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Thank you very much Augustin, and from what I understood of what you said I 
maybe don’t have to add very much myself. So I’d just like to somehow touch on 
some of the points that Augustin has already mentioned. 

First of all, I do consider this book – After Buddhism – probably will be the most 
comprehensive work that I will ever write. It is, as Augustin suggested, possibly the 
culmination of about thirty or forty years work, and I’m never going to write 
anything like this again, which now liberates me to pursue other ways of writing. 

In many ways, what I tried to do in this book is to go back as close as we can to the 
historical Buddha, to the world in which he lived and try to recover what he said. 
And then to start again. 

The subtitle in English was ‘Rethinking The Dharma From The Ground Up’.  In 
other words, to try to go back. Much as in Christianity people are trying to go back 
to the historical Jesus, I’m trying to recover Siddhattha Gotama and build again a 
philosophy, an ethic, a contemplative life that speaks to the condition of secularity 
that we live in now. 

I’m not trying to say that ‘this is what the Buddha really meant’ and everybody else 
got it wrong. However, every form of Buddhism that has existed until the present 
has done something very similar: it’s found those texts that speak to a particular 
time, a particular place, and then elaborated on that basis a form of the dharma that 
speaks to India, or China, or Japan, or Tibet, or wherever. 

Perhaps what makes the difference today, in modernity, is the presence of historical 
consciousness. This is so much part of how we understand the world that we take it 
for granted. So if, for example, we had in this room a Tibetan Buddhist yogi, a 
Japanese Pure Land priest and a Sri Lankan bhikkhu, and we asked them to say 
what Buddhism is, they’d probably all say something different. For most of us, if we 
were to be asked why they present things so differently, we would probably say 
because the conditions of Tibet are different from those of Japan and different from 
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those of Sri Lanka, and that for us – at least for me – would seem to be a fairly 
obvious explanation as to why Buddhism is so diverse. 

In other words, we would understand that when the dharma, many, many texts and 
practices, and teachings go into a new country, they speak to the conditions of the 
people there. That then creates a dialogue, a conversation between the condition, 
between the culture, and eventually a new form of the dharma emerges, usually 
over two or three centuries. 

But in the past I don’t think the Buddhists who were doing this were aware this was 
somehow a historically contingent process. I don’t think that Tibetans asked 
themselves, ‘Hey I wonder what happened when the dharma went to China.’ They 
wouldn’t have thought that way. And if you were to ask a traditional Buddhist why a 
Tibetan yogi, a Pure Land priest and a Sri Lankan bhikku present such different 
views, they would probably say that one has the true dharma and the other two 
don’t. In other words they would be judged in terms of the orthodoxy of the person 
who is asked that question. 

So I think one of the differences in modernity is that we bring to our understanding 
of any tradition the fact that it is historically contingent, emerges out of cultural, 
social, political, economic and geographical conditions, and then arises with a 
particular form of Buddhism. I think the difference today is that we are self-
consciously aware this is going on, and as long as we adhere to that historical 
consciousness it’s very difficult for us to make statements like, ‘And this is what the 
Buddha really meant, this is the true dharma.’ This sort of language doesn’t work. 

What I’m calling secular dharma, or secular Buddhism, I see as just one phase, one 
moment, within a much larger historical process. I see what I’m doing as trying to 
articulate to modernity the teachings of the dharma that speak to the suffering that 
we experience in our world today – socially, personally, environmentally. All of the 
issues of our time. 

Once those conditions change, whatever response I might be articulating now will 
disappear too. And in this way I see the dharma as something that is constantly 
evolving, changing and adapting, and thereby constantly reinventing and 
recreating itself. It never stands still. It never stops, it never freezes and gets stuck. 
But this view of the world, this view of modernity that for us is probably self-evident 
is also very clearly at the heart of the teachings of the dharma too.  
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Buddhism makes great emphasis, whichever school you belong to, on 
impermanence. Everything is impermanent … except of course my school of 
Buddhism. Everything arises out of causes and conditions part of the way, has no 
essential identity, no self-existence … except perhaps my form of Buddhism. And 
everything in life is imperfect, it’s inadequate, it’s partial, it’s fallible … except 
perhaps my form of Buddhism. 

