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CONSCIOUSNESS EXPLAINED?
By James H. Cumming

My recently completed book, The Non-
dual Mind, compares Hindu nondual
philosophy to that of Baruch Spinoza
(1632-1677 c.E.), demonstrating the si-
milarity of Spinoza’s ideas to Kashmiri
Pratyabhijiia Shaivism. Two previous edi-
tions of Dogma published excerpts from
that book, and the present article consti-
tutes a third excerpt, where I explore some
of the significant ramifications of the ideas
presented in the previous articles. It is not
necessary to read those articles before
reading this one, but readers who seek a
deeper understanding may want to do so.
Those articles discuss two main points: All
things are conscious, and all conscious-
ness is consciousness of self. As those
articles explain, one cannot be conscious
of a thing without being that thing. Hence,
subject-object consciousness is an illu-
sion; one knows an outside world only
because one is conscious of its reflection
inside one’s own being. Whatever external
object one may be perceiving, it is always
ones own self that is the content of one’s
consciousness, and one’s consciousness
of self is ontological, not epistemological.
The first of my previous articles presents
these ideas in the abstract, and the second
shows how these ideas find expression in
the texts of Hindu nondual philosophy
and Spinoza.
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Importantly, the second article reveals
the close affinity between Spinoza’s non-
dual philosophy and that of Pratyabhijia
Shaivism. Spinozas core philosophical
insight is his assertion of thought-matter
equivalence: “[T]he thinking substance
[(i.e., thought)] and the extended subs-
tance [(i.e., matter)] are one and the same
substance, which is now comprehended
under this attribute, now under that”
(Ethics, 1IP7, Schol.)! But seven centu-
ries before Spinoza wrote those words,
Somananda (10th century c.E.), one of
the seminal teachers of Pratyabhijfia Shai-
vism, had already articulated the same
thought-matter equivalence, saying, “a
clay jar, by comprehending its own self,
exists”? And another teacher of Pratyab-
hijia Shaivism, Yogaraja (11th century
C.E.), had elaborated Somananda’s philo-

1 The term “thinking substance” does not mean
a material substance that thinks. Rather, Spino-
za contrasts “thinking substance” (i.e., mind or
consciousness) with “extended substance” (i.e.,
matter). Note: The translations of Spinoza’s writ-
ings that appear in this article — and in my pre-
vious articles — are from Curley, Edwin (ed. and
transl.), The Collected Works of Spinoza, Volume
I & II (Princeton Univ. Press 1988 and 2016),
sometimes with minor edits. Due to an unintend-
ed oversight, my previous articles neglected to
credit Curley.

2 Sivadrsti 5.34 (KSTS, vol. 54, p. 187).



sophical insight, explaining that all things
are conscious (i.e., conscious of themsel-
ves), but only organisms that have sense
organs, a central nervous system, and a
brain are constructed in such a way that
the wuniversal nondual consciousness
(pratyavamarsa) takes the form of an indi-
vidual soul knowing an external material
world. And Yogaraja further explained that
this dualistic subject-object consciousness
occurs because external objects are reflec-
ted internally, as if in a mirror.’

As my second article shows, Spinoza
reached a very similar conclusion. Accor-
ding to Spinoza, everything has a mind,
even a lump of clay. (Ethics, IIP13, Schol.)
In other words, everything has the thought
of itself. But “in proportion as a Body is
more capable than others of doing many
things at once, or being acted on in many
ways at once” — that is, in proportion to
the development of its sense organs, ner-
vous system, and brain — “so its Mind is
more capable than others of perceiving
many things at once.” (Ibid.) And, insofar
as a body becomes more capable of that
sort of multifaceted and nuanced percep-
tion, its mind becomes more cognizant of
external things, for “[tlhe human Mind
does not perceive any external body as ac-
tually existing, except through the ideas of
the affections of its own Body.” (Id., IIP26;
see also id., IIP13, Schol.) And, at the same
time, its mind becomes cognizant of itself
as the knower of those external things, for
“[tJhe Mind does not know itself, except
insofar as it perceives the ideas of the af-
fections of the Body. (Id., 1IP23.) And
thus arises the illusion of the subject-ob-
ject divide — the awareness, that is, of a
mind perceiving an external world. As
Spinoza said, “he who has a Body capable
of a great many things, has a Mind which

3 See,e.g., Yogaraja’s com. to Paramarthasara,
verse 8 (KSTS, vol. 7, p. 25).

considered only in itself is very much
conscious of itself . . . and of things.” (Id.,
VP39, Schol.) And as Yogaraja likewise
said, “whenever objects of sense such as
sound . . . are apprehended in the mirror
of intellect . . . — then, that same Self [(i.e.,
consciousness)], its form now fully mani-
fest, is apprehended . ..

