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INTRODUCTION
By Mark Watts

Zen is a method of rediscovering the experience
of being alive. It originated in India and China, and
has come to the West by way of Japan, and although
it is a form of Mahayana Buddhism, it is not a reli-
gion in the usual sense of the word. The aim of Zen
is to bring about a transformation of consciousness,
and to awaken us from the dream world of our end-
less thoughts so that we experience life as it is in
the present moment.

Zen cannot really be taught, but it can be trans-
mitted through sessions of contemplation or med-
itation, called zazen, and through dialogues
between student and teacher, called sanzen. In the
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dialogue between the student and Zen master the
student comes squarely up against the obstacles to
his or her understanding and, without making the
answer obvious, the master points a finger toward

the way.

Zen has enjoyed an increasing popularity in
Western literature. D.T. Suzuki’s book Outlines of
Mahayana Buddhism was first published in the
English language in 1907, and authors R. H. Blythe,
Christmas Humphries, and Alan Watts all made
early contributions to Zen literature in the West.
Alan Watts wrote his first booklet on Zen in 1933,
followed by his first book, The Spirit of Zen, in 1936 at
the age of twenty-one. He moved from London to
New York in 1938, and after spending nearly ten
years in the Anglican Church headed west to
California in 1950, where he began to teach Eastern
thought at the American Academy of Asian Studies
in San Francisco.

There he met Japanese artist Sabro Hasegawa
and beat poets Gary Snyder and Allen Ginsburg,

His classroom lectures spilled over into the local
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coffechouses, and in 1953 he began weekly live
radio talks on Pacifica station KPFA in Berkeley,
California. Early radio series included “The Great
Books of Asia” and “Way Beyond the West,” which
were later rebroadcast on KPFK in Los Angeles. In
1055 he began work on The Way of Zen with the help
of a Bollingen grant arranged by Joseph Campbell,
and following publication in 1957 he went to New
York on the first of many cross-country speaking
tours that continued over the next fifteen years.

The selections for What Is Zen? were drawn from
his later talks, given after he had studied and prac-
ticed Zen for many years. Most of the material is
from recordings made during weekend seminars in
which Watts reconsidered Zen with a small group
aboard his waterfront home, the ferryboat SS Vallejo,
in Sausalito, California.

Instead of focusing on the historical back-
ground of Zen, he presented the subject directly, in
a way he felt would be most accessible to his pri-
marily Western audience. The result is a unique
and effective example of the sanzen dialogue in

practice, and although the words were delivered to
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a group, the individual’s psychological hurdles are
addressed with uncanny sensitivity to the “mind
traps” that typically confound students of Zen.

In a delightful play of words, Watts’s experi-
enced presentation gives us a healthy, heaping serv-
ing of the essential wisdom one discovers with the
experience of Zen, and points a finger towards the

way.
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PREFACE
By Alan Watts

Although not long ago the word Zen was
unknown to most Furopeans and Americans, it has
for many centuries been one of the most potent
influences in molding the cultures of Japan and
China. It would be as great a mistake to leave out
the consideration of Zen in a history of Japan as to
omit Christianity ina history of England.

Zen remained relatively unknown to the world,
however, because until rather recently the expo-
nents of Zen were hesitant to spread the doctrine
abroad for fear its essence would be lost. This is

because Zen is a practice based entirely upon a
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certain kind of personal experience, and no com-
plete idea of its truths can be given in words.
Finally in the early years of the twentieth century
various Far Eastern writers — among them the
noted Dr. D.T. Suzuki — made known the details
of this remarkable way of life. It then became appar-
ent to Westerners that Zen is responsible for many
of the things that fascinate us about the Far East,
including the martial arts of judo and aikido and
the exquisite aesthetic flavor that characterizes
Chinese and Japanese art.

Many hold Zen to be at one with the root of all
religions, for it is a way of liberation that centers
around the things that are basic to all mysticism:
awakening to the unity or oneness of life, and the
inward — as opposed to outward — existence of
God. In this context the word God can be mislead-
ing because, as will be seen, the idea of a deity in
the Western religious sense is foreign to Zen.

The aim of this book is to act as a guide to give
the contemporary reader some idea of the basic prin-
ciples of Zen. My intention is to point out the way

by offering the rudiments of the path to those whose
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search for truth has been hindered by the dogmas,
creeds, and misunderstood rituals that choke the
road of modern religion.

In the Western world we have become accus-
tomed to thinking of spiritual concerns as being
distinct from everyday life. We think of the spiri-
tual as being other worldly, and therefore those art
forms that portray spiritual subjects do so with
symbols of the divine that transcend everyday
materiality.

