parallel continues as Marriott develops his model :

“Indian thought about transactions differs from much
Westorn sociological and psychological thought in not
presuming the separability of actors from actions. By
Indian modes of thought, what goes on between actors are
the same connected processes of mixing and separation that
go on within actors. Actors’ particular natures are thought
to be results as well as causes of their particular actions
(karma). Varied codes of action or codes of conduct
(dharma) are thought to be naturally embodied in actors and
otherwise substantialized in the flow of things that pass
among actors. Thus the assumption of the easy, proper
separability of action from actor, of code from substance
(similar to the assumption of the separability of law from
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naturé, norm from behaviour, mind from body, spirit or
energy from matter), that pervades both Western philo-
sophy and Western common sense..is generally absent ;
code and substance (Sanskrit purusa and praketi, dharma
and Sarira, and so on) cannot have separats existences in
this world of constituted things as conceived by most South
Asians. .Before one begins to think of Hindu transactions,
one thus nesds firmly to understand that those who transact
as well as well as what and how they transact are thought
to ‘be inseparably ‘code-substance’ or ‘substance-code’. The
latter term will be used in this essy to stand, perforce
awkwardly, for belief in the non-duality of all such pairs™.2

This model agrees with the karma paradigm in insisting on
the inseparability of actors from actions. The samsaric para-
digm with its qualificational monism revealed that one’s identity
is constituted by the qualities, states and actions or activities
which applied to it, and this explained why one is what one
does. And, in general, all dualities which held in a substantial
and atomic paradigm melted in qualificational monism. This is
precisely what Marriott intends by his term ¢“substance-code”.
This term may be naturally interpreted as the quality-values of
the karma paradigm, and it is a signal of a correct breakaway
from a substance paradigm to a qualificational paradigm. It
was pointed out earlier that the existents in a sarsaric world
were not to be taken as discrefe substances, but rather as con-
stituted by the universal qualities (gunas or codes) which applied
to all existents. If we take ¢“substance-code™ in this ontologi-
cal sense then Marriott’s transactional model conforms to the
generic karma paradigm precisely. Existential transaction is one
of the primary features of qualificational monism. So Marriott’s
model is on firm ontological ground.

Marriott shows in his paper that this transactional model is
a powerful explanatory device when applied to social behaviour in
India. The caste system, for example, may be seen as a natural
outgrowth of a world view in which one’s existential identity
itself may be transacted, where there are “boundary overflows”
between individuals. Some of the main features of Marriott’s
conceptual model are nicely summed up in Potter’s paper :
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«“Marriott delineates a number of features of substance-
code : it may be relatively gross or subtle, i. e. more or less
capable of transformation, such transformations conceived
on analogy with the heating or cooking of foodstuffs. It
is “particular, therefore divisible, highly diverse’, it ‘constantly
circulates’ and constitutes ‘all natural entities’, which are
inevitably transformed ‘by combinations and separations of
their substance-codes’. A characteristic and fundamental
aspect of Indian life consists in the exchanging of substance-
code, and Marriott goes on to provide an interpretation of
Indian thinking about caste involving distinguishing castes
according to the strategies their msmbers adopt in transact-
ing such stuff...On Marriott’s view the Indian conceptual
scheme is ‘monistic’ : there is basically one kind of stuff,
called ‘substance-code’, and Indian thought is not charac-
terized (as ours is) by separations between law and nature,
mind and body, spirit and matter, substance and code, etc.
The scheme is “particularistic’ : substance-codes are basically
particles which are constantly moving from one aggregate
(body) to another. These particles of substance-code range
in size from gross to exceedingly subtle, and in value from
negative (evil) to positive (good or pure). It is noteworthy
that not only is what we (Westerners) think of as ‘material
stuff’ so constituted, but likewise ‘parceived words, ideas,
appearances, and so forth’ are also types of substance-code.
Persons, in this scheme, arc aggregates of particles of
substance-code of various kinds, and their nature is con-
stantly changing due to gain and loss of these particles.
Persons are thus, in Marriott’s terminology, ‘dividual’ rather
than ‘individual’, and they are constantly exchanging some
of themselves with what is in their environment, including
other persons’. 22

