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THE NONDUAL MIND
By James H. Cumming

In my recent book, The Nondual
Mind, I compare Hindu nondual
philosophy to that of Baruch Spinoza
(1632-1677), demonstrating the
similarity ~of  Spino-zas ideas to
nondual Kashmiri Shaivism. Among
other things, the book dispels the illusion
of the subject-object divide, which is the
primary source of confusion for many
philosophy-of-mind scholars. And when
the illusion of the subject-object di-vide
dissolves, the mind-body problem
dissolves with it. The key point is that all
consciousness is consciousness of one’s
own self. One cannot be conscious of a
thing — anything — without being that
thing.

This excerpt from the book’s beginning
explains the basic principles that the book
later finds articulated in the teachings of
both nondual Shaivism and Spinoza.

1. Introduction: Cartesian Dualism
and Its Alternatives

[I]t would be easier for me to concede

matter and extension to the mind [(i.e.,

to concede that the mind is a material
thing having a spatial form)] than it
would be for me to concede the
capacity to move a body and be moved

by one to an immaterial thing.
— Princess FElisabeth of Bohemia

(1618-1680)

We tend to divide the world into pairs
of opposites, and often this dualism takes
on a moral valence. We speak of truth and

falsity, good and evil, God and devil, but
in doing so, we fail to appreciate that this
moral dualism has its source in a deeper
rift at the core of human psychology. I am
referring to the subject-object divide, the
distinction we feel between self and other.
The subject-object divide gives rise to mo-
ral dualism, for it is very hard to describe
something as evil without first seeing it as
other, but the subject-object divide also
gives rise to something that philosophers
call the mind-body problem.

The mind-body problem is brought to
the fore by Princess Elisabeth’s challenge
to René Descartes, quoted above. How,
Princess Elisabeth asked, could “an imma-
terial thing” (a mind) have “the capacity
to move a [material] body and be moved
by one”? Put another way, what consti-
tutes the point of intersection between
one’s mind and ones brain? How does a
physical process in the brain give rise to a
conscious thought in the mind, and how
does a conscious thought in the mind ini-
tiate a physical process in the brain?

Moral dualism is concerned with the
problem of evil, and moral dualists of-
ten suppose evil to be the creation of an
anti-God — a supernatural force in com-
petition with God. Thus, moral dualism is
closely related to theological dualism. By
contrast, ontological dualism is concerned
with Princess Elisabeth’s challenge to Des-
cartes. It focuses on the fundamental rift
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between mind and body, and more broadly
between self and other, seeing conscious-
ness and matter as ontologically distinct
realms. But as said, moral dualism has its
source in ontological dualism. So, let us
delve into the mind-body problem, and
from what we learn about the mystery of
consciousness, let us see what we can learn
about God and the devil.

René Descartes (1596-1650) asserted
that each of us is an immaterial soul opera-
tingabody from a command center located
in the pineal gland of the brain. According
to that view, data from the sensory nerves
flow through the body’s neural network
to the brain and, after some suitable pro-
cessing, these data arrive in the pineal
gland, and there the soul awaits, ready to
observe, interpret, and respond with ap-
propriate command decisions: “Stop at the
curb. Look both ways. Listen for passing
cars. Now proceed. . . ” And as the soul
issues its diverse directives, the body res-
ponds dutifully. A message is dispatched,
again through the neural network, to the
relevant muscle group, which reacts as ne-
cessary to actualize the soul’s intentions.
That, at least, is what Descartes imagined,
and people who have not thought deeply
about the mind-body problem usually
embrace some variant of his mind-body
dualism, because it seems to align so clo-
sely with everyday human experience.

And apparently confirming this Carte-
sian model of the human soul is the
near-death experience. The immaterial
soul slips temporarily from its sheath of
flesh and experiences its independence
and immortality. There, below, sprawled
across the sidewalk, lies the body, parame-
dics crouching at its side, administering
aid, and above that frenetic scene, the soul
gazes down with calm detachment. And
then, perhaps, the soul makes a conscious
decision to reenter the body. The heart
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muscle resumes its autonomic contrac-
tions, and the paramedics sigh in relief,
smile, and cheer.

As noted, most people are more or less
comfortable with the Cartesian notion that
the physical body contains an immaterial
bubble-like soul, and they imagine that at
the moment of bodily death, the soul will
slip away unscathed, and it will then rein-
carnate in some suitable new body. Or,
perhaps, it will “sleep in the dust” until the
resurrection of its original body in messia-
nic times. Or, perhaps, it will journey to
the world of the ancestors, bundled up in
the “bundle of life” Or, perhaps, there is
a world of disembodied souls, high in the
starry heavens, a world where the soul will
be rewarded for its constancy, piety, and
faith.

René Descartess answer to the
mind-body problem is known as “Carte-
sian dualism,” and Cartesian dualism has
serious flaws. Its first and most funda-
mental flaw is that, according to physical
science, the physical world is a causally
complete and closed system. Every event
in the physical world is fully and sufficient-
ly explained by immutable laws. Physical
events need no soul to initiate them, for
they have physical causes that do so, and
in the absence of such physical causes, the
soul is helpless to effect any change what-
soever.

Even Descartes struggled to explain
how an immaterial soul — a thinking
thing — could initiate a biological pro-
cess that would, in due course, activate
nerves and muscles, causing the move-
ment of, say, an arm. How exactly does
the soul communicate its message to the
biological system? When Princess Elisa-
beth asked that question, Descartes could
offer no persuasive response. Specifically,
Princess Elisabeth asked “how the mind
of a human being, being only [an imma-



terial] thinking substance,' can determine
[(i.e., move or activate)] the bodily spirits
in producing bodily actions”* The best
Descartes could come up with was to in-
voke axiomatic truth. He might just as well
have replied, “It is so because it is so.” But
Princess Elisabeth’s doubt remained, and
therefore she asked again “how the soul
(nonextended and immaterial) is able to
move the body” And this time, she added
the statement quoted at the beginning of
this section: “[I]t would be easier for me to
concede matter and extension to the mind
than it would be for me to concede the ca-
pacity to move a body and be moved by
one to an immaterial thing.”’

For Princess Elisabeth, it would make
more sense that the soul was a mate-
rial thing — a component of the physical
body, in other words — than to imagine
that it was an immaterial thing that could
somehow interact causally with physical
things. Here, Princess Elisabeth was not
distinguishing matter from energy and
doubting the capacity of immaterial force
fields to move particles of matter; rather,
she was doubting the capacity of the
mind — consciousness — to do so. Prin-
cess Elisabeth had thus identified the most
fundamental problem with Cartesian dua-
lism: What provides the causal link by
which an immaterial soul can direct the
movements of a physical body? And how
can we say that the soul’s directives — and
not the laws of physics — are what actually

1 The term “thinking substance” does not mean
a material substance that thinks. Princess Elisa-
beth used the term “substance” in the Cartesian
sense, which contrasts “thinking substance” (i.e.,
mind or consciousness) with “extended sub-
stance” (i.e., matter).

2 Garber, Daniel, Descartes Embodied: Read-
ing Cartesian Philosophy through Cartesian
Science (Cambridge Univ. Press 2000), p. 172,
italics added.

3 Garber, Descartes Embodied, p. 172, italics
added.

determine the physical body’s actions?

But the Cartesian dualist has to answer
another question, too. In a living person,
each component of the “soul” has some
physical system on which it depends. The
soul’s power to see depends on the exis-
tence of physical eyes and a visual cortex;
its power to hear depends on functioning
eardrums and an auditory cortex; and its
power to recall past events depends on the
medial temporal lobe and the neocortex.
If a beautiful golden sunset is seen and
the soothing roar of the ocean is heard,
there are eyes seeing the former and ears
hearing the latter. If a memory of a plea-
sant summer evening is recalled, there
are neurons in the medial temporal lobe
and the neocortex from which the memo-
ry is drawn. If there are thoughts passing
through the mind, there is some mea-
surable electrical activity in the brain. As
our scientific knowledge grows, it is be-
coming increasingly clear that there is a
physical substratum somewhere in the
body for every intellectual and perceptive
capacity of the “soul,” and if we damage
that substratum, the soul loses the corres-
ponding mental capacity.

Are we then to assume that this close
dependence of the soul on the physical
body is merely temporary and that when
the body dies, the soul somehow regains
the powers of thought and perception that
it lost, bit by bit, as the body deteriorated
prior to death? Are we to assume, des-
pite the lockstep correlation between the
mental capacity of the soul and the func-
tioning of the physical body, that the soul
somehow exists independent of the body
and that when the body dies, the soul floats
away to a future existence, all its mental ca-
pacities miraculously intact? Isn’'t it much
more likely that the human soul does not
exist independent of the body; rather, it is
a consciousness that is somehow linked to
and dependent upon the physical systems
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that give rise to its conscious experiences?
Itis easy to see why Cartesian dualism is at-
tractive to those confronting the certainty
of bodily death, but it is hard to harmonize
Descartes’s theory with the laws of physics
or with the obvious dependence of specific
conscious experiences on corresponding
physical systems.

After considering the weaknesses of
Cartesian dualism, many people abandon
it in favor of some nondual solution to the
mind-body problem. Some — especially
neuroscientists and computer program-
mers — veer toward the material, denying
that there is any such thing as an imma-
terial soul. They argue that the physical
world alone exists and that consciousness
is a physical thing that we will eventually
discover, just as we have discovered leptons
and quarks. Others — especially religious
mystics and armchair philosophers — see
problems with the materialist solution to
the mind-body problem. Acutely aware of
the subjective experience of consciousness,
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Perspective of the Night by Leonid Afremov (used with permission)

which seems to them to be an undeniable
fact independent of the physical facts of
any observed system, they veer toward
the immaterial, denying the existence of
a physical world altogether. For them, the
physical world is merely thought-stuff, a
dream without a physical dreamer.

But there is a third possibility. What if
subjective consciousness and objective
matter are simply the same thing compre-
hended in two different ways? According
to this third possibility, neither the knower
(consciousness) nor the known (matter)
is the ultimate reality; rather, they are
each characteristics of a third thing that
mediates the two. We can think of that
mediating thing as consciousness, but it
is not the subject side of an unbridgeable
subject-object divide. Rather, it is a non-
dual consciousness, conscious only of
itself, and conscious of itself simply by
being itself.

Below is a painting of an outdoor scene:



The image is flat, but it appears to have
depth because of the rules of perspective
that the artist, Leonid Afremov, has applied
when painting the image. By analogy to
that painting, consider the possibility that
in one’s knowing of an object — say, a chair
one might be sitting on — the “object” that
is known has no separate existence from
the “subject” that is knowing it. Consider
that the object and its knower are only
tricks of perception, like the depth that
seems to characterize Afremov’s painting.
They are appearances that arise when non-
dual consciousness — which is conscious
only of itself — assumes a particular confi-
guration, giving rise to a particular point
of view.

A teacher of nondualism once asked
his young student to sip from a cup of
unsweetened chai (spiced black tea). He
then asked the student to stir some sugar
into the chai and to sip it again. “What do
you taste?” asked the teacher. “Sweet,” res-
ponded the student, wondering what point
the teacher was making. “Who knows the
sweet?” inquired the teacher, and he told
the student to contemplate the question.
The student ended up leaving the teacher’s
academy, but he never abandoned his pur-
suit of nondual wisdom. After many years,
he returned to visit the same teacher, who
was now an old man. The student paid his
respects and then said with smile, “The
sweet knows the sweet””

According to this theory, both the
knower (the student’s mind) and the
known (the sweetness of the tea) have a
basis in reality, just as the depth that cha-
racterizes the artist’s painting has a basis in
the perspective lines that are sketched on
the flat surface of the canvas, but knower
and known are secondary interpretations
imposed on primary facts. What actual-
ly exists is nondual consciousness of self,
configured to give rise to the illusion of

a soul knowing the sweetness of tea. This
point may be difficult to grasp, but the
“hard problem” of consciousness is half
solved if we consider that all conscious-
ness is actually nondual consciousness
of self, not subject-object consciousness.
And the “hard problem” of consciousness
is the rest of the way solved if we consi-
der that there is no material thing that has
or contains this nondual consciousness of
self; rather, nondual consciousness of self
is the underlying substance of existence.

We can certainly describe the foregoing
answer to the mind-body problem as a
type of idealism. The chair and the sweet
tea are nothing but consciousness. But they
are not merely the dream images of a re-
mote dreamer, ready to go “poof” when
the dreamer dreams a different dream.
They are a real chair and real sweet tea
in a real universe that operates accor-
ding to immutable physical laws, laws that
can be inventively applied to predict real
events and to devise real answers to real
problems. That is so, because in using the
word “consciousness” to describe the true
being of the chair or the sweet tea, we are
not — despite the limitations of the En-
glish language — referring to the subject
side of the subject-object divide; rather, we
are denying the reality of the subject-ob-
ject divide. The chair and the sweet tea are
not just the hallucinations of some remote
observer; they are also the hallucinations
of themselves, having their own intrin-
sic being. Therefore, although they are
consciousness, they are no less material,
and we can just as validly describe the phi-
losophical system proposed here as a type
of materialism, but it is a type of materia-
lism that focuses on what matter is, not
merely on what matter does.

But this summary is hopelessly inade-
quate to convey the true sense of these
counterintuitive ideas, for it is nothing less
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than a new conception of self that these
ideas demand of us. In what follows, I des-
cribe the mind-body problem in greater
detail. I then draw some basic conclusions
about epistemology and consciousness,
and I outline the theory of thought-matter
equivalence. For a fuller understanding, I
refer the interested reader to my book.
2. The Mind-Body Problem
[L]et’s conceive something very simple.
Suppose a stone receives, from an external
cause which strikes against it, a certain
quantity of motion, by which it afterward
will necessarily continue to move, even
though the impulse of the external cause
ceases. This continuance of the stone in
motion, then, is compelled, . . . because it
must be defined by the impulse of the
external cause. What I say here about the
stone must be understood concerning any
singular thing, however composite it is
conceived to be, and however capable of
doing many things: each thing is
necessarily determined by some external
cause to exist and produce effects in a
fixed and determinate way.*
— Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)

We will begin by looking more closely at
the way modern physics complicates the
mind-body problem. The experience we all
have of being a conscious soul that dwells in
and directs a material body gives rise, as
we have seen, to a seemingly intractable
dilemma. What provides the causal link
by which an immaterial thing (a soul) can
activate and influence a material thing (a
body)? And how can we say that the soul’s
directives — and not the laws of physics —
are what actually determine the physical
body’s actions?