In developing these ideas, the teachers
of Pratyabhijiia Shaivism frequently use
the example of a city reflected in a mirror
to show that subject-object dualism is me-
rely an illusion. The reason there appears
to be an outside world, when in truth one
is only conscious of one’s own self, is the
same reason that the reflection of a city on
the flat surface of a small mirror appears
to be a distant city. It is a trick of percep-
tion that makes one’s consciousness of self
appear to be the knowing of an external
world. Thus, the genius of the city-in-a-
mirror simile is that it collapses subject
and object into one without privileging
either the subject side or the object side.
All things are consciousness, but all things
are also conscious.

For Spinoza, too, one’s own self is always
the true content of one’s consciousness. If,
for example, one is gazing at an apple sit-
ting in a bowl of fruit on a table, one is not
actually conscious of the apple; rather, one
is conscious of one’s own brain reflecting
and representing the apple in the form
of neural spiking frequencies. The brain
is configured to reflect and represent the
external apple, and the brain’s thought of
itself at that particular moment is what
one experiences as an apple-thought. But
Spinoza also recognizes that even the

4 Yogaraja’s com. to Paramarthasara, verse
8 (KSTS, vol. 7, p. 25), translated in Bansat-
Boudon, Lyne, and Kamaleshadatta Tripathi,
An Introduction to Tantric Philosophy: The
Paramarthasara of Abhinavagupta with the
Commentary of Yogardaja (Routledge 2011), p.
98.
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phrase “thought of itself” implies a dua-
lism of thought and matter. We still have
on the one side a thought and on the other
side a material brain patterned by neu-
ral spiking frequencies. Spinoza closes
that gap by asserting that the thought and
the material thing are two attributes of a
single universal “substance,” which Spino-
za equates with God. And if we go just a
step further — a step that Spinoza doesn't
take, but one that fits — we can say that
Spinoza’s divine “substance” is the nondual
consciousness of self (pratyavamarsa) that,
according to Pratyabhijia Shaivism, is the
essence of all conscious experience.® But in
using the phrase “nondual consciousness
of self,” we are not referring to the subject
side of the subject-object divide. Rather,
we are referring to a direct conscious-
ness of self that is based on being, not on
knowing. It is that nondual consciousness
that appears to us as the duality of thought
and matter, just as the flat surface of a mir-
ror reflecting a distant city appears to have
depth.

In summary, we find in Spinozas wri-
tings all the principles that we find in the
leading texts of Pratyabhijiia Shaivism.
The core of the mind-body problem is the
illusion of subject-object dualism. When
the insight arises that all consciousness
is really nondual consciousness of self
(pratyavamarsa), the mind-body problem
disappears, and the riddle of conscious-
ness is solved.

With the benefit of that brief intro-
duction, let us consider some of the
implications of these important philoso-
phical ideas.

1. The Evolution of the Soul
To suppose that the eye with all its
inimitable contrivances for adjusting

5 See Isvarapratyabhijiiakarika 1.5.13 (KSTS,
vol. 34, 2nd text, p. 18).
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the focus to different distances, for ad-
mitting different amounts of light, and
for the correction of spherical and
chromatic aberration, could have been
formed by natural selection, seems, I
freely confess, absurd in the highest de-
gree. When it was first said that the sun
stood still and the world turned round,
the common sense of mankind declared
the doctrine false; but the old saying of
Vox populi, vox Dei [(“The voice of the
people is the voice of God”)], as every
philosopher knows, cannot be trusted
in science. Reason tells me, that if nu-
merous gradations from a simple and
imperfect eye to one complex and per-
fect can be shown to exist, each grade
being useful to its possessor, as is cer-
tainly the case; if further, the eye ever
varies and the variations be inherited, as
is likewise certainly the case and if such
variations should be useful to any animal
under changing conditions of life, then
the difficulty of believing that a perfect
and complex eye could be formed by
natural selection, though insuperable by
our imagination, should not be conside-
red as subversive of the theory.®

— Charles Darwin (1809-1882 c.E.)