I feel that this historical understanding of the world fits neatly with some of the 
ideas that have been core in the Buddhist tradition all along. By looking at it in this 
way, we begin to give more attention to the aspects of the dharma that are 
pragmatic. In other words, the practice of the dharma is not something to believe in, 
it’s something to do, something that can actually make a difference in your life, 
something that can have an effect. We begin to focus, and this follows from the 
other point: this practice is essentially therapeutic. It’s about healing, it’s about 
curing our ills, our maladies, our existential condition. 

It’s agnostic in the sense that it doesn’t require us to hold onto beliefs about things 
we cannot know anything about with any certainty. It has nothing to do with 
metaphysics. Metaphysics is basically any statement about things that are not 
apparent to our senses or our reason.  

I’ve become quite notorious in some circles for questioning the idea of rebirth and 
reincarnation. People say, ‘Batchelor, he doesn’t believe in rebirth, he rejects 
rebirth.’ That’s not anything I’ve ever written or said. I don’t know what happens 
after death. I don’t have a clue, so to deny rebirth is just as much a metaphysical 
statement as to affirm it. We have the opportunity to stop thinking like that; we 
don’t need to do it any more. 

And this leads us to another aspect of the dharma that I think is central, that it is 
fundamentally a form of scepticism. But again we have to be careful: not scepticism 
in the popular, conventional sense that a sceptic is a person who just dismisses 
everything, doesn’t believe anything.  

Like many of these terms, a sceptic nowadays is a corrupted concept that goes back 
to a form of early Greek philosophy. By scepticism, I mean something like 
Pyrhonnian scepticism, from the Greek philosopher Pyrrho. He went to India with 
Alexander the Great and is said in Greek sources to have studied with Indian sages. 
When he came back to Greece he started teaching a form of philosophy that in 
many respects is very close to early Buddhism. It’s about the suspension of 
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judgement; it’s about refusing to make either affirmations or denials, and the 
purpose of this philosophy is to bring us to a condition called ataraxia, an 
untroubled state of mind, which I think is very close to both equanimity and even to 
nirvana. 

So another thread that I don’t go into in great detail in this book that’s very 
important to me is the increasing congruence between aspects of Hellenistic 
philosophy and early Buddhist teachings. This whole perspective, this pragmatic, 
therapeutic, agnostic, sceptical approach informs everything that I write in this 
book. 

What I’m not doing, though, is modifying or adapting any particular form of 
traditional Buddhism. I’m not interested in somehow producing a more 
philosophically reasonable, a more accessible form of Theravada Buddhism, or Zen 
Buddhism, or Tibetan Buddhism. This approach is, I think, somehow more radical 
than that. We might use a metaphor to describe this approach that comes from 
information technology. We have in effect what is called an operating system and 
then we have various software programs for writing and accounting and 
photography and so on that run on that operating system. 

The forms of Buddhism we have now – Zen, Theravada, Tibetan – all operate on 
what we might call Buddhism 1.0. In other words, they’re all operating on the same 
basic core assumptions, which are largely those of Indian cosmology. Consequently, 
all the traditional forms of Buddhism have an awful lot in common. They believe in 
rebirth, or the law of karma, or enlightenment, getting out of the cycles of rebirth, of 
different realms of existence, magical powers. All of these are more Indian than they 
are Buddhist, and by and large they characterise traditional Buddhism. 

What I’m trying to do is rewrite the operating system, and we might call this 
Buddhism 2.0. My agent, in fact, wanted to call this book ‘Buddhism 2.0’. I didn’t 
want to do this because I thought it would tie the book to a particular period in time 
and our current information technology as well, and I don’t want it to be so closely 
associated with a movement that is too specific to our time. 