But in the art of Chinese Zen Buddhism one
finds a supreme concentration on the most common
aspects of everyday lite. Even when the great sages
of Buddhism are depicted, they are rendered in a
secular style, just like very ordinary people, and
more often than not as Wandering idiots and
tramps. The signiticance of this extremely human
portrayal is that it shows us that their attitude
about the relationship of the soul to the body and of
mind to matter is entirely ditferent from ours — in
fact they do not really consider the spiritual life in
those categories at all.

We feel that our soul is separate from the body,
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that spirit is separate from matter, and by exten-
sion that God is separate from the world. And as we
have confronted and tried to reconcile ourselves to
this material world we have come to identify our-
selves as a kind of detached soul, and therefore we
have come to feel that there is a problem with mate-
rial existence. We believe that life is something that
we must conquer, or something we must somehow
get out of. But either way we feel distinct from i,
and think of ourselves not as a part of the natural
material world, but as separate from it, dominating
it, and trying to master it.

The art forms of Chinese Buddhism, however,
express quite a different point of view, a point of
view for which the material, everyday, ordinary
world is not a problem to be solved or a conquest to
be made.

It would be a bit of relief for us if we could see
the world as an extension of ourselves, and our-
selves as an extension of the world. In order to
understand how Zen came upon this view one
must consider the environment in which Zen first

arose, which was the native Chinese world of
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Taoism. When Buddhism first came to China it was
most natural for the Chinese to speak about it in
terms of Taoist philosophy, because they both share
a view of life as a ﬂowing process in which the
mind and consciousness of man is inextricably
involved. It is not as if there is a fixed screen of con-
sciousness over which our experience flows and
leaves a record. It is that the field of consciousness
itself is part of the flowing process, and therefore
the mind of man is not a separate entity observing
the process from outside, but is integrally involved
with it.

As a result, in this philosophy the fundamental
conflict between the mind of man and the flow of
life is seen to be an illusion, something unreal that
we have imagined. This illusion arises because the
human memory is a part of this tlowing pattern
that has the ability to represent former states of the
pattern, and this gives the impression of a certain
permanence to the behavior of the pattern. We
must be aware, however, that our impression of
permanence is a kind of thought process that

appears to be separate from the pattern upon
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which the record is written, but is really part of the
pattern as well.

The practice of Zen is to experience the overall
pattern directly, and to know one’s self as the

essence of the pattern.
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A SIMPLE WAY,
A DIrFricUuLT WAY

Zen is really extraordinarily simple as long as
one doesn’t try to be cute about it or beat around
the bush! Zen is simply the sensation and the clear
understanding that, to put it in Zen terms, there
are “ten thousand formations; one suchness.” Or
you might say, “The ten thousand things that are
everything are of one suchness.” That is to say that
there is behind the multiplicity of events and crea-
tures in this universe simply one energy — and it
appears as you, and everything is it. The practice of
Zen is to understand that one energy so as to “feel

it in your bones.”
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Yet Zen has nothing to say about what that
energy is, and of course this gives the impression in
the minds of Westerners that it is a kind of “blind
energy.” We assume this because the only other
alternative that we can Imagine in terms of our tra-
ditions is that it must be something like God —
some sort of cosmic ego, an almost personal intelli-
gent being. But in the Buddhist view, that would be
as far off the mark as thinking of it as blind energy.
The reason they use the word “suchness” is to leave
the whole question open, and absolutely free from
definition. It is “such.” It is what it is.

The nature of this energy is that it is unformu-
lated, although it is not formless in the sense of
some sort of “goo” which is just a featureless mess.
It simply means that at the basis of everything,
there is something that never could be made an
object, and discerned, figured out, or explained. In
the same way, our eyes have no apparent color to
us as we look at things, and no form of their own.
It they had a form of their own, that form would
distort all the forms we see — and in some sense

their very structure does distort what we see. If
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the eyes had a color of their own it would atfect
everything we see, and still we would never become
aware of it. As it is, however, we are not aware of
the color of the eye, or of the lens, because if it has
a color to it that color is basic to all sight. And so in
exactly the same way, you might never become
aware of the structure and the nature of the basic
energy of the world because you are it, and in fact,
everything is it.