According to Pratyabhijiia Shaivism,
nondual consciousness of self (pratyava-
marsa) is not just a special characteristic
of neural cells or of the energy that flows
through them. Rather, nondual conscious-
ness of self is the intrinsic stuff of all being.
The entire material universe is, as a whole
and in each of its parts, conscious of itself,
not in the way a subject is conscious of
an object, but simply by being itself. And

6 Darwin, Charles, The Origin of Species by
Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation
of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (Lon-
don, John Murray, 6th edition, 1872), pp. 143—
144.



to the extent that any part of the material
universe — say, a brain, or perhaps some
component of a brain — is configured to
reflect and represent internally the detailed
characteristics of the world that surrounds
it, that part’s knowing of itself can give rise
to an inference about the characteristics of
the surrounding world, and when it does,
there becomes associated with that part
what we call an “individual soul” and “sub-
ject-object consciousness.” And we have
further seen that Spinoza makes the same
assertions, although he doesn’t go so far as
to say that nondual consciousness is the
intrinsic stuft of all being. Instead, he sim-
ply says that all things have the thought of
their own material form, and he adds that
this thought and this material form are
dual attributes of a single universal subs-
tance (substantia).

Of course, in an infinite universe such as
ours, a universe governed by physical laws
but also one that is dynamic and chan-
ging in every moment, there will naturally
arise discrete systems that function more
or less as units, at least for a short time.
Their individuality might be only appa-
rent, because no finite thing is completely
independent of the things that surround
it, but these discrete systems will nonethe-
less have a certain degree of independent
existence, and they will tend to maintain
their distinct form longer if happenstance
has constructed them in a way that predis-
poses them to self-preservation. Hence, in
an infinite universe such as ours, discrete
systems that are self-preserving in some
way will slowly become more prevalent,
while those that are less self-preserving
will dissipate and disappear. And two traits
that vastly increase the self-preservation of
any such system is its ability to recognize
destructive forces in its environment and
its ability to initiate defensive responses to
avoid those destructive forces.

Moreover, the complex internal configu-
ration that makes possible such recognition
and responsiveness will, in very many
cases, be the same sort of internal confi-
guration that gives rise to an individual
soul. Perhaps a very basic organism —
say, a sea sponge (phylum porifera) — can
function completely mechanistically, but
if an organism is to have a more sophisti-
cated ability to recognize and respond to
external threats, it would need to have a
very supple internal component that was
capable of accurately reflecting and re-
presenting the changes occurring in its
surrounding environment. And therefore,
that component would have the precise
characteristics that, according to both
Pratyabhijiia Shaivism and Spinoza, give
rise to subject-object consciousness.

The implication of this brief discus-
sion is, of course, that subject-object
consciousness is something that evolved
in our universe in the same way that the
human eye evolved — simply by natural
selection. And a further implication of
this discussion is that functionalism turns
out to be a viable theory for explaining the
presence of subject-object consciousness.
The internal structures that are necessary
to perfectly mimic the behavior of a hi-
gher-order animal will, as a byproduct,
give rise to an individual soul.

2. Mind Meld

[W]e generally say, in the case of ex-
periencing [the presence of] a man: the
other is himself there before us “in per-
son.” On the other hand, this being there
in person does not keep us from admit-
ting forthwith that, properly speaking,
neither the other Ego himself, nor his
subjective processes or his appearances
themselves, nor anything else belon-
ging to his own essence, becomes given
in our experience originally. If it were,
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if what belongs to the other’s own es-
sence were directly accessible, it would
be merely a moment of my own essence,
and ultimately he himself and I myself
would be the same.”

— Edmund Husserl (1859-1938 C.E.)

Our discussion of  Pratyabhijia
Shaivism and Spinoza has, however, over-
looked a troublesome detail. It is well and
good to say that all things are conscious
(i.e., conscious of self), but what in this
context constitutes a “thing”? What de-
fines the boundaries of a self-conscious
unit? We can consider the problem both
from a macro and a micro perspective.
From the macro perspective, how can we
speak of distinct “parts” of the material
universe? Isn’t every so-called “part” ful-
ly determined, in both form and action,
by all the things that surround it? Isn’t the
entire universe a single individual that
cannot be divided into parts, except pe-
rhaps by conventions of speech? And if
so, how does the universal consciousness
of self become segmentized to become the
consciousness of self associated with, say, a
human brain? Or, considering the problem
from the micro perspective, how does the
consciousness of self associated with, say, a
single subatomic particle merge with that
of similar subatomic particles to become
the consciousness of self associated with
an atom, a molecule, a neural cell, and,
finally, a collection of neural cells consti-
tuting a brain? In short, we have not really
answered the mystery of subject-object
consciousness until we have determined
what sort of things can share a single mind.