We can explain every event in the uni-
verse in purely physical terms, right down to
the subtlest physiological processes that
occur in the brains of complex living or-

4 Letter 58 [Gebhardt, Carl (ed.), Spinoza Op-

era, 4 vols. (Heidelberg: Carl Winter,
1925), 1V/266/1-15].
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ganisms. Every star and planet, every
earthquake and winter storm, every green
sprout and blooming flower, and eve-
ry muscle, gland, and neuron is part of a
single dynamic system, and all this activity
is fully explainable by a vast web of causes
and their inevitable effects, proceeding in
accordance with a set of immutable physi-
cal laws.

When one moves ones arm, for exa-
mple, a physicist could fully explain that
movement in terms of the contraction of
muscles and tendons, the metabolism of
sugar in the blood, and the electronic pulse
of a neural signal. And the same physicist
could, in theory at least, also explain the
physical causes of the neural messages that
initiated the physiological process. And
those causes, in turn, would have physi-
cal causes, and so on, ad infinitum. The
underlying physics that explains an arm’s
movement, like the underlying physics
that explains a boulder’s chaotic, tumbling
descent down a steep hillside, might be
enormously complex, but the fact remains
that every event in the universe has a phy-
sical cause that is both necessary and fully
sufficient to explain its occurrence. And
yet, in the midst of this fully mechanistic
universe, there is consciousness — an extra
thing, unnecessary from the perspective
of physics, and unexplained by all the
physical facts. Here then is a preliminary
expression of the mind-body problem: In a
universe that is fully explained by physical
laws, what role, if any, does consciousness
play?

If one were to see a metal spoon lying
on a table in front of a man holding a wand
and wearing a top hat and cape, and if the
spoon handle suddenly began to bend and
twist as the man stared intently upon it,
what would be one’s natural conclusion?
Would one conclude that the man was a
stage magician who had created a marve-



lous illusion? Would one assume there was
some hidden explanation for the spoon’s
unexpected behavior, an explanation that
was fully congruent with the laws of phy-
sics? Or would one conclude that, without
any physical explanation, the spoon handle
was being bent by the power of the man’s
mind alone? Most of us would reject the
latter conclusion, even as we applauded
the magician’s performance.

The point is that most of us side with
Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia in her epis-
tolary debate with Descartes. Few of us
believe that thoughts can move matter,
although that belief is the necessary impli-
cation of the widely accepted theory that
the soul (a thinking thing) pilots the body
from some location within the brain (a
material thing). If the soul sits inside the
brain, receives information channeled to it
from the senses, makes choices based on
that information, and, like a ship’s captain,
directs the body’s operations, then how
exactly does this soul activate the neu-
rons and glands that, like the switches and
wheels found on the bridge of a ship, di-
rect the body’s course? Put another way, if
we doubt that the immaterial thoughts of
a magician can exert a force that bends a
spoon, then shouldn’t we also doubt that
an immaterial soul can exert a force that
causes a neuron to fire or a gland to se-
crete a hormone? Shouldn’t we instead be
looking for purely physical explanations
for those physiological processes, and
aren’'t we very likely to find them if we stu-
dy the matter closely enough?

a. Materialism

As already noted, many people, after
considering the weaknesses of Cartesian
dualism, adopt a nondual solution to the
mind-body problem. Some of these people
seek the answer exclusively on the mate-
rial side of the dilemma. Doing so solves
the problem of how the soul directs the
body’s activities. According to materia-

lism, the soul has a material basis, and as
a material thing, it is capable of exerting
a force (whether mechanical, electrical, or
chemical) upon the body’s physical control
mechanisms. But what then can we say
about the soul’s existence independent of
the body? If the soul is a material thing,
then it is a part of the body. More impor-
tantly, if the soul is a material thing, then
it is an integral part of the closed system of
causes and inevitable effects that characte-
rizes the physical world, and therefore its
every action is fully determined by the laws
of physics. In short, it can only “choose”
to do what the laws of physics compel it
to do. Thus, all the events of history —
the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt,
the Buddhist inscriptions on the Pillars
of Ashoka, Constantine’s conversion to
Christianity, the invention of the printing
press, Napoleon’s decision to sell the Loui-
siana Territory, Hitler’s invasion of Poland,
etc. — were necessary and immutable. In-
deed, everything in the dimension of time
is fixed, merely waiting for its moment to
occur.

And even if we accept determi-
nism, there still remains the question of
consciousness. Some materialists posit the
existence of a physical substance, not yet
identified, that has consciousness as one of
its inherent characteristics. Once we iden-
tify this soul-stuff, we will be able to dissect
a brain and point to it, even transplant
it. Other materialists prefer to explain
consciousness in purely functionalist
terms. According to the latter theory, ma-
chines of the future that are engineered to
mimic, perfectly, the functionality of the
human body will be conscious by reason of
their ability to act as if they are conscious.
One might think of the popular episode
of Star Trek: The Next Generation entitled
“The Measure of a Man.” In that episode,
Commander Data — a human-mimicking
android — is adjudicated to be a conscious
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being, entitled to the same legal rights as
biological humans.

The Commander Data problem is a va-
riant of the “other-minds problem” that
has puzzled philosophers for thousands of
years. By inductive reasoning, we are gene-
rally willing to assume that other human
beings have consciousness very much like
our own, and we do so because they act
as if they have it. Therefore, if a machine
(Commander Data, for example) perfect-
ly mimics the behavior of human beings,
then who are we, who are not inside the
“brain” of the machine, to say that it is
not conscious? Many fans of Commander
Data are functionalists at heart, and they
are willing to assume that consciousness
is a thing that somehow happens when a
machine is sophisticated enough in its de-
sign to mimic conscious beings.

Maybe so, but those who explain
consciousness in terms of functionalism
seem rather stuck on the object side of
the subject-object divide, telling us much
about neuroscience and data processing,
but fudging the details when it comes
to stating precisely how consciousness
arises in complex computational systems.
When the materialist reaches that critical
point in the argument, what we often get
is conclusory gobbledygook such as: “[A]
Il the phenomena of human conscious-
ness are explicable as ‘just’ the activities of
a virtual machine realized in the astrono-
mically adjustable connections of a human
brain.”® For the materialist, it would seem,
consciousness is nothing but an elaborate
smoke-and-mirrors trick.®

But what happens when one jabs one’s
finger with a sewing needle? There are
various behavioral events that typically

5 Dennett, Daniel, Consciousness Explained
(Back Bay Books

1992), p. 431.

6 Dennett, Consciousness Explained, pp. 438—
440.
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transpire: (1) the needle pierces the skin
on the finger, (2) an electrical message
is communicated to the spinal cord via a
chain of neural cells in the finger, hand,
and arm, (3) a return message is commu-
nicated to the arm muscle, (4) the muscle
contracts, (5) the hand recoils, (6) the per-
son shouts, “Ow!” But aside from all that,
something else is going on: consciousness
of pain. The pain isn’t merely an electrical
impulse that causes a particular behavioral
response; it is also known. As regards the
subjective experience of being a conscious
human being who suffers from a needle
jab, the purely functionalist explanation of
consciousness seems to fall short.

Moreover, materialism fails to assign
a role to consciousness. If consciousness
is just a characteristic of some yet-to-be-
identified physical substance, then why
does that substance need to have that
particular characteristic? Wouldn’t an un-
conscious substance do the job just as well?
And if, instead, consciousness is explained
in functionalist terms, as something that
somehow just happens when a machine
is sophisticated enough in its design to
mimic the behavior of higher-order ani-
mals, then why does it need to happen?
Wouldn't an unconscious machine be able
to do the same things? In either case, what
does consciousness add?

Finally, and perhaps most important-
ly, the materialist who attempts to explain
consciousness in terms of ectoplasm or
machine science has no answer for how
space, time, and matter came to be. Exis-
tence poses just as much of a philosophical
riddle as consciousness. So, if conscious-
ness is explained in material terms, then
we have merely substituted one philoso-
phical riddle for another. In place of the
question “What is consciousness?” we
have the question “What is the physical
universe?” We have come no closer to ul-
timate truth.



b. Idealism

The idealist, by contrast, seeks a non-
dual solution to the mind-body problem
by looking exclusively at consciousness.
Thus, if the materialist seems rather stuck
on the object side of the subject-object
divide, the idealist seems rather stuck on
the subject side of that divide, proposing
a universe that is a mere dream having no
physical foundation.

But according to the idealist solution to
the mind-body problem, what, if anything,
can we say is real? A drunk man imagines
he sees a hole in the path in front of him,
and he steps aside to avoid it. The hole was
real for him, argues the idealist. Whether
there was an actual hole in the path or me-
rely a dark shadow is irrelevant. The drunk
man was subjectively aware of a hole, and
because subjective thought is the only
thing that exists, the hole — even if me-
rely imagined — was real. So reasons the
idealist, and the same reasoning can just
as well be used to argue that the hole was
unreal, for according to idealism, there is
nothing outside the mind that one’s per-
ceptions represent.

As a theory, idealism offers onei m-
portant advantage over materialism: By
making consciousness the only thing that
exists, it gives consciousness a role to play.
According to idealism, the world exists for
the sake of being known, and its knower
serves also as its creator, writing and di-
recting the show, and also playing all the
parts. Thus, idealism seems to have a lot
going for it — until, that is, one stubs one’s
toe.

Kick at the rock, Sam Johnson,

break your bones:

But cloudy, cloudy is the stuff of stones.

— Richard Wilbur (1921-2017)

Consider once again the drunk man
who stepped aside to avoid an
imagined hole in the path in front of him.
If the same drunk man bites down hard
on a ceramic

apple, he will break a tooth. Regardless
of how sure he is, subjectively, that the
ceramic apple is a piece of soft fruit, the
objective world has a sometimes-unplea-
sant way of taking charge of subjective
experience. There is, after all, the universe
that is shared in common with others, not
just the universe that exists in one’s own
imagination. The world can be a difficult
place, and that difficulty is something
idealism brushes aside a bit too casually.
Holocausts happen. Earthquakes happen.
People die. Worse, people suffer without
dying. Countless people lack adequate
nutrition and shelter. Epidemic diseases
sweep across the planet. Wars ravage en-
tire nations. And the subjective idealist
merely shrugs, asserting that it is all just
dream images flashing on the screen of
consciousness.

And why apply oneself to discovery, in-
vention, and industry in a world thatis only
a dream? Quietism and renunciation seem
like the better response. At best, we should
be finding ways to dream better dreams,
not ways to engineer the objects appearing
before us in our present dream. Why eke
out some small benefit through ingenuity
and toil if, instead, one can simply awake
from one’s bad dream and dream a better
dream? But has any society ever overco-
me hunger, cold, and disease by teaching
its people to dream better dreams? I'm all
for dreaming better dreams, but it seems
like an impractical and fanciful approach
to solving the problems confronting the
world.

Moreover, who (or what) is the dreamer?
People die every day, and yet the dream
goes on. Few of us believe that one person’s
death will cause the universe to suddenly
blink out. Indeed, we suspect that even our
own death will have no effect on the uni-
verse’s continuing existence. Is the answer,
then, that we are all dreaming individual
pieces of a shared dream? If so, how are
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our individual dreams coordinated with
one another so that we each dream of the
same object in the same place at the same
time? Is perhaps God the master dreamer,
coordinating all our dreams in accordance
with the laws of physics? But if the dream
is governed by the laws of physics, then, as
seekers of philosophical truth, we seem to
be no better off calling it a dream than we
would be if we called it a material world.
Whether it is made of dream-stuff or phy-
sical matter, it acts the way physical matter
acts, and the difference between materia-
lism and idealism is merely semantic.

c. Parallelism?

After contemplating these issues, some
philosophers have proposed some ver-
sion of parallelism as the most satisfying
solution to the mind-body problem.
These philosophers suggest the existence
of a world of thought that duplicates the
law-bound material world in every detail
and “supervenes” upon it. But why com-
plicate the picture in that way? Why not
apply Occam’s razor to the problem and
consider the possibility that thought and
matter are simply the same thing? Then
one does not need to prefer matter over
thought (materialism), or thought over
matter (idealism), or to marry the two in
an eternal duet (parallelism), for thought
is matter.

But how can that be? Thought and mat-
ter are so obviously not the same thing.
One does not solve the mind-body pro-
blem simply by denying it. Before we can
accept that thought and matter are the
same thing, we need to reimagine both the
self and the universe in nondual terms.

3. All Consciousness Is Consciousness
of Self

[T]he thinking substance [(i.e., thought)]
and the extended substance [(i.e., matter)]
are one and the same substance, which is
now comprehended under this attribute,
now under that. So also a mode of exten-
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sion and the idea of that mode are one and
the same thing, but expressed in two ways.’
— Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677)
Each of us can inwardly focus the at-
tention and identify what appears to be an
internal knower of the body’s propositional
thoughts, its feelings, and its perceptions.
This knower is sometimes called the “I” or
the “soul”; other times, the “self” Consider,
however, one’s knowing of the knower.
Ramana Maharshi (1879-1950), the
20th century Indian sage who attracted
many people to nondual philosophy, ur-
ged his disciples to practice atma vicara
(“contemplation of the self 7). He sug-
gested that during silent meditation, the
meditator should use the question “Who
am I?” to continually refocus the atten-
tion on the knower of whatever thoughts
or feelings might arise. But how does one
focus one’s attention on the knower? One
certainly doesn’'t know the knower in the
same way one knows an external object
like a chair or a cup of sweet tea, for as
soon as one attempts to objectify the
knower, it ceases to be the knower. The
very process of trying to cast one’s mental
gaze on the knower is analogous to trying
to use the outwardly focused light beam of
a spot-light to illuminate the spotlight
itself. It can’t be done. But a source of light
doesn’t need to be illuminated by a light
beam, for light is self-illuminating. In
other words, we know the knower by being
the knower, and that is enough. Our
knowing of the knower is an unmediated,
non-sensory sort of knowing, and
therefore even the word “knowing” is
inappropriate, for that word implies a
subject and an object, and some mediating
principle that connects the two. With
respect to the knower within each of us,
however, being the knower and
consciousness of the knower are the same
thing. Dualistic subject-object conscious-
ness simply does not apply.