It should be strikingly clear that Marriott’s model squares
with the main features of the karma paradigm: the ‘dividual’
notion of persoal identity, the substance-code which are qualita-
tive and evaluative at the same time, the identity of persons with
their states and activities, and the qualificational monism which
rejects the substance model of individuals and permits and requires
the possibility of transformations and transactions at all levels.
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While Potter acknowledges that Marriott develops “an analysis
superior in explanatory power to previous accounts of caste
behavior”, he nevertheless maintains that this model of analysis
cannot apply to the non-transference model of karma in Yoga
and Advaita:

“The fundametal reason why Marriott’s interpretation can-
not fit the karma theories expounded in Yoga and Advaita
is that those theories do not allow for transfer of karma, while
the interpretation that one naturally derives from Marriott is
that they should. Karmic residues are construed as substance
in these theories, and if anything can be said to be ‘code’
these certainly can. Yet it seems to me we must recognize
that in Yoga and Advaita and other philosophical systems
karmic residues are not transferable’.23

Here, then, we find a specific difference in the interpretation of
karma. Marriott’s transactional model seems to entail that karma
is transferable while Potter’s analysis discloses that karma is not
transferable in Yoga and Advaita.

The issue between Potter and Marriott needs to be clarified.
From the point of view of the gemeric karma paradigm, the fact
that there are specific differences of interpretation concerning the
trnasferability of karma is neither surprising nor problematic.
There appears to be a fundamental disagreement concerning the
sense of karma because Potter and Marriott are speaking on differ-
ent levels. Marriott is developing a general conceptual model
which applies to all existent entities in a samsaric world, And
in this world of qualificational monism, where all existents are
“dividual”, existential transformations or transactions are possible
or conceivable on all levels. But it is clear that dividual entitjes
retain their identity through such transformations. Which specific
constituent qualities (substance-codes) of an individual are in Sect
transferred or transacted is open to differing interpretations. It is
perfectly plausible for Yoga and Advaita to be ontologically com-
mitted to the generic paradigm and nevertheless deny that karmic
residues are in fact transferred between diﬁ‘creu‘t persons. But this
does not mean that qualificational transference (transaction of
substance-code) in general must be rejected, much less the rejec-
tion of the generic paradigm as a whole. On the contrary, both
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Yoga and Advaita are committed to the ontological features
of the karma paradigm: to samsdra, to transmigrtion, and to
qualificational monism. Obviously there must at least be “lateral™
transaction of karmic residue in the transformation of birth to
death to re-birth in the ongoing history of a single jiva. But
to deny the ‘“vertical” transference of karmic residues between
different j7vas is a point of specific disagreement which is permitted
within the generic paradigm.

But Potter seems to treat the issue of the transferability of
karma in isolation from the fundamental ontological issue. The
specific question of transference cannot be separated from the
context of the ontological paradigm taken as a whole. Does
Potter wish to deny that the other features of the karma paradigm
which are evident in Marriott’s model are also rejected by Yoga
and Advaita? If so, what is the alternative ontological paradigm
to the transactional one? The alternatives for Potter’s line of
argument seem to be the following. Either Potter wishes to
argue that the enitre ontological paradigm implied in Marriott’s
model fails to apply in Yoga and Advaita, in which case a
different ontological paradigm must be produced, and this would
mean that the concept of karma is systematically ambiguous
between the transactional and non-transference paradigms. Or
else Yoga and Advaita are indeed committed to the generic
karma paradigm with its transactional possibilities, but simply
deny that in fact karmic residues are transferred or transacted
between persons. If the latter, then the specific disagreement
over the transferability of karma poses mo special difficulty. If
the former then the task for ontological hermeneutics would be to
draw out the systematic ambiguity between the different ontological
paradigms, and again there is no special problem. Otherwise it
would be incoherent to pick and choose from the karma paradigm
rather than taking it as an integral whole, Such fragmentary
analysis is bound to fall into the incoherence of mixed paradigms.