Edmund Husserl, who is quoted at the

7 Cartesian Meditations, § 50, translated by
Dorion Cairns, reprinted in Welton, Donn (ed.),
The Essential Husserl: Basic Writings in Tran-

scendental Phenomenology (Indiana Univ. Press
1999), p. 146.
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beginning of this section, pointed out
that a defining characteristic of any dis-
tinct mind is the inaccessibility of other
minds, and conversely the accessibility of
another’s mind makes that other mind, by
definition, an extension of one’s own mind.
(See Cartesian Meditations, § 50.)® So, if
clusters of subatomic particles, atoms, mo-
lecules, and neural cells can all somehow
share a single merged mind, does it neces-
sarily stop there? Could a group of people
share a single mind as does the homo ges-
talt in Theodore Sturgeon’s popular science
fiction novel More Than Human?

It may be that the minds of two or more
people can in fact merge given the right
circumstances. The two hemispheres of
the human brain are in many ways redun-
dant, meaning that if one hemisphere of
the brain does not properly develop, a per-
son can still function, albeit to a limited
extent. In a sense, then, most of us have
two conscious brains, not one, and yet we
experience both these conscious brains as
a single mind.® And if a person can merge
the minds of two distinct brain hemis-
pheres, then presumably two people can
merge the minds of two distinct brains.

But what would it take for such a “mind
meld” to occur? Presumably, it would take
conditions similar to those that apply to
the two hemispheres of the brain. The two
people would need to be bound closely to-
gether, sharing similar sensory inputs, and
they would need to be in close communi-
cation with each other. In addition, they
would need to share a functional unity
such that there was a systemwide advan-
tage to having a single shared mind. Under
those conditions, their sense of being two

8 A similar idea is expressed in Spinoza’s Ethics.
See Ethics, 11A4, IIAS5, and IIP13, Dem.

9 See Nagel, Thomas, “Brain Bisection and
the Unity of Consciousness,” Synthese 22 (May
1971), pp. 405-409.



minds might recede, and it might be re-
placed by a single merged mind.

According to Pratyabhijia Shaivism,
every object that maintains a distinct
physical form does so because of a desire
to do so, implying that every such object
has its own independent mind. Hence,
Somananda said, “the riverbank wishes to
collapse”!® — that is, it gives up the desire
to maintain itself as a riverbank, and it
adopts a different desire. This theory may
seem naive, imputing volition to natural
events (the tree desires to grow, the wind
desires to blow, the mountain desires to
stand firm, etc.), but if we consider that
for an object to exist as a distinct object,
it must have some physical forces or
processes that maintain its form, and if
we accept that thought and matter are the
same thing, then the physical forces or
processes that maintain an object’s form
must correspond, in thought, to a will to
do so. And that is exactly what Spinoza
asserts: “Each thing, as far as it [can by
its own power], strives to persevere in its
being” (Ethics, I1IP6, italics added.)!' In
other words, the affiliation of parts that
defines a distinct material object is suffi-
cient also to define a distinct mind, even
if that mind is only the abiding desire to
maintain a particular form.

3. Language and the Human Mind
Like everything metaphysical the har-
mony between thought and reality is to be
found in the grammar of the language. '
— Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951
C.E.)
10 Sivadrsti 5.17 (KSTS, vol. 54, p. 185), italics
added. See also Sivadrsti 5.4.
11 Literally: “Each thing, as far as it is in itself,
strives to persevere in its being.”
12 Zettel, no. 55, translated in Anscombe,
G.E.M., and G.H. von Wright (eds.), Ludwig

Wittgenstein: Zettel (University of California
Press 1967), p. 12e.

Without language, an individual soul’s
perception of the external world is no
more than a stream of incomprehensible
data. But when a soul begins to categorize
that incoming data by type and pattern,
it is forming a mental language, and it
can then begin to interpret the world it
is perceiving. An animal may not attach
a particular phoneme chain to the expe-
rience of water, but it recognizes water,
because it is capable of categorizing the
data that underlie its perceptions. It is able,
in other words, to compare the received
data against a catalog of stored concepts,
and by finding a match, it can recognize
a thing such as water. Therefore, without
a mental language, no meaningful percep-
tion can occur.

It might be debated to what extent ani-
mals are born with this catalog of stored
concepts — this mental language — and to
what extent they build it from experience.
They are probably born with a large part of
it, for even a newborn calf knows to suckle
the teat of its mother, and many animals
begin the process of navigating the world
they inhabit within minutes or hours of
birth. And because animals — including
human ones — interpret the world by
matching the data of perception against a
catalog of stored concepts, their knowing
of the world is, in actuality, a knowing of
their own concepts about the world, not a
direct knowing of the world."