7 Ethics, IIP7, Schol.



Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) made
a very similar point when he discussed
consciousness in his book Being and Noth-
ingness. Sartre said:

The reduction of consciousness to
knowledge in fact involves our
introducing into consciousness the

subject-object dualism which is typical
of knowledge. . . . Are we obliged after all
to introduce the law of this dyad into
consciousness? Consciousness of self is
not dual. If we wish to avoid an infinite
regress, there must be an immediate,
non-cognitive relation of the self to
itself. [§] ... In other words, every
positional consciousness of an object is
at the same time a non-positional
consciousness of [the consciousness]
itself.s

To refer to this special nondual form of
consciousness, Sartre coined the phrase
“non-positional consciousness (of)
self” (conscience non positionnelle (de) soi).
This consciousness is “non-positional”
because it does not stretch across a
subject-object divide, and it is “(of) self” —
with the “of ” in parentheses — because
the word “of” implies separation
between two thingsand hence duality’ I
find Sartre’s phrase informative but a bit
clunky and obscure. We might express
the same idea with the simpler term
“self-consciousness” or its synonym
“self-awareness,” but those terms in
English imply an egocentric psycholo-
gical state (i.e., the state one has when one

8 Sartre, Jean-Paul, Being and Nothingness: An
Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, translat-
ed and with an introduction by Hazel E. Barnes
(Philosophical Library 1956), pp. lii—liii, italics
added.

9 Sartre explained: “The necessity of syntax has
compelled us hitherto to speak of the ‘non-po-
sitional consciousness of self.” But we can no
longer use this expression in which the ‘of self’
still evokes the [dualistic] idea of knowledge.
(Henceforth we shall put the ‘of” inside parenthe-
ses to show that it merely satis ies a grammatical

1r'equirement.)” Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p.
iv.

realizes one is being observed by someone
else). To avoid that confusion, I will use
the phrase “nondual consciousness of self;’
but importantly, the word “consciousness”
in this phrase does not refer to the subject
side of the subject-object divide. It does
not refer, that is, to a knower contempla-
ting itself as if from a point of view outside
itself. Rather, it refers to a thing’s direct
consciousness of itself by being itself. It re-
fers to an ontology, not to an epistemology;
a state of being, not a state of knowing.

Moreover, the foregoing description of
consciousness grounds all conscious ex-
perience.' Notwithstanding our strong
feeling of being a soul that knows an objec-
tive world, subject-object consciousness is
merely an illusion, a superimposition. Ins-
tead, the experience we have with respect
to “[o]ur knowing of the knower” — the
experience of being conscious of a thing
by being that thing, not by perceiving that
thing — is what all consciousness actual-
ly is. All consciousness is consciousness of
self; there is no such thing as conscious-
ness of another."

Consider, for example, one’s knowing
of a tree that one sees standing on a hill-
side. What is it that one actually knows?
Does one know the tree? No — one knows
the light rays reflected from the variegated
surface of the tree. But does one even know
the light rays? No — the light rays pass
through the cornea of the eye and make an
inverted image on the retina, where rods
and cones are stimulated by the light. It is,
therefore, the stimulation of those rods and
cones that one actually knows. But does
one even know that? No — for the pattern
of that stimulation is communicated
through neurons to the visual cortex —
some neurons being responsive to light or
dark, others to various parts of the color

10 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, pp. l-1vi.
11 Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics X1, 7 and 9 [mak-
ing a similar point in reference to God’s thoughts].
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spectrum, and still others to shape or mo-
tion — and as a result, a representation of
the tree, constructed out of neural spiking
frequencies and constrained by the infor-
mational categories that the neurons are
physically capable of recognizing, appears
in the visual cortex. It is, therefore, that
representation of the tree in the visual cor-
tex that one actually knows.

But does one even know that? One
can continue the same analysis through
all the stages of data processing within
the brain, searching for the place where
sensory data actually become known by
the knower — the place, in other words,
where consciousness occurs. But where-
ver that place (or those places) might be,
the most significant point is the impossi-
bility of being conscious of anything other
than representations of the world that ap-
pear somewhere within one’s own brain. "
Hence, whatever external thing one may
be conscious of — a chair, the sweetness of
tea, a tree on a hillside — it is always only
ones own self that is the actual content
of one’s consciousness, and one does not
know it dualistically, by perceiving it from
the outside; one knows it non-dualistical-
ly, by being it.

And this principle holds true regardless
of how finely one analyzes the problem.
If the thing that one is conscious of is
separate from oneself — if it is an object
relative to a subject — then one can only
be conscious of it by being conscious of
the effects it is having on oneself, effects
that are communicated through some me-
dium. Ultimately, then, it is never anything
other than one’s own self that is the content
of one’s consciousness, and because that is
so, consciousness is never actually spread
across a subject-object divide. One cannot
be conscious of a thing without being that

12 See Russell, Bertrand, The Analysis of Mat-
ter (Dover 1954), p. 383.
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thing, and therefore consciousness and
being are the same thing.

Nonetheless, subject-object conscious-
ness remains a persistent illusion. Why?
The answer is that we are predisposed to
seeing past our own self, which is the true
content of all consciousness, in order to
learn things about the external world that
our own self reflects and that we desire
to know in order to survive as embodied
organisms. Because of this tendency to
see past the self, the nondual character
of consciousness becomes invisible to us,
and we feel as if we are a subject knowing
an object, an object we take to be material.

An analogy can be made to observing
the world through its reflection in the sur-
face of a small mirror — for example, the
side mirror on an automobile. When we
gaze at the mirror, we are really seeing only
the mirror’s surface, but we tend to see past
that surface, ignoring it in order to ob-
serve the objects reflected therein, which
are what most interests us. The surface of
the mirror thus becomes invisible to us in
favor of the reflected objects, but the mir-
ror’s surface is, in truth, the thing we are
actually gazing at. Likewise, although all
consciousness is nondual consciousness
of self, we tend to see past our own self,
ignoring it so as to gather information
about the external world reflected therein,
which is what most interests us. Our own
self thus becomes invisible to us in favor of
the external world, although our own self
is, in truth, the only actual content of our
consciousness.

Everyday experience offers many exa-
mples of this “seeing past.” If one closes one
eye, one sees the tip of one’s own nose. But
what happens when both eyes are open?
The tip of the nose disappears. Certain-
ly, light from the nose is still striking the
retina of each of one’s eyes. So, why does
one’s mind tune it out? The answer is that



it is not useful information, and therefore
it becomes invisible. Likewise, in every act
of perception, the medium of perception
becomes invisible in favor of the infor-
mation one is seeking to gather about the
external world.

Yet another example of this “seeing
past” involves a new pair of eyeglasses.
When one first puts on a new pair of eye-
glasses with stronger lenses, the shape of
external objects may seem to be distorted.
Over time, however, the distortion disap-
pears. One learns to see past the distortion
created by the lenses in favor of the infor-
mation one is seeking to gather about the
external world.

Language provides yet another exa-
mple of the tendency of any medium of
perception to become transparent. To a
German-speaking boy the vocalization
“Ich liebe dich” has the same meaning as
the vocalization “I love you” has to an
English-speaking boy. What each boy is
actually conscious of is a chain of phone-
mes, and the phoneme chain in each case is
quite different, but the phonemes become
transparent, and what the boy experiences
when he hears the relevant phonemes is
their comforting message. And when the
German-speaking boy learns English in
school, he learns that “I love you” means
“Ich liebe dich,” and in the beginning stages
of that learning, he must hear the English
words, substitute their German equiva-
lents, and then draw meaning from the
German. But over time, the English words
begin to sound like their meanings, and
he no longer needs to translate them into
German. To put the point in colloquial
terms, he begins to “think” in English. The
English phonemes have become transpa-
rent to him, just as the German phonemes
became transparent to him.

And the same process takes place, of
course, when one learns a new phonetic

alphabet. At the beginning, one must la-
bor to recognize the unfamiliar squiggles
that one sees on the printed page, and one
must mentally consult a memorized list of
correspondences. But over time, the squi-
ggles of the newly learned alphabet no
longer demand such deliberative interpre-
tation. Simply looking at them causes one
to hear their sound in one’s mind.

In a widely read essay, Thomas Nagel
considers what it is like to be a bat “seeing”
by means of its sonar. Among other things,
Nagel is interested in the privileged ac-
cess each conscious being has to its own
mind. As he points out, we cannot really
know what it is like to be a bat “seeing”
by means of its sonar, for we are not bats.
But can we guess? In some respects, a bat’s
“seeing” by means of a sonar must be very
different from a person’s seeing by means
of eyes, and that difference is due to the
functional differences between the tools
each species uses to gather information
about the external world. The bat’s sonar,
for example, does not deliver informa-
tion about color or shadow. Conversely,
the bat probably has a heightened sense of
depth perception relative to a person, be-
cause people infer depth from shadow and
also by merging the retinal images of two
eyes, whereas depth (distance) is precisely
the information that the bat’s sonar is ca-
pable of delivering. As Nagel explains, the
bat’s sonar “is not similar in its operation
to any sense that we possess,” and there-
fore “there is no reason to suppose that it
is subjectively like anything we can expe-
rience or imagine” "’

Butin atleast one respect, abat’s “seeing”
by means of a sonar corresponds to a per-
son’s seeing by means of eyes, because in
both cases, a sophisticated biological orga-
nism (a mammal) is employing a tool to
13 Nagel, Thomas, “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?,

The Philosophical Review 83/4 (Oct. 1974), p.
438.
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gather information about the shape of the
external world and to construct a represen-
tation of that world in its brain, and when
a mammal is moving forward very quickly,
it is the shape of the external world — not
the means by which it is perceived — that
is of primary interest. In other words, the
means by which relevant information is
delivered is not as important as the fact
that the information gets delivered by some
means. We know this to be true when we
learn a new language, and we can infer it
to be true more generally. In example after
example, the medium that conveys desired
information eventually becomes transpa-
rent to us in favor of the information we
are seeking. And in like manner, our own
self, which is the true content of every
conscious experience, becomes transpa-
rent to us in favor of the external world
reflected therein, a world that we — as
organisms seeking to survive — strongly
desire to know.

Thus, we feel that we are the knowers
of an external physical world, knowing
it across an unbridgeable subject-object
divide, and we even begin to imagine
that subject-object consciousness is what
consciousness actually is. But what we are
interpreting as “subject” and “object” is
nothing other than our inherent capacity
to be conscious of our own state of being.
We construct that consciousness of self
into a subject knowing an object because
doing so makes us better survivors in a so-
metimes-dangerous world.

4. Thought-Matter Equivalence

I should say that what the physiologist
sees when he looks at a [hospital
patient’s] brain is part of his own brain,
not part of the brain he is examining.'*
— Bertrand Russell (1872-1970)

In light of what we have said in the pre-

14 Russell, The Analysis of Matter, p. 383.
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vious section, consider the possibility that
consciousness — nondual consciousness
of self — is the being of a thing, whereas
matter is how a thing appears when it is
known inferentially from the impressions
it makes on one’s sense organs. And, in re-
ferring to “matter,” I include everything
associated with physical reality, whether
energy or mass. In other words, when
item X is known empirically, it seems to be
matter. But when item X is known directly,
simply by being item X, it turns out to be
nothing but consciousness. According to
this reasoning, it is only the mediation of
the senses as one’s method of knowing that
makes consciousness seem to be material.

But here we have to be careful because
we tend to think of consciousness as the
subject side of the subject-object divi-
de, and we cannot allow that tendency
to confuse us. True consciousness, as we
have explained, is a thing’s consciousness
of its own state of being, not its conscious-
ness of something outside itself. So, let us
use the word “thought” for subject-object
consciousness, thus reserving the word
“consciousness” for nondual conscious-
ness of self. If we do, we find that thought
and matter are complementary and mu-
tually dependent aspects of nondual
consciousness.

If, for example, one is thinking of an
apple, one’s apple-thought involves a men-
tal image of a round object, about the size
of a fist, usually red or green, smooth to
the touch, having a distinctive aroma, etc.
But thought-matter equivalence does not
mean that one’s apple-thought is the same
as a physical apple sitting in a bowl of fruit
on a table; rather, it means that one’s apple-
thought is the same as a physical brain
representing an apple in the form of neu-
ral spiking frequencies, and it is the brain’s
thought of itself that is the true content of
the apple-thought.



But even with the benefit of that insight,
the phrase “thought of itself” necessa-
rily implies a dualism of thought and
matter. We still have, on the one side, a
brain’s thoughts and, on the other, a ma-
terial brain patterned by neural spiking
frequencies. When even that trace of
dualism is removed, we are left with just
nondual consciousness — consciousness
that is conscious of itself by being itself,
not by knowing itself. And it is that non-
dual consciousness that appears to us as
thought and matter, just as the flat surface
of a mirror reflecting a distant city appears
to have depth.

One might ask, however, whether this
philosophy is merely a dressed-up form
of idealism. If the physical world, when
experienced directly rather than empiri-
cally, turns out to be nothing but nondual
consciousness, then aren't we essentially
denying the reality of matter, dismissing it
as the illusory effect of a flawed epistemo-
logy? And if so, aren’'t we beset by all the
problems that accompany the idealist so-
lution to the mind-body problem?

It is true that the physical world is no-
thing but consciousness, but that fact does
not mean thateverything is merely a dream
you are dreaming. Rather, everything is a
dream being dreamed by itself. Thus, the
material world is real in every significant
sense. Each particle of the universe has its
own intrinsic being, but its being is no-
thing over and above its consciousness of
self. To be a boson is to be conscious of a
boson, and that is all it is.