Again, if Yoga and Advaita are simply denying the specific
case of karmic transference between persons, then the disagreement
between Potter and Marriott is accommodated, indeed made
possible, by the generic paradigm. For this paradigm in principle
(and formally) allows for qualitative transference at all levels of
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existence. This makes it possible for a particular theory to deny
that there is transfer of karma, while another contrary theory affirms
this. The possibility of both denial and affirmation here, however,
presupposes the intelligibility of transference. The fact that one
affirms what the other denies shows the deeper shared commitment
to the significance of transference, Otherwise, does Yoga or
Advaita deny, in principle, transference and transaction of other
qualities or' “residues” between persons or other existent entities
in the samisaric world? If they did, then this would be evidence
that a very different ontological paradigm was in effect here.
Thus, the two interpretations have much more in common than
it first appeared. They share a generic paradigm which invites
and even requires specific differences in interpretation. Such
diversity at the level of specifics is to be expected and celebrated,
rather than found problematic or to be exaplained away,

Haverford College Ashok Gangadeen
U.S. A

NOTES 5
* Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the following:

(i) The Society for Asian and Comparative Philosophy,
Session_ on Karma, March 30th, 1978, in conjunction
with AAS, Chicago.

(i) Columbia University : University Seminar on Oriental
Thought and Religion, April 7th, 1978

(iii) International Society for the Comparative Study of
Civilizations, April 15th, 1978, University of Wiscon-
sin, Milwaukee in the session on “Ontologies, Episte-
mologies, and Cross-Cultural Translatability”,

1. The Bhagavad Gita, translated with introduction by Eliot
Deutsch, Holt, Reinhart and Winston, New York, 1967,
pp. 12-13

2. The Essentials of Indian Philosophy, M. Hiriyanna, Allen and
Unwin, India, 1973, p. 47

3. Advaita Vedanta, Eliot Deutsch, The University Press of
Hawaii, Honolulu, 1973, p. 68
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11

12,
13.

14,

M. Hiriyanna, op. cit., p. 46
Ibid., p. 50

Quoted by Eliot Deutsch from B;_-had—irapyaka Up. (IV, 4
5) in Advaita Vedanta, op. cit., p. 67

Eliot Deutsch, Ibid., p. 67. It should be noted that “‘state
of being’ must here be taken as indicating existential
status, and cannot refer to the true Self which is beyond
states and qualifications.

Deutsch, Ibid., p. 68

It is clear that the sense of “moral” is here in question. It
was indicated earlier that karma gets its moral dimension
from the context of the alienation of samsaric existence
from true Being. This means that the distinction between
good and bad conduct is within the samsaric realm, but the
aim of moral conduct is to transcend this realm, going
beyond good and evil. And now that we entertain the
possibility of all existents being part of one cosmic moral
order the deep ambiguities in the term “moral” begin to
surface,

Gunas are the primary features which constitute all existent
entities. But these features are quality-values. Sattva, for
example, has the connotations of “dynamic equilibrium”,
“potential conciousness”, “intelligence”, “objectivity” and
“goodness”.

This is the ontological background which supports one
interpretation of the transactional analysis of McKim
Marriott in his paper, “Hindu Transactions : Diversity
Without Dualism™. This is developed in the last part of
this paper.

Bhagavad Gita, tr. Deutsch, op. cit., ch. 3/5, p. 48

Philosophy East and West, 26, no. 2, April 1976. See also
“Formal Ontology and the Dialectical Transformation of

Consciousness”, forthcoming in the same Journal, January,
1979.

For details see MBW.
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17.

18,

19.
20.

21.
22,

Asholc Gengadeen

For detailed development of this point see MBW.

Of course, this is where ambiguity and metaphoric language
are connected. When ‘‘category mistakes”, from the literal
point of view, are mnevertheless taken to have significant
use it must be in a mataphoric sense.

In this context the term “cross-cultural” gets its force by
trading on the connotations of “cross-ontological”.

Thus, a given culture may fail to grasp the full import of a
paradigm to which its community is committed. A cultural
renaissance, reformation or revolution may result from a
new insight into the paradigm. In this respect a paradigm
teaches and instructs as deeper meanings are disclosed. But
such creative interpretation is just as possible from “foreign”
sources as from native initiative. A cultural renaissance
may well be launched from foreign soil.

See footnote 8 above.

MaKim Marriott, “Hindu Transactions: Diversity without
Dualism” in Transaction and Meaning ed. Bruce Kapferer,
Institute for the Study of Human Issues, Philadelphia,
1976, p. 109

Ibid., pp 109-110

Karl H. Potter, “The Karma Theory and its Interpretation
in Some Indian Philosophical Systems”, a paper delivered
at Haverford College in the Gest Lecture Series in thg
Fall, 1977.
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