This book is trying to outline what Buddhism 2.0 might look like. The core idea that 
informs everything in this book and in my work in general has to do with a 
rethinking of the Four Noble Truths. If you pick up any introductory book on 
Buddhism except this one, by page 3 or 4 you come to the Four Noble Truths. Listed 
as a set of propositions – 1, 2, 3, 4. 
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So you have: existence is suffering, the origin of suffering is craving, and so on. If 
you know nothing about Buddhism, you are at least aware of that. These are 
basically metaphysical claims. They are very general statements about the nature 
of reality. And if you’re a Buddhist then you’re expected to sign up to this 
metaphysical position.  

I don’t have time to go into a long presentation of how I critique that position but 
basically I replace the Four Noble Truths with four tasks. I’m not inventing this idea 
of four tasks – it’s at the conclusion of the Buddha’s first discourse:  

As long as my knowledge and vision was not entirely clear about the twelve aspects 
of these four, I did not claim to have had a peerless awakening in this world with its 
humans and celestials, its gods and devils, its wanderers and brahmins. Only when 
my knowledge and vision was clear in all these ways, did I claim to have had such 
awakening. 

This statement is basically providing us with a very explicit definition of what the 
Buddha means by being awakened, or enlightened. He doesn’t say anything about 
gaining direct insight into the nature of reality, or truth. He understands his 
awakening as being the consequence of having recognised, performed and 
mastered four tasks. These tasks are: to embrace suffering; to let go of craving; to 
see the stopping of craving; and to cultivate a way of life. This is exactly what the 
text says. But this idea of four tasks is strangely not developed in any of the 
Buddhist traditions that we know.  

I first came across this when I was a Tibetan Buddhist monk studying a case in 
Buddhist philosophy, and it jumped off the page. I subsequently came across it 
many years later in the writings of an English Theravada bhikku called Ñāṇavīra 
Thera. On the basis of this, I went back to the source material and saw there was a 
different kind of discourse going on that had somehow been forgotten. No longer is 
the Buddha talking about craving being the cause of suffering, which is a 
metaphysical truth claim.  

Of course, craving very often does cause us suffering, there’s no dispute about that. 
But it’s kind of missing the point. He’s not interested in what the consequences of 
craving are. He’s interested in how you deal with craving, how you work with it 
when it actually happens to you. Craving is important, not because it’s a cause of 
suffering but because it actually prevents us from living fully human lives. We’re 
stuck and trapped.  
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So my take from this reading of the first discourse of the Buddha is that his teaching 
is primarily liberating women and men to lead full and flourishing lives, here and 
now. This is very close to the purpose of Greek philosophy too, the achievement of 
eudaimonia, or human flourishing. These are examples and I give many many more 
examples in the book about how this way of looking at the Buddha’s teachings can 
be translated into a  pragmatic, therapeutic way of life, rather than a belief system 
you have to believe in. 

This has consequences of course, not just on the way that we understand the 
practice of the dharma but also on how we see the structures of power within the 
Buddhist tradition. I think in many ways claims to truth are invariably claims to 
authority and power. The person who is enlightened, who has knowledge of the 
nature of reality is also the person who has authority and power in the community. 

I think that one of the reasons Buddhism shifted towards an increasingly 
metaphysical position was that that provides a better foundation to claims to power 
and authority. And so in most forms of Buddhism today, we have a professional 
priesthood – monks or priests or lamas – and a laity who support and maintain the 
monasteries. There is a split between the experts and the lay people. Again, this 
distinction is one that conflicts with how the Buddha originally saw his community.  

There is a very early text where after his awakening the Buddha is declaring his 
vision for his teaching. This is an odd story because after the awakening he was 
sitting still beneath the bodhi tree. According to this story, a couple of merchants 
came along and offer him some very rich milk. He eats this very rich food and gets 
sick; he falls to the ground with very bad indigestion. At that point, Mara (or the 
devil) appears to him. Mara says to the Buddha, ‘Now you are suffering so badly 
from indigestion you should just die and enter nirvana and be done with it all.’ 