If one perceives, say, a lump of clay on
a potter’s wheel, the clay appears to be an
inert thing, devoid of consciousness. But if
one recognizes that, in perceiving the clay,
one is actually conscious only of the clay’s
reflection within one’s own self, a self that
is veritably sparkling with consciousness,
then it becomes hard not to conclude that

all things everywhere sparkle with that
same consciousness. In other words, the
only thing in this universe that one actual-
ly knows directly, without any mediation,
is one’s own self, and it is undeniably
conscious, so what basis does one have
to deny consciousness to everything else?
The fact is that we seek a material substra-
tum for consciousness only because of the
illusion of materiality created by the sub-
ject-object divide.

This section opened with a quote by
Bertrand Russell about the human brain.
A very good way to know a hospital pa-
tient’s brain is to study it, as a physiologist
might do, using the most modern scienti-
fic equipment available. But a much more
accurate way to know the hospital patient’s
brain is to be it. Despite our great faith in
scientific objectivity, the physiologist’s way
of knowing the brain is mediated and the-
refore inherently unreliable, leading to
confused theories such as the notion that
the brain’s underlying substance is matter.

Some readers might have a doubt about
the assertion just made that scientific in-
quiry is an unreliable form of knowing.
Indeed, we value the objectivity of the
scientific method precisely because of its
accuracy, and in the case of a brain injury,
we are grateful for the power of medical
science to study the brain and heal it. The
point is not that one can discover all the
structures and mechanisms of one’s brain
merely by closing one’s eyes and being
them. " Rather, the point is that when one
is conscious of a thing by being it, one’s
consciousness of that thing is not dis-
torted by any mediating physics; it is direct
and, at least in that sense, perfect. Even a
drunk man has perfect and undistorted
consciousness of his brain — he has per-
fect and undistorted consciousness of the

15 See Garrett, Don, Nature and Necessity in
Spinoza’s Philosophy (Oxford Univ. Press 2018),
pp. 405-407.
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misinformation about the external wor-
1d that his alcohol-sodden brain is at that
moment representing.

By contrast, when one knows so-
mething by means of sensory perception,
one’s knowledge of it is quite constrained.
Human beings have only five sense organs,
each responsive to only a very narrow
band of information. Thus, it is as if we are
viewing the external world through five
tiny fragments of a broken and distorted
mirror. It is true that we can vastly im-
prove our understanding of the external
world by using scientific instruments to
compensate for the distortions and inade-
quacies of our sense organs, but we remain
greatly disadvantaged when we try to learn
the true form of external things using only
empirical methods. Rather, such methods
are most effective at doing precisely the
things they evolved to do — seeking suste-
nance for the body and identifying and
avoiding potential dangers.

Speaking metaphorically, we might say
that when the physiologist studies a hos-
pital patient’s brain, the physiologist’s way
of knowing the brain is knowing it from
the outside, whereas the patient’s way of
knowing the same brain is knowing it from
the inside. But those metaphors (“outside”
and “inside”) obscure the fact that the
“outside” view is mediated and inferen-
tial, whereas the “inside” view is direct. As
Bertrand Russell explained, “what the phy-
siologist sees when he looks at a [hospital
patient’s] brain is part of his own brain, not
part of the brain he is examining.”'®

5. The Truth Will Set You Free

In The Nondual Mind, 1 examine the
teachings of nondual Kashmiri Shaivism
and Baruch Spinoza, and I demonstrate
the striking ways in which both philoso-
phical systems articulate the principles

16 Russell, The Analysis of Matter, p. 383, ital-
ics added.
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summarized in this article. In particu-
lar, both systems assert that all things are
conscious, and both systems add that all
consciousness is consciousness of self. But
my book does much more. It also persua-
sively shows that these ideas, taken to their
logical conclusion, answer every impor-
tant philosophical riddle, including the
riddle of what it means to be free in a uni-
verse governed in every detail by the laws
of physics.

But the ideas expressed here demand
a complete reimagining of who or what
one is. And that point brings me to the
theme of this edition of Dogma: “Beliet”
Most of us are heavily invested in Carte-
sian dualism, deeply believing it to be true
because it corresponds so closely to how
it feels to be human. In Christianity, we
learn that belief can be our redemption.
But sometimes belief obscures truth, and
truth — even counterintuitive truth — can
be our liberation.

James H. Cumming (Bachelor of Arts,
Columbia University; Juris Doctor, magna
cum laude, University of Pennsylvania) is
a senior research attorney at the Califor-
nia Supreme Court, where he is an expert
in philosophy of law. He has also been a
scholar of religion for over 40 years. He
began by studying Sanskrit and Indian
scripture, specializing in the nondual
philosophy of Kashmir. Later, he learned
Hebrew and completed a comprehensive
study of Jewish mysticism. In 2019, he
published Torah and Nondualism: Diver-
sity, Conflict, and Synthesis (Ibis Press).
This article is excerpted from his second
book, The Nondual Mind: Vedanta, Kash-
miri Pratyabhijiia Shaivism, and Spinoza,
which is still in manuscript and which can
be accessed on Academia.edu.
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HINDU NONDUAL PHILOSOPHY, SPINOZA,
AND THE MIND-BODY PROBLEM

by James H. Cumming

This article is a second excerpt from James H. Cumming’s book The Nondual Mind:
Vedanta, Kashmiri Pratyabhijiia Shaivism, and Spinoza, which is still in manuscript,
and which can be accessed on Academia.edu (the first excerpt was published in the
winter edition of Dogma). Mr. Cumming (Bachelor of Arts, Columbia University; Juris
Doctor, magna cum laude, University of Pennsylvania) is a senior research attorney at
the California Supreme Court, where he is an expert in philosophy of law. He has also
been a scholar of religion for over 40 years. He began by studying Sanskrit and Indian
scripture, specializing in the nondual philosophy of Kashmir. Later, he learned Hebrew
and completed a comprehensive study of Jewish mysticism. In 2019, he published Torah
and Nondualism: Diversity, Conflict, and Synthesis (Ibis Press).

My book, The Nondual Mind, compares
Hindu nondual philosophy to that of Ba-
ruch Spinoza, demonstrating the similarity
of Spinoza’s ideas to Kashmiri Pratyabhi-
jAia Shaivism.' In the previous edition of
Dogma, I published an introductory ex-
cerpt from that book. The present article
continues where the previous article left
off, constituting a second excerpt from the
same book. In this excerpt, I examine the
texts of Vedanta, Pratyabhijiia Shaivism,
and Spinoza, focusing in particular on
texts that address the mind-body prob-
lem. Close textual analysis can be difficult,

1 The simpler term “Kashmiri Shaivism” is mislead-
ing because, historically speaking, Shaivism does not
divide neatly into a northern type in Kashmir and a
southern type in Tamil Nadu. More importantly, even
within Kashmir, Shaivism was far from monolithic.
The nondual Kashmiri philosophy discussed in the
present article is better described as Pratyabhijiia
Shaivism, and therefore I will use that term.
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but the effort one invests in understanding
these texts promises great reward, for the
analysis presented in this article constitutes
the heart of my book, and it undergirds
many of the book’s most powerful and
liberating conclusions. Moreover, a com-
parative analysis of these texts is valuable
in its own right, deepening one’s under-
standing of these philosophical systems by
tracing significant similarities and distinc-
tions.

The interested reader may want to read
my previous article before reading this
one. Doing so, however, is not necessary.
The previous article discusses two main
points: All things are conscious, and all
consciousness is consciousness of self. As
that article explains in some detail, one
cannot be conscious of a thing — any-
thing — without being that thing. Hence,
subject-object consciousness is an illusion;
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 one’s
own self that is the content of one’s con-
sciousness, and one’s consciousness of self
is ontological, not epistemological. Let us
see how these ideas find expression in the
texts of Hindu nondual philosophy and
Spinoza.

1. The Principal Upanishads

The Upanishads are philosophical dis-
cussions that form a part of the Vedas.
The philosophy presented in the Upa-
nishads — known as Vedanta — is not
consistent in every detail, but one basic
principle that emerges is that Brahman
(God, or the ground of being) is the same
as Atman (the “self” of the universe, or the
“universal consciousness”), which is the
same as atman (the “self” of the individu-
al, or the “individual consciousness”).

The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, dating
to the early part of the first millennium
before the Common Era, explains that at
first Brahman knew only itself, but then
Brahman divided into countless parts,
becoming the consciousness of individ-
ual beings. Despite this apparent change,
however, consciousness remains one, not
many, for those who are awake to the truth:

Verily, in the beginning this world
was Brahman [(i.e., universal nondual
consciousness)]. [€] It knew only itself:

“I am Brahman!” Therefore, it became

the AlL . .. This is so now also. Whoever

thus knows “I am Brahman!” becomes
this All; even the gods have not pow-
er to prevent his becoming thus, for
he becomes their self. [§] So whoever
worships another divinity [than con-
sciousness], thinking “[This divinity] is
one and I another,” he knows not.?

2 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 1.4.10, translated

in Hume, Robert Ernest, The Thirteen Principal
Upanishads: Translated from the Sanskrit, with

The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad is assert-
ing in this passage that the consciousness
each of us experiences internally is not as
individual as it seems to be. Instead, the
same seamless consciousness — knowing
only itself — shines in all things, and when
one is aware of that fact, one recognizes
ones own innermost self to be the inner-
most self of all things. By realizing the
unity of consciousness, one even becomes
the “selt” (i.e., soul) of the gods. Based on
this principle of universal consciousness,
the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad rejects du-
alistic devotional practices, instead urging
the worship of consciousness itself. The
Upanishad explains that the one God
(Brahman) is not an object of conscious-
ness, and therefore our relationship with
God cannot be a devotional I-and-thou re-
lationship. Rather, God is the subject in all
conscious things, a being that is knowable
only by experiencing one’s own conscious-
ness. This point is expressed in a dialog
between Ushasta Cakrayana and the sage
Yajiiavalkya. The former pleads: “Explain
to me him who is just the Brahman, pres-
ent and not beyond our ken, him who is
the Soul in all things.” The latter responds:
“You could not see the seer of seeing. You
could not hear the hearer of hearing. You
could not think the thinker of thinking.
You could not understand the under-
stander of understanding. He is your soul,
which is in all things. Aught else than this
is wretched.”’

Yajilavalkya also makes the point that
one cannot be conscious of a thing without
being that thing, and therefore all percep-
tion is really consciousness of self:

an Qutline of the Philosophy of the Upanishads
and an Annotated Bibliography (Oxford Univ.
Press 1921), pp. 83—84.

3 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.4, translated in
Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, pp.
111-112.
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Verily, while he does not there see
[(i.e., in the state of nondual conscious-
ness)], he is verily seeing, though he
does not see; for there is no cessation
of the seeing of a seer [in the awakened
state] . . . . It is not, however, a second
thing, other than himself and separate,
that he may see. [The next seven verses
of the Upanishad repeat the same princi-
ple with reference to smell, taste, speech,
hearing, thinking, touching, and know-
ing. It then continues:] Verily where
there seems to be another, there the one
might see the other; the one might smell
the other; the one might taste the oth-
er; the one might speak to the other; the
one might hear the other; the one might
think of the other; the one might touch
the other; the one might know the other.
An ocean, a seer alone without duality,
becomes he whose world is Brahman, O
King!*

Later, Yajiiavalkya elaborates the same ba-
sic point:

For where there is a duality, as it were,
there one sees another; there one smells
another; there one tastes another; there
one speaks to another; there one hears
another; there one thinks of another;
there one touches another; there one
understands another. But where every-
thing has become just one’s own self,
then whereby and whom would one
see? then whereby and whom would
one smell? then whereby and whom
would one taste? then whereby and to
whom would one speak? then whereby
and whom would one hear? then where-
by and of whom would one think? then
whereby and whom would one touch?
then whereby and whom would one

4 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.3.23-32, translat-
ed in Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads,
pp. 137-138.
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understand? whereby would one un-
derstand him by means of whom one
understands this All?°

Similar ideas are found in the Chand-
ogva Upanisad, which also dates to the
early part of the first millennium before
the Common Era. Again, we are told that
it is always one’s own self that is the con-
tent of one’s consciousness, regardless of
what external objects one might think one
is seeing or hearing. The Chandogya Upa-
nisad explains:

As far, verily, as this world-space ex-
tends, so far extends the space within the
heart [(i.e., the locus of consciousness)].
Within it [(the heart-space)], indeed,
are contained both heaven and earth,
both fire and wind, both sun and moon,
lightning and the stars, both what one
possesses here and what one does not
possess; everything here is contained
within it.°

The Upanishads thus emphasize the
unity of consciousness, but they don't ful-
ly explain matter. Instead, the Upanishads
seem to imply a form of subjective ideal-
ism that gives matter no intrinsic being.
The Upanishads state that the material
world is merely “name and form,” imply-
ing (like Plato’s theory of forms) that the
physical world is just something the in-
tellect attributes or imagines: “Verily, at
that time the world was undifferentiat-
ed. It became differentiated just by name
and form, as the saying is: ‘He has such a
name, such a form’ Even today this world
is differentiated just by name and form, as
the saying is: ‘He has such a name, such

5 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.5.15, translated
in Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, p.
147. See also Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 2.4.14.
6 Chandogya Upanisad 8.1.3, translated in
Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, p.
263.



a form’ 7”7 No one can deny that the hu-
man mind makes the world intelligible
by categorizing perceptions according to
name and form, but are we therefore to
conclude that the material world is merely
our projected imaginings with no intrinsic
existence? The Upanishads give hints, but
they do not explicitly resolve the question.

