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The Brown Contemplative Studies Initiative presents 

The Scope for Wisdom:  
Early Buddhism on Reasons and Persons 

with Jake Davis, Ph.D. 

The idea that meditation leads to the realization that there is no self, and that this realization 
motivates selfless action for the welfare of all beings, is widely understood to be a central feature 
of Buddhist doctrine.  Charles Goodman’s (2009) recent interpretation of Buddhist ethics moves in 
this way from a reductionist metaphysical stance regarding persons to a consequentialist theory of 
ethics.  Goodman draws from Derek Parfit’s influential arguments in Reasons and Persons (1984) 
in support of such a move; Parfit in turn explicitly claims that, “Buddha would have agreed” with his 
reductionist view about persons.  One strand of early Buddhist thought, however, suggests that 
meditation could not in principle show that there is no self, and that ethical evaluation should focus 
on emotional motivations for action rather than on consequences of action.  This approach 
addresses ethical disputes over how to be, as well as metaphysical disputes over what there is, by 
appealing to the judgments we ourselves would make if we were aware of the changing flow of 
experience in an alert and unbiased way.  Jake Davis develops this early Buddhist line of thought 
to bring out the novel contributions it has to make to contemporary philosophical discussions in 
ethics and metaphysics. 

Jake Davis received his PhD in Philosophy from the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, with an 
Interdisciplinary Concentration in Cognitive Science.  His research focuses on contemporary 
philosophical debates about mind and value, drawing on both from recent psychological research 
and also from his expertise in Buddhist philosophy.   

This event is made possible by the generous support of the Hershey Family	  Foundation.	  