But even if animals are born with a
catalog of stored concepts, they certain-
ly augment that catalog over time, based
on their experiences, and some animals
assign unique vocalizations or bodily mo-
vements to the most important concepts,
thus allowing them to communicate

13 These stored concepts can be thought of as
universals, but they do not have an existence in-
dependent of the physiology of a particular or-
ganism’s brain.
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with one another semiotically. As a hu-
man child masters spoken language, an
ever-increasing vocabulary of phoneme
chains is stored in its memory, and these
phoneme chains can then be retrieved, ar-
ranged, and combined according to rules
of grammar. As a result, human beings are
able to describe past events, predict future
benefits or dangers, and plan coordinated
responses, but most importantly, human
beings are able to present to themselves,
in the privacy of their own propositional
thoughts — what Plato called dianoia — a
narrative about the external world they are
encountering.

Thus, the advanced linguistic capacity
of human beings inalterably changes hu-
man perception. For a person, perception
is not just a matter of recognizing water
in a forest stream; a person is also able to
formulate complex propositional thoughts
about all the things that water implies.
Most animals wander through the wor-
ld recognizing categories such as food,
shelter, and danger, and responding with
appropriate patterned responses, but they
do not construct an accompanying nar-
rative about these experiences. Human
perception, however, includes a narrative
about a person living in a world, and that
narrative affects what it means to have a
conscious mind.

In other words, we use language not just
to communicate with one another but also
to communicate with ourselves, and thus
we generate a world of the imagination
that rivals the world of sensory percep-
tion. Every experience is integrated into a
story we are authoring about who we are
and who we will become, and if a parti-
cular experience doesn’t fit the story, we
must change the story, or we experience
a psychological crisis. And, if we are in-
jured, we do not merely feel pain, as does
an animal. We also include that pain in a
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narrative about a person who suffers pain.
The pain exists for a time, and then it ends,
but the story about a person who had pain,
and who will have pain, remains. And be-
cause of that story, our pain can become
unbearable. Thus, language turns out to be
a dangerous thing.

But propositional thought is not the
only thing that colors human perception.
Emotion does, too. A beautiful flower is
not just a blend of shining colors; there
is also a unique feeling in the body that
accompanies a persons perception of a
flower, a feeling that is different for each
person. Philosophers sometimes use the
plural term “qualia” to refer to aspects of
perception that are personal to the per-
ceiver. They talk about “what it’s like” for
Mary to see a particular flower, distingui-
shing that experience from “what it’s like”
for John to see the same flower.

But this subjective emotional aspect
of human perception is easily explained.
We have learned that subject-object
consciousness is actually consciousness of
one’s own self in which the external world
is reflected like a city reflected in a mirror.
But what happens if one sees just a little
bit of the mirror’s surface in addition to
seeing the distant city? What happens if
physiological changes in one’s own body
distort one’s perception of some external
object or event? The answer is that one ex-
periences that distortion as an emotional
coloration of the object of perception.

Thus, the human experience of seeing
a beautiful flower is a combination of (1)
the perceived details of the flower (light
frequencies, shape, texture, aroma, etc.),
(2) a particular narrative about flowers
that runs in one’s stream of propositio-
nal thoughts (youth, fertility, springtime,
romance), and (3) the perception one has
of one’s own physiology as it is affected
by both the flower and the narrative (en-



dorphin release, rapid heart rate, altered
breathing pattern). And therefore, Mary’s
seeing of a flower can never be the same
as John’s seeing of it, because Mary and
John might be gazing at the same flower
illuminated by the same setting sun, but
the true content of Mary’s consciousness is
her own self, and the true content of John’s
consciousness is his own self. Each might
be gazing at the same flower, but each is
looking at it through a different mirror.

4. Mary Is Seeing Red

Mary is a brilliant scientist who is, for
whatever reason, forced to investigate
the world from a black and white room
via a black and white television monitor.
She specialises in the neurophysiology
of vision and acquires, let us suppose,
all the physical information there is to
obtain about what goes on when we see
ripe tomatoes . . . . [§] What will hap-
pen when Mary is released from her
black and white room [and actually sees
a ripe tomato for the first time] ... ? Will
she learn anything or not? It seems just
obvious that she will learn something
about the world and our visual expe-
rience of it. But then it is inescapable
that her previous knowledge was in-
complete. But she had all the physical
information. Ergo there is more to have
than that, and Physicalism is false.'*
— Frank Jackson (born 1943 C.E.)