2. Adi Sankara
Adi Sankara (8th century c.e.) is per-
haps the most famous expounder of the
philosophical system presented in the
Upanishads. Little is definite about Sanka-
ra’s life, although we can draw a few basic
conclusions. He was born in Kalady, a vil-
lage near Cochin in southwest India. It is
said that he lived as a mendicant and died
when he was 32 years old, and yet despite
his short life, he was unusually prolific.
The main emphasis of many of Sankara’s
writings is that consciousness is universal
and unitary, and that it only appears to be
individual and manifold because it shines
through a countless variety of material
vessels. Sankara uses many analogies to
illustrate this point. One well-known and
oft-repeated example is that of the space
(“ether”) inside and surrounding a clay jar:
There is in reality no transmigrat-
ing soul different from the Lord [(i.e.,
universal consciousness)]. Still the
connection (of the Lord) with limiting
adjuncts, consisting of bodies and so on,
is [unquestioningly] assumed, just as we
assume the ether to enter into connec-
tion with diverse limiting adjuncts such
as jars, pots, caves, and the like. And just
as in consequence of connection of the
latter kind such conceptions and terms
as “the hollow (space) of a jar;” &c. are
generally current, although the space
inside a jar is not really different from

7 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 1.4.7, translated in
Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, p. 82.

universal space, and just as in conse-
quence thereof there generally prevails
the false notion that there are different
spaces such as the space of a jar and so
on; so there prevails likewise the false
notion that the Lord [(i.e., universal
consciousness)] and the transmigrat-
ing soul are different; a notion due to
the nondiscrimination of the (unreal)
connection of the soul with the limiting
conditions, consisting of the body and
soon.®

In other words, just as space is merely
space, but when a jar is present, then space
appears to be individualized (i.e., the space
inside the jar), likewise consciousness is
merely consciousness, but when the vessel
of the body is present, then conscious-
ness appears to be individualized (i.e., the
body’s soul). The text quoted above is from
Sankara’s Brahmasitrabhasya. Below,
I set forth two additional excerpts from
that text, each making essentially the same
point by way of a different analogy. The
first excerpt uses the analogy of the sun or
moon illuminating an object in space. The
second excerpt uses the analogy of the sun
being reflected in a body of water. In each
case, Sankara argues that consciousness,
which is universal and unitary, appears
to be individual and manifold because it
shines through a variety of material forms:

[Excerpt One:] Just as the light of the
sun or the moon after having passed

[invisibly] through space enters into

contact with a finger or some other

limiting adjunct, and, according as the
latter is straight or bent, [the light] it-
self becomes straight or bent as it were

8 Brahmasitrabhasya 1, 1, 5, translated in Thi-
baut, George, The Vedanta-Siitras with the Com-
mentary by Sankardcarya, in The Sacred Books
of the East, vols. 34 and 38, edited by F. Max
Miiller (Oxford: The Clarendon Press 1896), vol.
34, p. 51, spelling modernized.
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[(i.e., the light becomes visible as the
straight or bent form of the illuminat-
ed finger)]; so Brahman [(i.e., universal
consciousness)] also assumes, as it were,
the form of the earth and the other lim-
iting adjuncts with which it enters into
connection. (III, 2, 15)

[Excerpt Two:] The reflected image of
the sun [in water] dilates when the sur-
face of the water expands; it contracts
when the water shrinks; it trembles
when the water is agitated; it divides it-
self when the water is divided. It thus
participates in all the attributes and
conditions of the water; while the real
sun remains all the time the same. —
Similarly Brahman, although in reality
uniform and never changing, partic-
ipates as it were in the attributes and
states of the body and the other limiting
adjuncts within which it abides; it grows
with them as it were, decreases with
them as it were, and so on. (III, 2, 20)°

The main point Safkara is making in
each of these passages is that the individual
consciousness of the body (i.e., the body’s
“soul”) does not really exist as an inde-
pendent entity, just as the reflection of the
sun in the water does not really exist as an
independent sun. Each of these (the soul
and the reflection of the sun) only seems
to have individuality because of the physi-
cal medium in which it appears. In one of
his most popular works, Vivekaciidamani
(“Crest-Jewel of Discrimination”), Sanka-
ra resorts once again to the metaphor of
the sun reflected in water:

When the limiting adjunct moves,
the movement of [the Self’s] reflection
[in that limiting adjunct] is ascribed by
fools to the original, like the sun which
is unmoving [appearing to move when

9 Brahmasitrabhasya 111, 2, 15-20, translated

in Thibaut, The Vedanta-Siitras, vol. 38, pp. 156—
159, spelling modernized.
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reflected in moving water]. Likewise,
one thinks “I am the doer,” “I am the en-
joyer,” “I am lost,” alas!

Whether on water or on land, let this
insentient body wallow. I am not affect-
ed by their qualities, even as the space is

not affected by the qualities of the pot.*

We can summarize Sankara’s under-
standing of Vedanta in this way: The body
and even the intellect are part of the ma-
terial world; they move and act according
to immutable laws that govern the mate-
rial world." Consciousness pervades the
body and intellect, as it does all things
everywhere, and ordinary people think,
“I am the doer;” “I am the enjoyer.” But in
truth, the body has no individual soul, and
the one that knows the body’s movements
and actions is the universal consciousness.
Sankara therefore urges: “As the space in a
pot merges into the universal space, merge
the individual in the great Self” 2

These texts, and especially the proba-
tive analogies they employ, succeed in
redirecting our attention to the undivided
universal consciousness that hides behind
our everyday experience of being a soul
piloting a body. But Sankara’s writings,
like the Upanishads on which they rely,
are vague when it comes to explaining
precisely how it is that universal con-
sciousness comes to be filtered through so
many material vessels, thus assuming the
illusory form of so many individual souls.
In this regard, Sankara frequently invokes
a stark consciousness-matter dualism, as-

10 Vivekaciudamani 508-509 (GRETIL), trans-
lated in Grimes, John, The Vivekacudamani of
Sankardcarya Bhagavatpada: An Introduction
and Translation (Ashgate 2004), p. 255 (Samata
edition, vv. 509-510).

11 See Vivekaciidamani 549-550 (GRETIL).

12 Vivekacudamani 288 (GRETIL), translated
in Grimes, The Vivekaciidamani, p. 182 (Samata
edition, v. 289).



serting that matter, although somehow
derivative of Brahman, is completely dis-
tinct from consciousness. Thus, despite
Sankara’s great renown as a nondual mas-
ter of Vedanta, he does not quite succeed
in closing the subject-object divide. For
example, he writes:

Fire is hot indeed but [it] does not
burn itself, and the acrobat, well trained
as he may be, cannot mount on his own
shoulders. As little could consciousness,
if it were a mere quality of the elements
and their products, render them objects
ofitself. . . . Hence in the same way as we
admit the existence of that perceptive
consciousness which has the material el-
ements and their products for its objects,
we also must admit the separateness of
that consciousness from the [material]
elements. And as consciousness consti-
tutes the character of our Self, the Self
must be distinct from the body. '

Sankara is saying here that the material
elements that constitute the objects of
consciousness — things such as earth,
water, air, and fire (energy) — could
no more be conscious than an acrobat
could mount his own shoulders. It seems,
therefore, that Sankara is more interested
in asserting that all consciousness is one
than he is in resolving the mind-body
problem. It may be that Sankara draws a
sharp distinction between consciousness
and matter because he wants to break
our identification with the body and its
mortality, but be that as it may, Sankara

13 In Hindu literature, the term “nondual” (ad-
vaita) most often refers to the unity of the individ-
ual consciousness and the universal conscious-
ness, not the unity of subject and object. Thus,
Sankara is without question properly described
as a nondualist.

14 Brahmasutrabhasya 111, 3, 54, translated in
Thibaut, The Vedanta-Siitras, vol. 38, pp. 270—
271.

repeatedly insists that any connection
between consciousness and the body is
false." Instead, he focuses our attention on
the extreme subject side of the subject-ob-
ject divide, making even the intellect into
an object of consciousness. He urges us
to think of consciousness as an infinite
field of pure awareness, devoid of differ-
entiating features and therefore one and
indivisible. But Sankara’s method does
not eliminate the subject-object divide; it
only accentuates it.

The closest Sankara comes to explain-
ing the ontological basis of matter is his
reiteration of the Upanishadic theory
that the world is merely “name and form”
(namartipa) superimposed on Brahman
due to “ignorance” (avidya), which for
Safikara means that the world is unreal
and that only Brahman is real. He says:

This entire universe, which appears to
be of diverse forms through ignorance,
is only the Absolute [(i.e., Brahman)]
freed from all defective understanding.

A jar, though a modification of clay,
is not different from it [(the clay)] as it
is essentially all clay. There is no sepa-
rate entity of the form of the jar apart
from the clay. Why, then, call it a jar? It
is merely a false imagined name.

No one is capable of showing the es-
sence of the pot to be other than the clay.
Hence, the pot is imagined only due to
delusion. Clay alone is the true abiding
reality of the pot.

All that is, being the effect of the Ex-
istent Absolute [(i.e., Brahman)], can be
nothing but the Existent. It is pure Ex-
istence. Nothing exists other than it. If
anyone says there is [something else],
their delusion has not vanished and
they babble like one in sleep. '

15 See, e.g., Bhagavadgitabhasya XIII, 2;
Vivekaciidamani 154—164 (GRETIL).

16 Vivekacudamani 227-230 (GRETIL), trans-
lated in Grimes, The Vivekacudamani, pp. 160—
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Thus, Sankara suggests that because
the material world is merely name and
form, it exists only in the human mind,
implying a sort of subjective idealism. Ac-
cording to Sankara, the material world
is only an “appearance” or “semblance”
(abhasa), like a magicians trick. It is an
“illusory modification” (vivarta), “unreal”
or “false” (mithya), a “mistake” (bhranti) of
perception, a “superimposition” (adhydaro-
pa) upon Brahman, analogous to seeing a
tree trunk and mistaking it for a person,
or seeing mother-of-pearl and mistaking
it for silver, or seeing a coiled rope and
mistaking it for a snake. Indeed, Sankara
resolves a host of philosophical problems
simply by denying the reality of the world.
For example, although the characteristics
of an effect necessarily tell us something
about the characteristics of the cause, San-
kara insists that Brahman (the cause of the
world) is in no sense limited, defined, or
qualified by the world’s diverse character-
istics because they are all illusory. He says:

[As for Upanishadic passages assert-
ing that the material world and Brahman
are the same], we refute the assertion
of the cause [(i.e., Brahman)] being af-
fected by the effect and its qualities

[(i.e., the world)] by showing that the

latter are the mere fallacious superim-

positions of nescience[.] [A]nd the very
same argument holds good with refer-
ence to reabsorption also [(i.e., just as
the emergence of the unreal world does
not limit, define, or qualify Brahman,
so also the reabsorption of the unreal
world does not limit, define, or qualify

Brahman)]. — We can quote other ex-

amples in favor of our doctrine. As the

magician is not at any time affected by
the magical illusion produced by him-
self, because it is unreal, so the highest

Self is not affected by the world-illu-

sion. And as one dreaming person is

161 (Samata edition, vv. 229-232).
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not affected by the illusory visions of his
dream because they do not accompany
the waking state and the state of dream-
less sleep; so the one permanent witness
of the three states (viz. the highest Self
which is the one unchanging witness of
the creation, subsistence, and reabsorp-
tion of the world) is not touched by the
mutually exclusive three states. For [the
experience] that the highest Self appears
in those three states is a mere illusion,
not more substantial than the snake for
which the rope is mistaken in the twi-

light."”

The problem with this sort of subjec-
tive idealism is that for most of us, a piece
of fine pottery is worth a lot more than
a lump of raw clay, and if Brahman has
taken the name and form of a hard rock,
one had better not kick it with one’s bare
foot. Therefore, name and form is not — at
least at the practical level — as dream-
like and illusory as Sankara’s philosophy
asserts, and even Sankara acknowledges
that the material world is not completely
false, like the “son of a barren woman.” It
has a certain mundane (vyavaharika) re-
ality, but it is ephemeral, and our focus
should be on the underlying eternal thing
(the Self or Brahman) that is the most true
(paramarthika) reality.'®

In summary, Sankara insists on a stark
dualism of consciousness and matter while
also asserting that the material world is
merely a cosmic trompe loeil. Thus, San-
kara solves the mind-body problem not
by eliminating the consciousness-matter
divide but by denying the outer world’s
existence altogether. But even so, he ada-
mantly rejects the subjective idealism of

17 Brahmasitrabhasya 11, 1, 9, translated in
Thibaut, The Vedanta-Siitras, vol. 34, pp. 311—
312, spelling modernized.

18 See Vivekacidamani 350, 501,
(GRETIL); Atmabodha 47-53, 57, 63-64.
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Buddhist philosophers.'” Thus, he seems
to walk both sides of the line at once.

3. The “City in a Mirror”

Sankara is a master at analogies, and
he typically develops his analogies for his
readers, using them to powerfully illustrate
his ideas. But in Vivekactidamani, San-
kara makes only passing mention of an
intriguing analogy that gains great signif-
icance two centuries later in the texts of
Kashmiri Pratyabhijiia Shaivism. Sankara
says: “That, wherein this reflection of the
world is like a city in a mirror, that Ab-
solute [(i.e., Brahman)] I am”?° The idea
being expressed here, without elaboration,
is that the experience we have of being a
soul that observes a remote world — what
we have been calling the subject-object
divide — is merely an illusion. The reflec-
tion of a distant city on the flat surface of a
small mirror only appears to be a remote;
in truth, it is the flat surface of the mirror
that one is seeing. Likewise, the observed
world only appears to be separate from

19 On Sankara’s rejection of Buddhist ideal-
ism, see, e.g., Brahmasitrabhasya 11, 2, 28-30;
Brhadaranyakopanisadbhasya 1V, 3, 7; Upa-
desasahasri, Metrical Part, ch. 16, vv. 23-29, and
ch. 18, vv. 123-151.