But you might say, “Well, it really doesr't make
any difference then.” And that is true, it doesn't —
but it does make a difference in the life and feeling
of a person who realizes that that is so! Although it
may not make any particular difference to anything
that happens, it points directly to the crux of the
matter. If there were no eye, there would be no
sight, and this tells us something important about
our role in the world. We see this sight and that
sight, and the structure of the eye does not make
any diftference from this sight and that, but upon it
depends the possibility of seeing. And so upon this
energy depends the very possibility of there being a
universe at all, and that is rather important.
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It is so important, however, that we usually
overlook it. It does not enter into our practical con-
siderations and prognostications, and that is why
modern logicians in their respective phﬂosophy
departments will argue that all assertions about
this energy, including the assertion that it is there
at all, are meaningless. And that in a way is true,
because the world itselt is — from the point of
view of strict logic — quite meaningless in the
sense that it is not a sign or a symbol pointing to
Something else. But while that is all taken for
granted, it nevertheless makes a great deal of dif-
ference to how you feel about this world, and there-
fore, to how you act. If you know that there is just
this; and that it is you; and that it is beyond time,
beyond space, beyond definition; and that if you
clearly come to a realization that this is how things
are, it gives you a certain “bounce.” You can enter
into life with abandon, with a freedom from your
basic fears that you would not ordinarily have.

You of course can become quite “hooked” on the
form of life that you are now living. I can consider

myself as “Alan Watts” to be an immensely important

24



A Simple Way, A Difficult Way

event — and one I wish to preserve and continue as
long as possible! But the truth of the matter is that I
know I wor't be able to, and that everything falls
apart in the end. But if you realize this fundamental
energy, then you know you have the prospect of
appearing again in innumerable forms, all of which
in due course will seem just as important as this one
you have now, and perhaps just as problematic too.

This is not something to be believed in, how-
ever, because if you believe that this is so upon
hearsay, then you have missed the point. You really
have no need to believe in this, and you don’t need
to formulate it, or to hang on to it in any way,
because on the one hand you cannot get away from
it, and on the other hand you — that is, you in the
limited sense — will not be there to experience it.
So there is no need to believe in it, and if you do
believe in it that simply indicates that you have
some doubts in the matter!

That is why Zen has been called the “religion of
no religion.” You don’t need, as it were, to cling to
yourself. Faith in yourself is not “holding on” to your-

self, but letting go. And that is why, when a Zen
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master hears from a student the statement, “Ten
thousand formations, one suchness,” the Zen
master says, “Get rid of it.”

That is also Why, in the practice of certain
forms of Zen meditation, there is at times a rugged
struggle of the person to get beyond all formula-
tion whatsoever, and to throw away all hang-ups.
Theretore the person endures long hours of sitting
with aching knees in perpetual frustration to try
to get hold of what all this is about. With tremen-
dous earnestness they say, “I have to find out what
the mystery of life is to see who I am and what this
energy is.”

And so you go again and again to the Zen
master, but he knocks down every formulation that
you bring to him, because you don't need one. The
ordinary person, however, upon hearing that you
dor’'t need one, will forget all about it and go on
and think about something else, and so they never
cross the barrier, and never realize the simplicity
and the joy of it all.

But when you do see it, it is totally obvious

that there is just one energy, and that consciousness

26



A Simple Way, A Difficult Way

all explained in the Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch, when
Hui-neng says,

If somebody asks you a question about matters sacred,
always answer in terms of matters profane. If they ask
you about ultimate reality, answer in terms of ever yday

life. If they ask you about everyday life, answer in terms
of ultimate reality.

Here’s an example: Someone says, “Master,
please hand me the knife,” and he hands them the
knife, blade first. “Please give me the other end,” he
says. And the master replies, “What would you do
with the other end?” This is answering an everyday
matter in terms of the metaphysical.

When the question is, “Master, what is the fun-
damental principle of Buddhism?” then he replies,
“There is enough breeze in this fan to keep me
cool.” That is answering the metaphysical in terms
of the everyday, and that is, more or less, the prin-
ciple Zen works on. The mundane and the sacred

are one and the same.
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When you get free from certain fixed
concepts of the way the world is, you find
it is far more subtle, and far more miraculous,
than you thought it was.

— Alan Watts

Late in his life, Alan Watts presented a series of seminars called

Zen Reconsidered aboard his houseboat in Sausalito, California.

His talks reflect a lifetime of, first, intensive learning and

brilliant scholarship, and then many years of zazen, the practice of
Zen meditation. He delighted in all forms of Zen practice, from
zazen to calligraphy to tea ceremonies. He practiced what he
preached — and in the course of his life transformed from an
intense intellectual to a joyous and spontaneous free spirit who
loved laughter, life, and Zen meditation.

Why practice Zen? Alan Watts said he did it for the pure

enjoyment of it — and then he showed us how study and Zen
meditation can lead to far greater pleasure in every moment of

our lives.

We're fortunate that his talks were captured on tape by his

son, Mark Watts, and that these words are now available to us
for the first time in print.
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