Frank Jackson proposed the thought
experiment of Mary and her black-and-
white room — quoted above — as a way
of showing that consciousness is so-
mething that exists independent of all the
physical facts governing conscious expe-
rience. Consider the moment that Mary,
the brilliant scientist described in Jack-

14 Jackson, Frank, “Epiphenomenal Qualia,”
The Philosophical Quarterly 32/127 (Apr. 1982),
p. 130.

sons thought experiment, steps out of her
black-and-white room and actually sees a
ripe red tomato hanging on a vine in the
afternoon sunlight. On the one hand, there
are all the physical facts related to the sun-
light, the tomatos surface, the reflected
light, Mary’s eye, her nervous system and
brain, her brain’s electrical activity, etc. On
the other hand, there is Mary’s subjective
experience of seeing a red tomato for the
very first time. Thus, consciousness seems
to be an additional fact, distinct from all
the physical facts. Put another way, we can
imagine the existence of all the physical
facts (the sunlight, the tomato, the reflec-
ted light, the eye, the brain, the electrical
activity, etc.) without consciousness being
part of the show. The physical facts do not
seem to demand consciousness, which
seems therefore to be something extra.

But Mary’s consciousness is not an ad-
ditional fact, distinct from all the physical
facts involved in the act of seeing the red
tomato; rather, her consciousness is the
experience of being one of those physical
facts.

One is reminded, here, of the story of
the tenth man. Ten men, traveling on foot,
cross a river that has a swift current. When
they reach the other side, they want to
confirm that none of them has drowned.
Each counts the others, and each counts
only nine. Then they lament the loss of
their colleague, but each has neglected to
count himself. No one has actually been
lost. Jackson’s thought experiment invol-
ving Mary and her black-and-white room
is a variant of that story. Imagine that each
of the ten men counts ten physical bodies,
including his own, but failing to recognize
that he actually is one of those physical bo-
dies, each man thinks there are now eleven
men, one of whom — himself — is now
a ghost. In that way, Mary’s study of the
physical facts counts everything that is
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present, and she doesn’t find conscious-
ness among the physical facts that are
present, but her study doesn’t take into ac-
count that consciousness is the experience
of being one of the physical facts. And once
she corrects that mistake, she realizes that
only a tomato can be conscious of a toma-
to, and whether inside the room or out,
Mary was only ever conscious of her own
brain and nothing more.

5. The “You Are Here” Arrow

This is how we see the world. We see
it [as if] outside ourselves, and at the
same time we only have a representation
of it in ourselves. '
— René Magritte (1898-1967 C.E.)

15 Magritte, René, La Ligne de Vie II, quoted
in Torczyner, Harry (transl. by Richard Miller),
Magritte: Ideas and Images (H.N. Abrams 1977),
p. 156.

PHOTO BY TEUVO UUSITALO

According to both Pratyabhijia Shai-
vism and Spinoza, we know the external
world by way of its reflection and repre-
sentation within our own being. And this
process is universal. All things reflect and
represent internally, at least to a limited
extent, what surrounds them, and there-
fore the world can be characterized as a
vast house of mirrors, although most of
those mirrors are relatively poor reflectors.
It follows, therefore, that the more one in-
vestigates and accurately comprehends the
true nature of the surrounding world, the
more one replicates it within oneself. And
perhaps becoming a thing by knowing it
ever more perfectly is a suitable definition
of love. The human soul can, therefore, be
described as a mirror in a house of mir-
rors, and love cleans the glass. Love, in
other words, reveals to us that we are all
really one.

(Public Domain)
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Thoughtful people sometimes ask
themselves, Why was I born as this person
and not as that? Why am I this thoughtful
reader of philosophy journals? Why am I
not that beggar, or that billionaire, or that
bird? Such thoughts fail to recognize that
consciousness is a single indivisible whole,
just as the universe is a single indivisible
whole. When gazing at the reflections
of the sun in a series of water-filled jars,
the sun appears to be many, and when
looking at all the conscious beings in the
world, each pursuing its individual inte-
rests, consciousness appears to be many,
but there is only one sun, and there is
only one consciousness. That is the tea-
ching of Sankara’s Vedanta, and it is also
the teaching of Pratyabhijiia Shaivism and
Spinoza.

