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Dr. Graupe, You specialize in economics, while
keeping a strong interest in philosophy and reli-
gion. Admittedly, these fields seem to be at least
on the surface very different. What in your
view are the connections between them?

It is true that today most economists consider their
subject to be independent from both philosophy
and religion. This, however, has not always been
the case. For example Adam Smith, the founder of
economics as science, held a chair in moral phi-
losophy at the University of Glasgow. The idea of
economics as an independent science is actually
quite a recent one. It only developed when in the
late 18th century economists tried to emulate me-
chanics in order to turn economics into a science
that resembles the physico-mathematical sciences
in every aspect. The legacy of these economists
has come to be our burden today. Let me try to put
it this way: Over the last hundred years or so, eco-
nomics has become identified with a certain way of
looking at the world. It no longer has to do merely
with a certain sphere of social life, namely the pro-
duction and distribution of goods, but with a cer-
tain attitude: It demands us to consider everything
under the aspect of utility and profit maximization.
It wants us to compute the use both of things and
our fellow men in order to gain control over them.
Seen from this perspective, both the natural and
social worlds appear as functioning like giant ma-
chines which people can design and manipulate at
their will from an outside position. At the same-
time, however, everything inside this machinery
appears to work according to the laws of causal
necessity: human beings are reduced to mere cogs
in the wheel that blindly react according to a given
system of incentives. Over the past decades or so,
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economists have elaborated this worldview in ever
more minute detail, éspecially seeking to express
it in very complex mathematical and statistical
terms. At the same time, this worldview has be-
come a basic fact of our everyday life as we have
become more and more accustomed to consider-
ing everything from the viewpoint of utility. To
my understanding, neither religion nor philosophy
should try to reinforce this conviction. Rather, they
should make us turn around so as to ask the all
important question that remains hidden in the back
of the economic worldview: why have we come to
consider everything under the aspect of utility in
the first place? Philosophy and religion are geared,
as the Japanese philosopher Nishitani Keiji puts it,
to assist us in breaking through both the economic
worldview as well as the ordinary modes of being
associated with it in order to overturn them from
the ground up: Can we really predict and control
the social world as economics tacitly assumes?
How have we come to believe in the control of
economic events, despite all the suffering caused
by unpredicted economic crises? Can we truly act
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as social engineers so as to manipulate life on our
planet according to our own independent will?
Can human behavior be computed at all? These
are, very roughly speaking, the questions I want
philosophy and religion to not only make us ask
but also answer. As such, they are not to be seen as
fields apart from economics but as ways of think-
ing that make us question the very foundations of

the latter science itself.

When did you first get in contact with Field-
Being philosophy?

Why are you interested in it? What’s the con-
nection between Field-Being philosophy and

Economics?

I first met Professor Lik Kuen Tong in 2005 at a
conference in Cologne, Germany. As you might
know, Professor Tong has a background in eco-
nomics as I do. So he introduced me to Field-
Being philosophy while we were discussing eco-
nomic issues. What fascinates me about Field-
Being philosophy in general is that it does not
only encourage us to view the world in entirely
new ways but also helps us to understand what
is wrong with our habitual worldviews on a very
foundational level. This also holds true for eco-
nomics in specific. Let me give an example: In
most cases economics considers the individual as
a given entity endowed with given preferences
and an endless desire for more. In this way, it
completely fails when it comes to asking why
individuals have these desires and preferences,
how they acquired them and, even more impor-
tantly, how they can act so as to change them.
Indeed, it’s a very static view of the human be-
ing, which leads to a very static conception of
the economy. Over against this Field-Being phi-
losophy can help us to better and more creatively
deal with these questions. This is because from
its perspective the attribution of thinghood or
substantiality to economic agents comes to be
seen through as the product of a profiling delu-
sion, a mistaken identity brought about by the
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lure of definiteness, control and craving. Con-
ventionally we might think of an economic man
as being ineluctably defined by his greedy and
self-centered nature. As such, we are prone to
see him primarily as an independent ego center,
which only interacts with others if this promises
to suit his own interests. Though Field-Being
philosophy does not deny this worldview, it re-
veals it as a very superficial one. This is because
it sees through each ego-centre as a surface phe-
nomenon that in truth is in itself empty, devoid
of self-nature. Economic man is, in its view, not
primarily a substance or entity that controls ex-
perience but an enduring centre of activity that is
itself tacitly shaped by experience. As consumer,
manager or employee I am not what I think I am,
but I am what I do. I do not control my activity
but, right to the contrary, my activity shapes me.
For example, I do not first exist and then start to
trade with other people. Rather, I have become
the economic agent that I am because of find-
ing myself immersed in a field of interdependent
economic activities. In the West, this insight is
prone to be misunderstood as a kind of mere
passivity: If I do not control my experience as
economic agent, then a social nexus (the market
for example) must have control over me. To my
understanding, Field-Being philosophy can help
us to avoid this extreme, which also is deeply
rooted in substantialist thought. This is because
it does neither treat individuals nor the field of
interdependent activity as something given or
fixed. Rather, it assures us that both we as eco-
nomic agents and the field of economic activity
move; there exists no prime-mover neither with-
in nor without us. Thus, it encourages us to view
the economy as a functional and relational world
of both habitual and creative activity outside the
scope of any mechanical laws economics so far
has taken for granted: We can, and in fact do,
change the course of the economy in creative,
dynamic and unpredictable ways, if we work at

