
What is this? 

A secular dharma study course using talks given by Stephen Batchelor  

•  PART 7 OF 8 •  

INSTRUCTION – I DON’T KNOW 

Recorded at the April 2016 Son Buddhist Retreat in Gaia House, Devon 

1. Contemplate these words of Keats that describe Shakespeare:  
 
The least of an egoist that it was possible to be. He was nothing in himself but he was 
all that others were or that they could become  
 
and then in another letter:  
 
As to the poetical character itself, it is not itself. It has no self. It is everything and 
nothing. It has no character. It enjoys light and shade. It lives in gusto. Be it foul or 
fair. High or low. Rich or poor. Mean or elevated. It has as much delight in 
conceiving an Iago as an Imogen. What shocks the virtuous philosopher delights the 
chameleon poet. 
 
What is the relevance of Keats’ observations to our study of the practice of 
questioning, or alternatively, the contemplation of the state of not 
knowing? 

2. Remarking that many zen stories point ‘away from the idea that we … 
might arrive at an answer to the koan, let alone a correct answer that is in 
accord with Buddhist doctrine’, what does Batchelor suggest to be one 
objective of koan training? 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3. Dip into the Sutta Pitaka at accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/ and find an 
example of a metaphor you think is especially illuminating, i.e. one that 
clearly evokes in a few words a point of dharma.  

4. Batchelor states that only in Chan, Zen and Son does one ‘find the 
integration of the arts’. Given examples that would seem to counter this 
view such as stupas in the Theravada, mandalas in the tantric traditions, 
what do you think Batchelor understands to be ‘the integration of the arts’ 
within a tradition? 

5. The flip side of questioning, not-knowing, is not simply an absence of 
thought or an absence of mind or absence of attention. What then 
characterises ‘not-knowing’? 

6. If you wish, practice a contemplation of the statement “I don’t know what 
this is’, incorporating this into your regular meditation session,. If you did 
this a number of times prior to our discussion, what was your experience? 

7. Whether you did this or not, what did you experience as or believe to be 
the benefit of this exercise?  

8. Like Batchelor do you feel ‘an inner, almost physical, urge to be the one 
who knows’? If so, can you elaborate on this feeling, this experience? What 
underpins this experience for you? 

9. Batchelor likens this ‘don’t know’ practice to ‘every kind of practice that is 
concerned with really getting to the core of what it is to be alive, to be 
human’. What is the likeness? Give an example if you have one, of a 
practice you do or have done, that can be likened to ‘don’t know’ practice. 

10. Immanuel Kant ‘recognised that the extent to which we can know is utterly 
constrained by the structure of the body and the brain, and the mind, and 
that actually prevents us from knowing probably, 99% of reality’. (Where 
does he get that figure?) What is to be gained by this recognition?  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11. How do you think evolution has shaped this deep tendency to fabricate 
views and the accompanying attachments to them?  

12. How does not-knowing, or deep agnosticism, underlie negative capability? 
What are the fruits of negative capability? 

Our heartfelt thanks go to Christine Johnson of Upaya Sangha of Tucson for her work 
developing these questions 

This course is being freely offered. Your support for One Mindful Breath will help us 
continue offering courses like this.  

Donations can be made in New Zealand by internet banking to: 

• 38 9019 0064622 03.  

Information on how you can support One Mindful Breath through Aotearoa 
Buddhist Education Trust, within and outside New Zealand, can be found at:  

• http://abet.nz/how-to-donate/#1505384503802-d240360b-21c2. 

Support for Stephen Batchelor can be offered using a credit or debit card and by 
PayPal here: 

• https://stephenbatchelor.org/index.php/en/donation 
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