20 Vivekacudamani 291 (GRETIL), translated
in Grimes, The Vivekaciidamani, p. 183 (Samata
edition, v. 292). The city-in-a-mirror simile also
appears, without elaboration, in the opening stan-
za of the Daksinamiirti Stotra, a Saiva hymn at-
tributed to Sankara: “I bow to Sri Daksinamiirti in
the form of my guru; I bow to Him by whose grace
the whole of the world is found to exist entirely in
the mind, like a city’s image mirrored in a glass,
though, like a dream, through maya’s power it ap-
pears outside; and by whose grace, again, on the
dawn of Knowledge, it is perceived as the ever-
lasting and non-dual Self.” Daksinamiirti Stotra,
stanza 1, translated in Nikhilananda, Self-Knowl-
edge: An English Translation of Sankaracharya’s
Atmabodha with Notes, Comments, and Introduc-
tion (Sri Ramakrishna Math 1947), pp. 233-234.

oneself; in truth, it is only one’s own self
that is the content of one’s consciousness.

This potent city-in-a-mirror simile is
not the first time that the doctrine of re-
flection (pratibimbavada) has played a key
role in Hindu philosophical discourse. As
we have already seen, Sankara frequently
relies on the example of the sun reflected
in water to describe the way the universal
consciousness is modified by various me-
dia to take the illusory form of a multitude
of souls. But the city-in-a-mirror simi-
le is fundamentally different from these
other uses of the reflection metaphor, for
the city-in-a-mirror simile describes the
known world as the reflection, and it de-
scribes the universal consciousness (i.e.,
Brahman) as the medium in which the
reflection appears. This reversal of the
reflection metaphor can be traced to the
early centuries of the Common Era, but
with the simile of a city reflected in a mir-
ror, it assumes a nondual form.

We have said that Sankara does not quite
close the subject-object divide, but the city-
in-a-mirror simile helps narrow the gap. It
informs us that the seeming separateness
of the material world — its objectivity rel-
ative to a knowing subject — is an illusion,
like the illusion of remoteness that char-
acterizes objects seen in a mirror. And as
it turns out, the city-in-a-mirror simile,
if applied to all things, even to so-called
inanimate things like rocks and clods of
earth, resolves the consciousness-matter
dualism that Sankara has otherwise only
reinforced. Moreover, it does so without
denying the reality of the world. What the
city-in-a-mirror simile powerfully sug-
gests is that subject and object are really
one, and therefore objects of conscious-
ness are also conscious subjects, having
the same ontological status as conscious
subjects. Consciousness is not a passive
and separate knower of an unreal objec-
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tive world; rather, it is the objective world,
and it is conscious only of itself.

But to understand how that philosoph-
ical conclusion can be derived from the
city-in-a-mirror simile, we need to turn to
the texts of Pratyabhijiia Shaivism.

4. Pratyabhijiia Shaivism

According to legend, the sage Vasu-
gupta (9th century c.e.) had a dream in
which Siva told him to go to a particular
rock near where he lived, and there, in-
scribed on the underside of that rock, he
would find teachings that would benefit
the world. Vasugupta thus discovered the
77 sutras (“aphorisms”) that constitute the
Siva Sitras. This large rock sits beside a
forest stream called the Harwan in what is
now the Dachigam National Park near Sri-
nagar, and the sitras allegedly discovered
there constitute one of the early texts that
influenced the development of Pratyabhi-
jAia Shaivism. Vasugupta is also credited
with writing the Spandakarika (“Verses on
Vibration”), although the actual author of
the latter work might have been one of his
disciples, Bhatta Kallata (9th century c.e.).

A different disciple of Vasugupta,
Somananda (10th century c.e.), wrote
an important work called the Sivadrsti
(“Vision of Siva” or “Siva’s Philosophy”),
and Somananda’s disciple, Utpaladeva
(10th century c.e.), wrote a commentary
on that text. Utpaladeva also wrote the
I$varapratyabhijfiakarika as well as an au-
to-commentary to that work.

Utpaladevas  disciple was  Lak-
smanagupta (10th century c.e.), whose
disciple was, in turn, Abhinavagup-
ta (10th-11th centuries c.e.). The latter
was perhaps the leading scholar and ex-
plicator of Pratyabhijia nondualism.
Abhinavagupta wrote numerous import-
ant texts and commentaries, but for present
purposes, two are particularly significant:
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chapter 3 of the Tantraloka (“Light on the
Tantra”) and the Paramarthasara (“The
Essence of the Supreme Truth”).

Abhinavagupta’s leading disciple was
Ksemaraja (10th-11th century c.e.). Kse-
maraja wrote important commentaries
on the Siva Sitras and the Spandakarika,
and he also wrote the Pratyabhijiiahy-
dayam (“Heart of Recognition”), with an
auto-commentary. Finally, Ksemaraja’s
disciple, Yogaraja (11th century c.e.) wrote
a useful commentary on Abhinavagupta’s
Paramarthasara. Together, these texts pro-
vide a good introduction to Pratyabhijiid
Shaivism, illuminating its insightful an-
swer to the mind-body problem.

Like the Upanishads and the writings of
Sankara, these Pratyabhijiia texts use the-
istic terminology in their presentation of
philosophical ideas. But whereas the Upa-
nishads and Sankara refer to God primarily
by way of an abstract concept — Brahman
(i.e., universal consciousness) — the texts
of Pratyabhijiia Shaivism refer to God
using masculine names and honorifics
associated with a specific figure from Hin-
du mythology. These names include Siva,
Sadasiva, Sambhu, Bhairava, and Sarkara,
butin the context of Pratyabhijfia Shaivism,
such names should not be thought of as
invoking a mythological deity. Instead,
like the name Brahman in the Upanishads,
these names are used to signify universal
consciousness. The Pratyabhijfia texts also
use feminine names for God — such as
Citi and Sakti — and both masculine and
feminine images play an important part
in worship and ritual, but it would be a
misinterpretation of Pratyabhijfia texts to
imagine God in solely anthropomorphic
gender-specific terms.

Moreover, the most important thing
to consider in studying these texts is not
their names for God but their assertions
that all things, even lumps of clay, are ful-



ly conscious and that this consciousness
is, in every case, consciousness of self, not
consciousness of another. As we shall see,
those assertions imply that the world is
real, not mere illusion, and those asser-
tions, not the names used for God, are
what most distinguish Pratyabhijiia phi-
losophy, aligning Pratyabhijiia philosophy
with the ideas that Spinoza articulated
seven centuries later.

We will begin with the idea that all
consciousness is consciousness of self. Ut-
paladeva’s Isvarapratyabhijiiakarika states:
“The objects that are manifested in the
present can be manifested as external [to
consciousness] only if they reside within
[consciousness].”* Utpaladeva’s point here
is that consciousness cannot somehow
venture outside itself to become conscious
of external objects, for if consciousness
ventured outside consciousness, it would
then no longer be conscious. Therefore,
consciousness can only be conscious of
what exists inside consciousness. In other
words, consciousness can only be con-
scious of itself. As Utpaladeva further
explains, “[c]onsciousness has as its es-
sential nature [selfward-facing,] reflective
awareness.”** This principle has profound
implications as regards the mind-body

21 I$varapratyabhijiiakarika 1.5.1 (KSTS, vol.
34, 2nd text, p. 14), translated in Torella, Raffa-
ele, The Isvarapratyabhijiakarika of Utpalade-
va, with the Authors Vrtti: Critical edition and
annotated translation (Motilal Banarsidass, cor-
rected edition, 2002), p. 111.

22 ISvarapratyabhijiiakarika 1.5.13 (KSTS, vol.
34, 2nd text, p. 18), translated in Torella, The
Isvarapratyabhijiakarika, p. 120. 1 have made
an editorial emendation to the translation to bet-
ter capture the sense of the word pratyavamarsa.
Raffaele Torella explains that pratyavamarsa
is “reflective awareness” or “self-conscious-
ness” that is strongly “characterized by intro-
jection and return to the subject.” Torella, The
I$varapratyabhijiiakarika, p. xxiv, fn. 32.

problem. If consciousness is, in all cases,
nondual — conscious only of itself — then
the subject-object divide is unreal. In oth-
er words, all conscious subjects are the
objects of their own consciousness, and
nothing can be an object of consciousness
without also being a conscious subject. To
exist, then, is to be conscious.

Most people believe that consciousness
is dualistic — the subject side of the sub-
ject-object divide — and they believe it
exists only as a special feature of complex
living organisms. According to this way
of thinking, if a great cataclysm destroyed
all complex organisms, then the uni-
verse — full of swirling galaxies, stars, and
planets — would continue much as before,
but known by no one and nothing. On
our own planet, the sun would rise in the
east and set in the west, vegetation would
sprout during the warm seasons, rivers
would flow, wind would blow, rainstorms
would drench the soil, but all without any-
one or anything conscious of it.

But for Utpaladeva, consciousness is
nondual — conscious only of itself — and
it is the underlying stuff of all existence.
According to this view, a universe known
by no one and by nothing is, simply put,
an impossibility, because the opposite
of the word “conscious” is not “uncon-
scious”; rather, the opposite of the word
“conscious” is “nonexistent.” Utpaladeva’s
teacher, Somananda, was particularly clear
on this point, asserting that “a clay jar,
by comprehending its own self, exists”?
Somanandass striking assertion led a 13th
century teacher of Pratyabhijiia Shaivism
to draw this conclusion: “[T]his conscious-
ness is called being, and this being is said to
be consciousness.”** But Somananda fur-
ther asserted that a thing’s consciousness

23 Sivadrsti 5.34 (KSTS, vol. 54, p. 187).
24  Maharthamanjart, Trivandrum Sanskrit Se-
ries, no. 66, pp. 35, 39.
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of itself — its being, that is — is nothing
other than God’s consciousness of it, for all
consciousness is one.*

These are powerful ideas, and the later
texts of Pratyabhijfia Shaivism draw from
these ideas to explain the distinctive fea-
tures of human consciousness, using the
analogy of a city reflected in a mirror to
collapse the illusion of separation that
alienates us from our experiences.

a. The Tantraloka’s Pratibimbavada

Abhinavagupta was the great scholar
and synthesizer of Pratyabhijfia Shaivism,
and the Tantraloka is his most important
work. Chapter 3 of that work presents an
esoteric theory of the Sanskrit alphabet,
but at the beginning of the chapter, Abhi-
navagupta outlines his own unique version
of the “doctrine of reflection” (pratibim-
bavada). Here, Abhinavagupta presents
the basic principles that underlie the city-
in-a-mirror simile, and therefore these
verses merit close analysis.

Abhinavagupta begins by saying,

2. Light [(i.e., the light of conscious-
ness)] is what bestows luminosity to
everything. And the universe is not dis-
tinct from it. Or, if it were [distinct,] it
could not manifest.

3. For this reason, the Supreme Lord,
who is unrestrained, displays in the fir-
mament of his own self such immense
manifestation of the creation and the
destruction [of the universe].

4. Just as discrete [entities] such as
earth and water become manifest in an
uncontaminated mirror, in the same
way the various dynamic aspects of the
universe become manifest within the
Lord of consciousness that is one.*

25 See Sivadysti 5.105-109.

26 Tantraloka 3.2—4 (KSTS, vol. 28, pp. 2-4),
translated in Kaul, Mrinal, Abhinavagupta's The-
ory of Reflection: A Study, Critical Edition and
Translation of the Pratibimbavada (verses 1-65)
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Thus, Abhinavagupta uses the meta-
phor of reflection to explain how, despite
the appearance of diversity, external ob-
jects are nothing but consciousness, just as
the diversity of reflected items in a mirror
are nothing but mirror.

What follows next, in verses 5 through
43, is a discussion of how the sense organs
of the body operate, and Abhinavagup-
ta’s model of sensory perception is at least
conceptually consistent with how we un-
derstand sensory perception today. When
one sees a tree, for example, some sort of
representation of the tree appears in one’s
visual cortex, and it is that representation
that is actually known, not the external
tree. Similarly, according to Abhinavagup-
ta, each sense organ functions very much
like a mirror, but he notes that the sense
organs are imperfect mirrors, for each can
only reflect (or represent) that which cor-
responds to its nature.

Abhinavagupta analogizes conscious-
ness to these sensory reflectors, but unlike
the sensory reflectors, consciousness is a
perfect mirror, capable of reflecting ev-
ery possible characteristic. In other words,
consciousness reflects aroma, taste, form,
touch, sound, and more, and Abhina-
vagupta describes this universal reflectivity
of consciousness as its purity (nairmalya)
and its clarity (svacchata). Abhinavagupta
next explains that although the universe
exists as a reflection in consciousness,
nothing exists outside consciousness, act-
ing as the source of that reflection. It is
therefore not truly a reflection; rather, it
is as if it were a reflection. (See Tantraloka
3.44-65.) Abhinavagupta says:

57. This [world] is mingled with con-
sciousness [as an image in a mirror is
mingled with a mirror]. Its manifesta-

in Chapter III of the Tantraloka with the com-
mentary of Jayaratha (Ph.D. thesis, Concordia
University, Montréal, Québec, Canada, August
2016), pp. 227-229.



tion is impossible without consciousness
[as an image in a mirror is impossible
without a mirror]. Is it not [therefore ap-
propriate] that [this universe] in which
there are worlds (pura), tattvas etc. is
called a reflected image (pratibimban)
in consciousness (bodhe)?

59. [Objection:] But the existence of
the reflected image (pratibimbasya) is
impossible without the original image
(bimbam). [Reply:] What from that?
[We do not care about this] for the orig-
inal image (bimbam) is not identical
with the reflected image (pratibimbe).

60. And therefore, in the absence
of this [original image], nothing goes
wrong as regards the said definition of
the [reflected image]. This question is
merely confined to the cause.”

Here, Abhinavagupta is explaining that
because an original image and a reflected
image are not the same thing, the latter
can — in theory at least — exist without
the former, and the “objection,” therefore,
comes down to a question of causation.
We usually understand the original image
to be the cause of the reflected image, and
therefore we conclude that the existence
of the latter depends on the existence of
the former, but Abhinavagupta explains
that there are different types of causes, and
with regard to the so-called “reflection”
of the universe that appears in the mirror
of consciousness, the cause is not an ob-
ject external to consciousness, but simply
God’s power of self-expression. (Tantralo-
ka 3.61-65.)