We are individuals only insofar as we
perceive the world through the mediation
of our sense organs rather than resting in
the universal nondual consciousness that
we are. Relying on our sense organs, we
imagine that we are tiny souls inhabiting a
vast external universe, and like the image
of the world reflected in the mirrored sur-
face of a crystal ball, everything for us then
becomes distorted relative to a unique
point of observation. But even so, we are
all reflecting the same universe, and there-
fore we are one.

One way to think about the illusion of
individuality is in terms of map-territory
relation. Alfred Korzybski pointed out that
maps are useful to us precisely because they
are not perfect one-to-one replicas of the
territory we wish to know. Rather they are
representations of that territory. He said: “A
map is not the territory it represents, but, if
correct, it has a similar structure to the ter-
ritory, which accounts for its usefulness.” !¢

16 Korzybski, Alfred, Science and Sanity: An In-
troduction to Non-Aristotelian Systems and Gen-

And vyet, paradoxically, we often confuse
representations of reality for reality itself,
and the best example is the representa-
tion of reality that appears inside each of
us, by which the world becomes knowable
to us. That representation is not the wor-
1d; rather, it is a map of the world. But we
look at it (i.e., we look at our own self) and
think, I'm looking at the world.

This concept is wonderfully illustrated
by René Magritte’s The Human Condition
(1933)." Magritte described his famous
painting in this way:

In front of a window seen from inside
a room, I placed a painting representing
exactly that portion of the landscape co-
vered by the painting. Thus, the tree in the
picture hid the [real] tree behind it, out-
side the room. For the spectator, [the tree]
was both inside the room within the pain-
ting and outside in the real landscape. This
is how we see the world. We see it [as if] out-
side ourselves, and at the same time we only
have a representation of it in ourselves.'®

Magritte thus sought to convey through
his art that our knowing of the world is, in
every case, only the knowing of an inter-
pretation of the world; it is the knowing of
a symbol that, for us, stands in place of the
world. “How can anyone enjoy interpre-
ting symbols?” Magritte asked in a letter

eral Semantics, 5th Ed. (International Non-Aris-
totelian Library Publishing Co. 1994), p. 58.

17 Other Magritte paintings that illustrate the
same idea include: The Treachery of Images
(1929), The Fair Captive (1931), The Human
Condition (1935), The Key to the Fields (1936),
The Domain of Arnheim (1942), The Call of the
Peaks (1942), The Fair Captive (1947), Euclide-
an Walks (1955), and Evening Falls (1964).

18 Magritte, René, La Ligne de Vie II, quoted in
Torczyner, Magritte: Ideas and Images, p. 156,
italics added. Magritte likely drew his insight
most directly from Immanuel Kant’s Critique of
Pure Reason, although it also illustrates Spino-
za’s epistemology.
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to a friend. “They are ‘substitutes’ that are
only useful to a mind that is incapable of
knowing the things themselves. A devotee
of interpretation cannot see a bird; he only
sees it as a symbol” "’

In our knowing of the world, each of
us becomes a map of that world, a map
that distorts the world relative to a par-
ticular set of concepts and a particular
location in space-time. And because of
that distortion, we think, I am a thoughtful
philosopher, I am not that beggar, I am not
that billionaire, I am not that bird. But by
investigating and accurately comprehen-
ding the true nature of the surrounding
world, we map the world ever more per-
fectly, and as others do the same, we close
the illusory gap that separates us from one
another. Each of us is a map of the same
territory, but for each of us there is a diffe-
rent “You are here” arrow at the center of
the map. We need to remove the “You are
here” arrow. Then, in the mystical words
of Emily Dickinson (1830-1886 C.E.),*’ we
can say:

The Brain - is wider than the Sky -

For - put them side by side -

The one the other will contain

With ease - and You - beside -

The Brain is deeper than the sea -
For - hold them - Blue to Blue -
The one the other will absorb -
As Sponges - Buckets - do -

The Brain is just the weight of God -
For - Heft them - Pound for Pound -
And they will differ - if they do -

As Syllable from Sound -

19 Letter from René Magritte to Achille Chavée,
Sept. 30, 1960, quoted in Torczyner, Magritte:
Ideas and Images, p. 70.

20 Franklin, R.W., The Poems of Emily Dick-
inson: Reading Edition (Belknap Press 1999),
p. 269.
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6. Consciousness Explained?

It is only when Citi, the ultimate
consciousness-power, comes into play
that the universe comes forth into being,
and continues as existent, and when it
withdraws its movement, the universe
also disappears from view. One’s own
experience would bear witness to this
fact. The other things [said to be the
foundation of existence] . . ., since they
are (supposed to be) different from the
light of consciousness can never be a
cause of anything, for not being able to
appear owing to their supposed diffe-
rence from consciousness-power, they
are (as good as) nonexistent. But if they
appear, they become one with the light
(of consciousness). Hence, Citi, which is
that light alone, is the cause. Never [are]
the other [things] any cause.”