changing ourselves — and vice versa.
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You have done much research in Japanese phi-
losophy. Is there any connection between Japa-
nese philosophy and Field-Being philosophy?

In the case of Japanese philosophy, I am very
much fascinated by Nishida Kitaro’s “logic of
field” (basho no ronri in Japanese). Actually, I used
both this logic as well as Field-Being philosophy
in order to rethink the process of economics from
Asian perspectives in my book “The Basho of
Economics: An Intercultural Analysis of the Pro-
cess of Economics”. Most tellingly, Nishida uses
the same Chinese character for “field” as Field-
Being philosophy does. (only that it is pronounced
differently as “ba”). But the connection goes, of
course, much deeper than mere words. In the par-
lance of modern Japanese philosophy, the term
‘Ba’ denotes a field of experience that underlies
all conceptions of reality, while remaining itself

conceptually ungraspable. It is the tacit or hid- -

den experiential ground, which (Western) science
as well as modern life always takes for granted
but can never explore. As such, ‘ba’ denotes not
something which we could ever control, but the
ungraspable und unspeakable ground out of which
all possibilities dynamically and interdependently
arise. In “The Art of Appropriation” Professor
Tong states a very similar idea: To him, the Field
is also the source of all possibilities which makes
room for all particularity — all particular roles or
functions — and, hence, cannot be identified with
any particular roles or functions. Both Nishida and
Tong speak, in this connection, of Nothingness.
Not in the sense of nothing to exist but in the sense
of the ultimate activity as the articulate source and
ground of all existence. Besides this similarity, |
believe a connection to exist between Japanese
philosophy and Field-Being philosophy on a more
general plane. This is to say that both attempt to
directly confront the powerful tacit assumptions of
Western philosophy and science in order to break
through their narrow substantialist and atomistic
conceptional foundations. As such, they are a great
help for us in the West to transform our own ways
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of thinking within the scope of intercultural and

cross-cultural dialogue.

You pointeﬂ out that in the teaching of Eco-
nomics, Buddhism should also be introduced
to students apart from the factual economic
knowledge in your paper “Which Freedom?
Re-orientating Economic Education in the
Light of Asian Traditions of Non-Substantialist
Thought”. Will other forms of non-substantial-
ist philosophies like Daoism or Field-Being phi-
losophy also be helpful to students in learning
Economics? Why?

To be honest, I didn’t really want to say that Bud-
dhism should be introduced to students APART
from factual economic knowledge. My point
was, rather, that Buddhist teachings should not
introduce new and independent subject matters to
economic education but should, rather, intimate
new means and meanings of virtuosity within the
economic tradition, This is to say that they are
not to teach something new about Buddhism, as
if we could effect factual change simply on the
basis of new prescriptions and set perspectives
taken from outside economics, but to teach with
these traditions how to revise economics’ deeply
ingrained patterns of understanding, as well as the
worldviews and attitudes associated with them.
Said differently, I am not so much interested in
introducing new content to economic education
through Buddhism but, rather, in teaching with its
help entirely new ways of knowing, of criticizing,
of raising awareness. It is to encourage students to
do what they to, i.e. economics, most proper, right
and appropriate to itself; to do economics not only
in a reflective but also self-reflective way that car-
ries knowledge far beyond the limits economics
has set to it over the last two centuries. I think it is
precisely this goal that Buddhism shares in com-
mon with Dao-Learning as practiced both by Dao-
ism and Field-Being philosophy.
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