In the conclusion to chapter 3 of the
Tantraloka, Abhinavagupta briefly revisits
the reflection metaphor, using it to de-

27 Tantraloka 3.57-60 (KSTS, vol. 28, pp. 65—
68), translated in Kaul, Abhinavagupta’s Theory
of Reflection, pp. 276-278.

scribe the awakened practitioner’s ecstatic
union with God:

268. The [adept] for whom the
universe — all things in their diver-
sity — appears as a reflection in his
consciousness, that one is truly the uni-
versal sovereign.

280. [The adept feels:] “All this pro-
ceeds from me, is reflected in me,
is inseparable from me.”*®

In other words, the adept realizes that

everything that appears to be “outside” or
“other” is actually only one’s own self.

b. The Sivasiitravimarsini

The Sivasitravimarsini is Ksemaraja’s
commentary on the Siva Sitras. It does
not discuss the doctrine of reflection (pra-
tibimbavada), nor does it make use of the
city-in-a-mirror simile. Nonetheless, it
makes several important points that are
relevant to the mind-body problem and
thus bear on our topic. Ksemaraja’s com-
mentary begins with ideas familiar to us
from the Upanishads and from Sankara’s
writings, emphasizing that God’s univer-
sal consciousness is what each person and
thing experiences as the consciousness of
its own soul. Ksemaraja says: “[I]t (the
sitra) at first teaches — in opposition to
those who hold that there is a difference
between man (i.e., the human self) and
I[$vara (the Supreme Lord) — that con-
sciousness of Siva alone is, in the highest
sense, the self of the entire manifestation.”*

Ksemaraja then makes clear that this
consciousness is consciousness of self,
not consciousness of another. He quotes a

28 Tantraloka 3.268 and 3.280 (KSTS, vol. 28,
pp. 246 and 253).

29 Ksemardja’s com. to Siva Sitras, sitra 1.1
(KSTS, vol. 1, p. 3), translated in Singh, Jaideva,
Siva Siitras: The Yoga of Supreme Identity (Moti-
lal Banarsidass 1979), pp. 5-6.
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nondual text called the Ucchusmabhaira-
va Tantra, which asserts: “The knower
and the known are really the same prin-
ciple”* Similarly, he quotes the following
verse from the Spandakarika (verse 2.4):
“It is only the experiencer who always and
everywhere exists in the form of the expe-
rienced.”?! These ideas are, by now, familiar
to us. The subject-object divide is unreal.

Ksemaraja returns to these same ideas
in his commentary to the fourteenth sitra:
“drsyam sariram?” Ksemaraja explains that
the word drsyam, from the Sanskrit root
drs (“seeing, “viewing,’ “looking at”),
refers to every knowable phenomenon,
whether an inner state or an outer mate-
rial object. And the word sariram means
“body” Therefore, the siitra can be ren-
dered as: “That which presents itself to
one’s consciousness is one’s body.”** Kse-
maraja explains:

Whatever is perceptible, whether in-
wardly or outwardly, all that appears to
[the expert practitioner] like his own
body, i.e., identical with himself and not
as something different from him. This is
so because of his great accomplishment.
His feeling is “T am this,” just as the feel-
ing of Sadasiva with regard to the entire

universe is “I am this.”*?

As we have said, one is aware of an
external object only insofar as it is reflect-
ed and represented in ones own being.
Hence, whatever presents itself to one’s

30 Quoted in Ksemaraja’s com. to Siva Sitras,
sutra 1.1 (KSTS, vol. 1, p. 8), translated in Singh,
Siva Sitras, p. 13.

31 Quoted in Ksemaraja’s com. to Siva Sitras,
sutra 1.1 (KSTS, vol. 1, p. 9), translated in Singh,
Siva Sitras, p. 14.

32 Jaideva Singh translates the siitra as follows:
“All objective phenomena, outer or inner, are like
[the practitioner’s] own body.” See Singh, Siva
Sitras, p. 57.

33 Ksemaraja’s com. to Siva Sitras, sitra 1.14
(KSTS, vol. 1, p. 32), translated in Singh, Siva
Sutras, p. 57.
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consciousness is quite literally one’s own
body (Sariram). Moreover, external objects
only appear to be material when perceived
through the mediation of the senses. Their
true form (as they are in themselves) is
their consciousness of self, just as one’s
own true form is one’s consciousness of
self. And because any divisions that ap-
pear in consciousness are themselves only
consciousness, a wise person recognizes
that external objects are — both epistemo-
logically and ontologically — nothing but
his or her own self. There is no such thing
as other.

c. The Spandakarika and the Span-
da-Nirnaya

The Spandakarika is a collection of
verses attributed to Vasugupta but per-
haps written by his disciple Bhatta Kallata.
The title means “Verses on Vibration,” re-
ferring to the theory that “vibration” or
“pulse” (spanda) plays a critical role in the
underlying structure of the universe. For
present purposes, however, the Spanda-
karika is relevant only for what it tells us
about consciousness.

The Spandakarika has been explicat-
ed in several important commentaries.
Ksemaraja’s commentary is called the
Spanda-Nirnaya, meaning “The Com-
prehensive Study of Vibration” In the
Spanda-Nirnaya, Ksemaraja employs the
city-in-a-mirror simile, using it to illustrate
Abhinavagupta’s doctrine of reflection
(Tantraloka 3.1-65). Among other things,
Ksemaraja’s aim is to show that con-
sciousness is nondual — conscious only of
itself — despite appearing to stretch across
an unbridgeable subject-object divide. The
commentary takes the traditional form
of a series of objections and replies. Kse-
maraja writes:

[Objection:] “Well, if this world has
come out (i.e., separated) from that

Exquisite Mass of Light [(i.e., from uni-



versal consciousness)], then how can it
be manifest, for nothing can be manifest
outside Light [(i.e., nothing exists out-
side consciousness)]?”

[Reply:] . . . “That (i.e., the world)
has not come out from Him [(i.e., from
universal consciousness)] as does a wal-
nut from a bag. Rather, the self-same
Lord — through his absolute freedom,
manifesting the world, on His own
background, like a city in a mirror, as if
different from Him, though non-differ-
ent — abides in Himself”**

The universal consciousness — called
“Lord” (bhagavan) in this text — is always
one without a second. Therefore, the world
does not come into existence as something
separate from universal consciousness
(“as does a walnut from a bag”). Rather,
the world comes into existence as a con-
figuration of consciousness (“on His own
background, like a city in a mirror”), and
the separation is only apparent (“as if dif-
ferent from Him, though non-different”).

Later, in section 2, verse 4, the Span-
dakarika explicitly declares the unity of
subject and object. This is a text that we
already encountered above in Ksemaraja’s
commentary to the Siva Siitras:

34 Spanda-Nirnaya, com. to Spandakarika,
verse 1.2 (KSTS, vol. 42, p. 10-11), translated in
Singh, Jaideva, The Yoga of Vibration and Divine
Pulsation: A Translation of the Spanda Karikas
with Ksemaraja'’s Commentary, the Spanda Nir-
naya (SUNY Press 1992), p. 29. See also Span-
da-Nirnaya, com. to Spandakarika, propitiatory
verses (KSTS, vol. 42, p. 1), translated in Singh,
The Yoga of Vibration, p. 2 [everything is “por-
trayed . . . on the canvas of Her own free, clear
Self, just as a city is reflected in a mirror”]; Span-
da-Nirpaya, com. to Spandakarika, verse 1.1
(KSTS, vol. 42, p. 3), translated in Singh, The
Yoga of Vibration, p. 10 [“This power, though
non-distinct from the Lord, goes on presenting
the entire cycle of manifestation and withdrawal
on its own background like the reflection of a city
in a mirror.”].

[W]hether in the word, object, or
thought, there is no state which is not
Siva [(i.e., universal consciousness)]. It
is the experiencer himself who, always
and everywhere, abides in the form of
the experienced, i.e., it is the Divine
Himself who is the essential experienc-
er, and it is He who abides in the form of
the universe as His field of experience.*

By asserting that the experiencer (i.e.,
the subject) takes the form of the experi-
enced (i.e., the object), the Spandakarika
is reiterating the familiar point that con-
sciousness is nondual, conscious only of
itself. But, more subtly, by universalizing
that principle — by having it apply “always
and everywhere” — the Spandakarika
is telling us that all objects of conscious-
ness, even those that are inanimate, are
also conscious subjects. In other words,
the collapse of subject and object into
one — which is the central point of the
city-in-a-mirror simile — implies the con-
sciousness of all things.

The Spandakarika brings these ideas to
a powerful conclusion in section 2, verses
6 and 7, which state:

This only is the manifestation of the
object of meditation in the meditator’s
mind: that the aspirant with resolute
will has the realization of his identity
with that (object of meditation).

This alone is the acquisition of am-
brosia leading to immortality; this alone
is the realization of Self; this alone is the
initiation of liberation leading to identi-
ty with Siva.*

In the South Asian religious tradition,
one uses the mantra of one’s personal dei-
ty as a support in meditation, culminating

35 Spandakarika, verses 2.4 (KSTS, vol. 42, p.
47), translated in Singh, The Yoga of Vibration,
pp. 115-116.

36 Spandakarika, verses 2.6—7 (KSTS, vol. 42,
p. 50), translated in Singh, The Yoga of Vibration,
p. 121.
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(one hopes) in the manifestation of one’s
deity before oneself in physical form. But
this text is boldly asserting that the mani-
festation of one’s mantra deity occurs only
in the realization that one actually is the
deity that one has been meditating upon.
Moreover, one’s immortality, one’s self-re-
alization, and one’s identity with Siva are
all none other than the direct experience
of that subject-object unity. As Ksemara-
ja declares, “[o]ne should worship Siva by
becoming Siva.”¥

d. The Pratyabhijiiahrdayam

The Pratyabhijiiahrdayam was written
by Ksemaraja with the purpose of making
the ideas of Pratyabhijfia philosophy ac-
cessible to non-experts. The text’s second
siutra explains that consciousness does
not give rise to the universe in a dualistic
sense — as an objective universe separate
from and observed by a conscious soul.
Rather, as Abhinavagupta said (see Tan-
traloka 3.3 and 3.49-50), consciousness
creates the universe within conscious-
ness. The siitra states: “By the power of
her own will (alone), she [(i.e., “conscious-
ness’)]) unfolds the universe upon her
own screen (i.e., in herself as the basis of
the universe).”*® Ksemaraja next turns to
the city-in-a-mirror simile to explain his
point further: “She unfolds the previously
defined universe (i.e., from Sadasiva down
to the earth) like a city in a mirror, which
though non-different from [the surface of
the mirror] appears as different”* Like the

37 Spanda-Nirnaya, com. to Spandakarika,
verses 2.6—7 (KSTS, vol. 42, p. 50), translated in
Singh, The Yoga of Vibration, p. 123.

38 Pratyabhijiiahrdayam, sutra 2 (KSTS, vol.
3, p. 5), translated in Singh, Jaideva, Pratyabhi-
jhaahrdayam: The Secret of Self-Recognition
(Motilal Banarsidass 1982), p. 51.

39  Pratyabhijiahrdayam, com. to sitra 2
(KSTS, vol. 3, p. 6), translated in Singh, Praty-
abhijniahrdayam, pp. 51-52.
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reflection of a distant city in the flat surface
of a mirror, objects of consciousness ap-
pear to be remote, but it is only the surface
of the mirror that we are actually seeing
when we look at a reflected city, and it is
only our own self that is the actual content
of our consciousness when we perceive an
external object. Thus, the subject-object
divide is only an appearance, “like a city
in a mirror, which though non-different
from [the surface of the mirror] appears
as different.”

In his commentary to the ninth sitra,
Ksemaraja goes on to explain that the il-
lusory subject-object divide arises because
we are embodied creatures that use sense
organs to acquire knowledge about the
surrounding world. Ksemaraja says:

When the highest Lord, whose very

essence is consciousness, conceals, by
His free will, pervasion of non-duality
and assumes duality all round, then His
will and other powers, though essential-
ly non-limited, assume limitation. .. .. (In
the case of ) knowledge-power, owing to
its becoming gradually limited in the
world of differentiation, its omniscience
becomes reduced to knowledge of
a few things (only). By assuming
extreme limitation, beginning with the
acquisition of an inner organ [(i.e., the
intellect, mind, ego, memory;, etc.)] and
organs of perception [(i.e., the sense or-
gans)], [the universal consciousness]
acquires mayiya-mala, which consists
in the apprehension of all objects as dif-
ferent [from itself].*

Imagine, a person who, since birth, is
only permitted to see and hear through
a camera and microphone located some-
where inside his or her own body. This
person would inevitably view internal
bodily organs as if they were external.
40  Pratyabhijiahrdayam, com. to sitra 9

(KSTS, vol. 3, p. 21), translated in Singh, Praty-
abhijiahrdayam, pp. 71-72.




Likewise, when consciousness — which is
infinite and universal — is conditioned by
the “inner organ” (i.e., the brain) and “or-
gans of perception” (i.e., the senses) of a
particular body, it assumes the contracted
form of an individual soul imagining the
objects of its sensory perception to be ex-
ternal to it. The universal consciousness
then believes “Iam small” and “the external
world is vast,” but it is only the perceptive
capacity of the brain and sense organs that
is small. In truth, the universal conscious-
ness is unbound, and the entire world is
internal to it, as the following verse from
Utpaladeva’s I$varapratyabhijiakarika de-
scribes: “Indeed, the Conscious Being,
God, like the yogin, independently of ma-
terial causes, in virtue of His volition alone,
renders externally manifest the multitude
of objects that reside within Him.”*

It is difficult to imagine that we are view-
ing the world inside out, that the world
that surrounds us is really inside us, and
that it is conscious in all its parts. It is dif-
ficult to imagine that one’s own soul is the
soul of the universe, ever delighting in its
consciousness of its own self. It is difficult,
but not impossible.

e. The Paramarthasara

Ksemaraja’s disciple, Yogaraja, wrote a
commentary to Abhinavagupta’s Paramar-
thasara, reiterating many of the foregoing
themes. For our purposes, his commentary
is most notable for its detailed discussion
of the city-in-a-mirror simile, using it to
describe the nondual nature of conscious-
ness.