— Ksemaraja (10th-11th centuries
C.E.)

Many philosophers — unable to over-
come the subject-object divide — take the
physical universe to be a given, and they
consider consciousness to be something
extra, something that, in theory at least,
could disappear from the physical uni-
verse, and the universe could continue
just fine without it. For them, the physical
universe does not depend on conscious-
ness; rather, consciousness depends on
the physical universe. These philosophers
happily accept the existence of space,
time, and matter, and then they imagine
such strange things as universes known
by no one and nothing. They even ima-
gine “zombies” — by which they mean
bodies that are constructed and function
exactly like living human bodies but have

21 Pratyabhijiahrdayam, com. to sutra 1
(KSTS, vol. 3, p. 2), translated in Singh, Jaide-
va (ed. and transl.), Pratyabhijiiahrdayam: The
Secret of Self-Recognition (Motilal Banarsidass
1982), p. 47.



no consciousness. These philosophers do
not question the existence of the physical
universe, but they question why, for cer-
tain complex organic structures, there is
something it feels like, subjectively, to be
that thing. They wonder, in other words,
how it could be that some physical things
have souls.

But existence is just as much a philoso-
phical riddle as consciousness. Where, or
in what, is this vast expanse of space-time
located? And how did it come to contain
all these galaxies and blackholes, fermions
and bosons, and all the rest? And most
importantly, if it all could still exist inde-
pendently of consciousness, then what
could be its significance? These questions
are all answered when the problem of
existence finds its solution in conscious-
ness — the nondual consciousness of self
that Pratyabhijaa Shaivism calls pratyava-
marsa.

This consciousness is not a conglome-
rate, not an amalgam, not divisible into
parts. Nothing is separate from it; no-
thing is outside it. It is without limitation
or constraint. It is independent, absolutely
free. It is its own purpose, which is only to
delight in its own existence. It is anything
one might call God and anything one mi-
ght call non-God. It is closer to each of us
than anything we could seek, closer even
than our own name and form. It is the soul
of the soul, the self of the self, the I of the I.

This consciousness has no location, size,
or duration. It didn’t come into existence;
it can’t cease to exist. It isn’t inside space,
time, and matter, fragmented by space,
time, and matter. Rather, space, time, and
matter are inside it. And space, time, and
matter are real because they express what
is eternal.

This consciousness marks the horizon
of existence; its absence is the same as
nonexistence. And by “nonexistence” is

not meant emptiness. Rather, the absence
of consciousness is simply an impossibility
because consciousness and being are the
same thing.

These metaphysical principles are com-
monplace in the texts of Pratyabhijia
Shaivism. Spinoza, however, is less expli-
cit about the unity of consciousness and
being. To be sure, Spinoza explicitly as-
serts a parallelism of thought and being.*
For example, Spinoza says: “In God there is
necessarily an idea, both of his essence and
of everything that necessarily follows from
his essence.” (Ethics, IIP3.) But that is not
quite the same as saying that conscious-
ness is the underlying stuff of existence.
As Yitzhak Melamed has pointed out, “we
have opposite reductive pressures on both
sides of the thought-being equilibrium.”*
For Spinoza, “to be is to be conceived”
(i.e., being = thought), but it is also true
that for Spinoza, “to be conceived is to be”
(i.e., thought = being). Neither thought
nor being can be eliminated in favor of the
other.**

But we can thread the needle by putting
aside the notion that the “consciousness”
that is the underlying stuft of existence re-
fers to “thought,” meaning the subject side
of the subject-object divide. If the word
“consciousness” instead refers to nondual
consciousness of self (pratyavamarsa),
then Spinoza’s explicit rejection of subjec-
tive idealism — his refusal to reduce all
things to thought — tells us nothing about
consciousness, which mediates between
thought and matter as the underlying di-
vine substance (substantia) of each.

22 On this topic, see Melamed, Yitzhak Y.,
Spinoza’s Metaphysics: Substance and Thought
(Oxford 2013), pp. 139-152.

23  Melamed, Spinozas Metaphysics, p. 197.
See generally id., pp. 179-199 [arguing that Spi-
noza embraced a dualism of thought and being].
24 Melamed, Spinoza'’s Metaphysics, pp. 196—
197.
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