The Buddha says  

‘I will not leave this world,’ he declares, ‘until I have men and women mendicants 
and men and women adherents who are accomplished, trained, skilled, learned, 
knowers of the dharma, trained in the dharma, walking in the path of the 
dharma, who will pass on what they have gained from their teacher, teach it, 
declare it, establish it, expound it, analyse it, make it clear.’  

This is a vision which points to a number of things. There’s no gender bias at all. 
Men and women, monks, nuns. Equal. And likewise whether you’re a male monk or 
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a female lay woman you have exactly the same duties: to study, to practice, to learn, 
to master and to teach the dharma. It’s not a privilege of the monks. Everybody has 
an equal role in this community. 

But that’s not quite how Buddhism turned out.  

In many Buddhist countries there are no longer any women monastics, any nuns. 
They’ve long since died out. In most Buddhist countries, the monks are the experts 
and the teachers and the lay people are simply there to listen to practice in the hope 
that they’ll read them. But if we go back to the source, we find a rather different 
picture and this is also where I would like to return, not to sit in these power 
structures that Buddhism has relied on.  

In other words, this rethinking of the dharma from the ground up is not just a 
doctrine; it’s also about social structures. I don’t know what this might look like in 
the end. I am basically a theologian, who doesn’t believe in theos. It’s the theological 
language in the West that I find closest to my own way of speaking and thinking. To 
that extent, this is a book of Buddhist theology. It’s not Buddhist philosophy, really, 
it’s not just ethics, but it’s a way of thinking systematically about what matters 
fundamentally to lead a good human life. This, I call a secular approach.  

I’m not totally happy with all these labels: secular, agnostic, and so on. But I’m not at 
all attached to them. But they do have the advantage of pointing us in a broad 
direction. So secular to me means a number of things. It clearly means this is 
secular as opposed to religious, but when you try to unpack what religious means 
you get into awful difficulties. I do address this topic of the meaning of religion in 
the opening chapter of the book, but for the time being I think we have a broad 
understanding that secular and religious are terms in our culture that stand for two 
quite distinctive approaches in life. 

I’m also using the word secular with a very clear understanding of its etymological 
origin: secular comes from the Latin saeculum which means this age, this time, this 
world, century. In other words, this is a dharma that is concerned with the time, and 
the place where we live now. In some ways all possibilities are secular, they’re all 
ways of ways of coming to terms with how to live in this world. However, for many 
religious people the best way to live in this world is to do things that will guarantee 
a better life after death.  
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In this secular approach to the dharma, we’re completely agnostic as to what 
happens after death; we don’t know. All that we know as to what will follow after our 
death is that life will continue on this planet. So, a secular approach is not therefore 
just concerned with me being happy and you being happy today. But it is to act with 
a clear understanding that the consequences of what we do now will have an effect 
upon generations of humans and animals that will continue to inhabit this world 
after our death. 

In other words, I’m very much aware of my responsibility for what will take place 
after my death, and I realise that as writer who publishes books that if I dropped 
dead tomorrow the book will still be here. So in other words my work, my thoughts, 
my intentions will survive me. There’s a good possibility, of course, that it will soon 
be out of print and the world will have forgotten about it. I hope very much for the 
sake of the publisher that this is not the case. But on the other hand, it might have a 
life after my death that will impact people in many ways, hopefully good ones.  

A third meaning of secular, which I picked up from the Dalai Lama, is that a secular 
vision is a tolerant vision. A few years ago the Dalai Lama wrote a book called 
Beyond Religion, which is a slightly odd title for someone who is considered the 
leader of one of the world’s great religions. It’s a very interesting book, and in it he 
advocates what he calls a secular ethic.  

He’s inspired here by the constitution of India. When Nehru’s government had to 
write a constitution for India it decided to make it a secular constitution so all 
religions would be given equal respect and an equal place in society. The Dalai 
Lama says that in the world we live in today we no longer have the possibility of 
deciding ethics only according to the teachings of one religion. He has a vision of a 
secular, global ethic that would be free from any particular religion that somehow 
articulates the common values of humanity.  

Interestingly, the politician who was given the responsibility of being at the head of 
the committee that wrote the constitution was a man called Bhimrao Ambedkar. 
Ambedkar was formerly an untouchable in the Hindu caste system. He rejected the 
caste system. He trained as a lawyer in Oxford and was part of Nehru’s government 
in 1948. He put together this secular constitution. A few years later, he converted to 
Buddhism. He felt that the only way that his fellow untouchables – they’re now 
called dalits – could be freed from the oppression of Hinduism was to step outside 
Hinduism and become Buddhist. He converted in 1956 with half a million of his 
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followers, and now – Ambedkar sadly died a few months later – today it’s one of the 
largest political and social groups in the subcontinent.  

He wrote a book called The Buddha and his Dharma. Again, he tries to rethink the 
dharma from the ground up. He does it in a way quite different from my own, but 
nonetheless I think he can be considered the first secular Buddhist.  

So, what I think I’m trying to do in this book is not just to present my own personal 
private ideas, but to participate in a much broader historical movement: a meeting 
of Buddhism and modernity. I think there are figures you’ll find in most of the 
traditional forms of Buddhism who’ve also thought along similar lines at one time 
or another. Wherever we might stand on this spectrum I think it’s difficult to deny 
we are in a profoundly transitional phase of the dharma coming to terms with 
modernity.  I see my work really as part of a process rather than some final position 
or statement that I’m insisting on as the only valid one.  

Thank you. 

•••• 

Question Are you really talking about all Buddhist schools? Isn’t that too general? 

Stephen Batchelor In many ways I’d rather not have to do that. It’s a habit I’d like to 
get rid of. But if I were not to say that I would then just get questions about what the 
Tibetans say, etc. I have to admit that this thinking is the result of many years of 
working within these traditions as a Tibetan Buddhist monk, as a Zen Buddhist 
monk. I spent years in Theravada organisations, so I’m not just making this stuff 
up. There is quite clearly a common cosmology that is broadly accepted by most 
Buddhism.  

I’m not saying that every single person in every single Buddhist tradition thinks 
that way. Of course not. You get a whole range of views and I’m not wishing clearly 
to negate every single person’s understanding, that would be silly. But on the other 
hand I also get endless flak and criticism from traditional Buddhists who claim that 
what I am doing is destroying the dharma and not adhering to the traditional views.  

I cannot avoid being part of a critical conversation; I see that as a part of the 
Buddhist tradition. Very strongly worded critical thinking is part of this tradition. If 
you look at some of the things that Tsongkhapa wrote about the schools that he 
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criticised, my criticisms look very tame and mild in comparison. More so if you 
look at the early Tang dynasty zen; what they say about other forms of Buddhism is 
obscene. ‘… is a dried up piece of shit.’ There are numerous things like that. If I were 
to say things like that you’d be shocked.  

I’m not going to just be polite. I think these are very important questions and one 
has to speak truthfully honestly and critically about them to really generate a 
vigorous dialogue and discussion about these issues. 

As I said at the beginning, now that I’ve written this, and in fact there’s another 
book too. This is called Secular Buddhism and it’s a collection of essays and articles 
that have been  published over the past twenty years that present my thinking as it 
evolved into After Buddhism. It’s a kind of prequel. Now I’ve done all that, I’m going 
to start writing books that are not Buddhist. 

At the moment I’m writing a book on solitude. There are Buddhist elements in it, 
but the bulk of it has nothing to do with Buddhism. However, it’s written from the 
perspective of a person who has spent his whole life practising Buddhism. It’s 
informed by Buddhism, but I’m not taking issue with any Buddhist stuff.  

I think if I were to take the ideas in After Buddhism seriously, I would leave Buddhism 
behind. And what I would like to imagine is that after Buddhism we might be able to 
recover the dharma. The dharma might have nothing at all to do with orthodox 
Buddhist stuff. It’s a legacy of humanity.  

– this talk was given in Barcelona on 16 November 2017, with simultaneous translation by 
Bernat Font (budismosecular.org & dharma.cat) 
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