The first verse of Abhinavagupta’s Pa-
ramarthasara refers to the universal
consciousness as “Sambhu,” an alternative

41  I$varapratyabhijiiakarika 15.7 (KSTS,
vol. 34, 2nd text, p. 16), translated in Torella,
The I$varapratyabhijiiakarika, p. 116. See also
I$varapratyabhijiiakarika 1.6.7.

name for Siva. Addressing Sambhu in the
second person, as “You” to whom “I,” the
writer, come for refuge, the verse says: “To
You, the transcendent, situated beyond
the abyss, beginningless, unique [(i.e., one
without a second)], yet who dwell in man-
ifold ways in the caverns of the heart, the
foundation of all this universe, and who
abide in all that moves and all that moves
not, to You alone, O Sambhu, I come for
refuge”** Yogaraja's commentary explains
that all things — even unmoving, inani-
mate objects — are conscious by the light
of the universal consciousness, for noth-
ing exists outside consciousness.

The idea that a rock or a clod of earth
has a conscious self might leave some
readers wondering what the rock or earth
clod is thinking about. Therefore, verse 8
of the Paramarthasara explains that, al-
though all things are conscious, all things
do not have anything like the subject-ob-
ject consciousness of a human soul, or
even an animal soul, and therefore their
consciousness goes unnoticed. We already
saw in our study of Ksemaraja’s Pratyabhi-
jhahrdayam (com. to sitra 9) that nondual
consciousness can assume the particular-
ized form of an individual soul only when
a physical system is constructed so as to
produce within itself a representation of
the outside world — as is true, for exam-
ple, of a living organism with a brain and
sense organs. Verse 8 of the Paramar-
thasara makes the same point, drawing an
analogy to Rahu.

Rahu is the ascending lunar node (i.e.,
the place where the moon’s orbit inter-
sects the ecliptic when ascending from
the southern ecliptic hemisphere to the

42  Paramarthasara, verse 1 (KSTS, vol. 7, p.
2), translated in Bansat-Boudon, Lyne, and Ka-
maleshadatta Tripathi, An Introduction to Tantric
Philosophy: The Paramarthasara of Abhina-
vagupta with the Commentary of Yogardja (Rout-
ledge 2011), p. 63.
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northern ecliptic hemisphere). In astron-
omy, this node is merely a location in
space, but if the moon happens to be “full”
(i.e., directly opposite the sun, on the far
side of the earth) when this intersection
occurs, we on earth experience it as a lu-
nar eclipse (i.e., the shadow of the earth
passes across the moon). In Vedic astrol-
ogy, which focuses on how things appear
to an earthly viewer, this ascending lunar
node is thought to be an invisible planet
that becomes visible during the eclipse.
Using that invisible planet as an analo-
gy, Abhinavagupta states in verse 8 of the
Paramarthasara: “Just as Rahu, although
invisible, becomes manifest when inter-
posed upon the orb of the moon, so too
this Self [(i.e., consciousness)], although
[invisibly] present in all things, becomes
manifest in the mirror of the intellect, by
securing [similarly] a basis in external ob-
jects”®

Consciousness, in other words, is “pres-
ent in all things,” but what makes the
consciousness of an inert lump of clay
different from that, say, of a person is the
absence, in the former case, of a brain and
sense organs that enable the conscious-
ness to manifest itself “in the mirror of the
intellect” Moreover, it is only through sub-
ject-object consciousness — that is, “by
securing a basis in external objects” — that
this revelation of consciousness occurs.
In other words, we can become aware of
consciousness only as the knower of some
object. Without objects of consciousness,
consciousness itself remains invisible, like
light passing through empty space, without
anything to illuminate. The implication of
this point is profound. Although the true
essence of all consciousness is nondual
consciousness of self, consciousness only
reveals itself in the dualistic illusion of a
43 Paramarthasara, verse 8 (KSTS, vol. 7, p.

24), translated in Bansat-Boudon, An Introduc-
tion to Tantric Philosophy, pp. 96-97.
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subject knowing an object.

In commenting on this verse, Yogaraja
distinguishes between the absolute “I” and
the relative “I.” The relative “I” is the “I” that
appears in the sentence: “I hear sounds.”
This relative “I” exists as a subject in rela-
tion to a perceived object, and it depends
on the perception of the object for its ex-
istence. When an object is known, even if
that object is only a mental image, then the
relative “I” is also known, but when there
is no object of knowing, as in dreamless
sleep, the relative “I” disappears. In short,
the relative “I” is the “I” of subject-object
consciousness. By contrast, the absolute
“I” is the nondual consciousness that con-
stitutes one’s true self. It never disappears,
even in dreamless sleep, and according
to verse 8, it is “present in all things,” but
invisibly so, like Rahu when there is no
moon to eclipse. Yogaraja explains:

Moreover, when [this Self] becomes
a matter of awareness in the [cognitive]
experience of the “first person,”... — an
experience that occurs to every cognizer
endowed with a subtle body whenever
objects of sense such as sound, viewed
as objects to be known, are apprehend-
ed in the mirror of intellect, or, in the
mirror of intuition — then, that same

Self, its form now fully manifest, is ap-

prehended. .. .*

Significantly, Yogardja — who, along
with his teachers, insists that all things
are conscious — 1is quite restrictive re-
garding the experience of subject-object
consciousness, saying that it occurs only
when sense objects are perceived “in the
mirror of intellect” of “every cognizer
endowed with a subtle body” Although
everything, everywhere, is conscious, only

44 Yogaraja’s com. to Paramarthasara, verse 8
(KSTS, vol. 7, p. 25), translated in Bansat-Boud-
on, An Introduction to Tantric Philosophy, pp.
97-98.



organisms that have a brain and sense or-
gans are constructed in such a way that
their consciousness (their absolute “I”) as-
sumes the form of an individual soul that
is the knower of objects of perception (a
relative “I”). Yogaraja says:

[Nevertheless,] even though [con-
sciousness] is there in the lump of clay,
etc., it is widely taken as not being there,
in virtue of [the clay’s] abounding in

tamas [(“darkness,” “dullness”)], just like
Réhu in the sky [when not appearing on
the orb of the moon].

But, ultimately, from the point of
view of the Supreme Lord, no usage
distinguishes the sentient from the in-
sentient.*

Several verses later, the Paramarthasara
employs the city-in-a-mirror simile, us-
ing it to illustrate that consciousness
is really nondual — conscious only of
itself — despite manifesting itself in the
dualistic form of a subject knowing an
object. Verses 12 and 13 state:

As, in the orb of a mirror, objects
such as cities or villages, themselves
various though not different [from the
mirror’s flat surface], appear [there, in
the mirror,] both as different from each
other and from the mirror itself, so ap-
pears this world [in the mirror of the
Lord’s consciousness], differentiated
both internally and vis-a-vis that con-
sciousness, although it is not different
from [that universal] consciousness
most pure, the supreme Bhairava.*

Yogaraja’s commentary explicates these
important verses in great detail, but Yo-

45 Yogaraja’s com. to Paramarthasara, verse 8
(KSTS, vol. 7, pp. 25-26), translated in Bansat-
Boudon, An Introduction to Tantric Philosophy,
pp. 98-99.

46 Paramarthasara, verses 12—13 (KSTS, vol.
7, p. 35), translated in Bansat-Boudon, An Intro-
duction to Tantric Philosophy, p. 112.

garajas commentary also describes the
limitations of the city-in-a-mirror simile,
at least when that simile is applied to the
totality of all consciousness, not just to the
individual consciousness of a particular
person. Yogaraja states:

Nevertheless, between the Light of
consciousness — endowed as it is with
the state of wonder — and the light of
the mirror, there is the following differ-
ence — viz., the city, etc., that is judged
to be different [from the mirror] as a re-
flection [in the mirror], appears in the
perfectly pure mirror [only as an ex-
ternal form], but [an actual city] is in
no way created by the mirror. Thus the
conclusion that “this is an elephant” [as
applying to what is seen] in the mirror
would be erroneous], for it is a reflection
of an elephant, and the actual elephant
is outside the mirror].

On the other hand, Light [viz., con-
sciousness], whose essence 1is the
marvelous experience of itself [(i.e., the
essence of consciousness is nondual)],
makes manifest on its own surface, and
out of its own free will, the [actual] uni-
verse, whose material cause is that same
consciousness, [as is known] by consid-
ering that [the universe] is not different
[from that consciousness].*

The point being made here is that
the reflection of a city that appears in a
physical mirror is just an image, not an
actual bricks-and-mortar city, whereas
the universe that appears in the mirror
of consciousness is an actual universe.
Moreover, the reflection of a city that ap-
pears in a physical mirror is caused by an
actual city that exists outside the mirror,
whereas the universe that appears in the
mirror of consciousness is caused only by

47 Yogaraja’s com. to Paramarthasara, verses
12-13 (KSTS, vol. 7, pp. 38-39), translated in
Bansat-Boudon, An Introduction to Tantric Phi-
losophy, pp. 115-116.

Dogma

37



consciousness itself. There is no inert uni-
verse, outside consciousness, that becomes
known when it is reflected in a conscious
soul somewhere. Rather, consciousness
manifests actual cities and the like on the
“canvas” of consciousness, without there
being anything outside consciousness that
is the source of those manifestations, and
consciousness is then conscious of those
manifestations by reason of being con-
scious of itself.

But as Yogardja has previously ex-
plained, the mirror simile also describes
the subject-object consciousness that oc-
curs when sense objects are perceived in
the intellect-mirror of embodied beings,
and needless to say, things do exist outside
the “intellect-mirror” of a particular phys-
ical body. Indeed, this point is explicit in
chapter 3 of the Tantraloka, wherein Abhi-
navagupta describes the sense organs as
reflecting various aspects of the surround-
ing world and performing their perceiving
function by means of that reflection. (See
Tantraloka 3.5-43.) At the individual lev-
el, therefore, the city-in-a-mirror simile
applies without qualification. Whatever
physical thing one might be perceiving
through one’s bodily senses, one is actually
only conscious of one’s own self in which
that thing is being reflected and represent-
ed. Hence, one’s sense of being separate
from the content of one’s consciousness
is merely an illusion, like the illusion of
depth that characterizes the reflection of a
distant city in the flat surface of a mirror.

Moreover, according to the Paramar-
thasara, the nondual consciousness of self
that is illustrated by the city-in-a-mirror
simile describes the consciousness of all
things. And because even a clay jar is ful-
ly conscious, verse 74, discussing a person
who is a knower of truth — a jiianin —
states that “[t]he divine abode [(i.e., the
locus of consciousness)] for him is his
own body . . . or [if not his own, then] the
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body of another, or even an object, such
as a jar.’* Yogaraja elaborates this verse
as follows: “Not only is the body [for the
jfianin] the abode of the deity inasmuch as
it is the dwelling place of consciousness,
but as well, whatever [other] objects there
are that are governed by consciousness,
all of them are abodes of the deity for him
[the jianin]”*

The genius of the city-in-a-mirror sim-
ile 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. Thus, it Pratyabhijia Shaivism
is categorized as idealism, it is very dif-
ferent from the unsettling notion that all
things are merely the dream images of a
remote dreamer. Rather, all things are the
dream images of themselves, having their
own intrinsic being despite being nothing
but consciousness. This form of idealism,
in other words, is a diffuse non-reductive
idealism, and it can just as well be catego-
rized as materialism.

Sankara’s Vedanta urged us to withdraw
to the extreme subject side of the sub-
ject-object divide, identifying with a pure
consciousness that had no form (ariipa)
and no qualities (nirguna), and Sankara
declared that the objective world of differ-
entiation was merely an unreal appearance
(abhdasa). But Pratyabhijia philosophy
instead eliminates the subject-object di-
vide, declaring all objects to be conscious
subjects, and all conscious subjects to be
objects of their own consciousness. The
result is a world that is every bit real, but
whose underlying being is consciousness.

48 Paramarthasara, verse 74 (KSTS, vol. 7, p.
140), translated in Bansat-Boudon, An Introduc-
tion to Tantric Philosophy, p. 252.

49 Yogaraja’s com. to Paramarthasara, verse
74 (KSTS, vol. 7, p. 142), translated in Bansat-
Boudon, An Introduction to Tantric Philosophy,
p. 254.



But if the world is real, then all its di-
versity is also real, and that diversity must
have a source in God’s own being. Draw-
ing from the pre-Sankaran theories of
Bhartrhari (5th century c.e.), Pratyabhi-
jna philosophy posits a God that is Speech
(vac) and Word (sabda), thus giving specif-
ic form and content to God’s inner being.
As I explain in Part Seven of my book, all
the dynamic diversity of the world exists
outside time as God’s eternal unchanging
essence, and in the time dimension, that
essence plays out as the pulse (spanda) of
creation and dissolution, a pulse that oc-
curs both on a cosmic scale and in the
arising and subsiding of every thought.

5. Baruch Spinoza

By decree of the angels and by the
command of the holy men, we ex-
communicate, expel, curse and damn
Baruch de Espinoza . . .. Cursed be he
by day and cursed be he by night;
cursed be he when he lies down and
cursed be he when he rises up. Cursed
be he when he goes out and cursed be
he when he comes in. The Lord will
not spare him, but then the anger of
the Lord and his jealousy shall smoke
against that man, and all the curses
that are written in this book shall
lie upon him, and the Lord shall blot
out his name from under heaven. And
the Lord shall separate him unto evil
out of all the tribes of Israel,
according to all the curses of the
cove-nant that are written in this book
of the law. But you that cleave unto
the Lord your God are alive every one
of you this day.
— Decree of Excommunication against
Baruch Spinoza (Amsterdam, July 27,
1656 c.e.)®

50 Nadler, Steven, Spinoza: A Life (Cambridge
Univ. Press 1999), p. 120.

a. Baruch Becomes Benedictus

Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677 c.e.) was
a philosopher who saw truth in things
that are counterintuitive, and like oth-
er innovative thinkers before him, he
was criticized and rejected for his ideas.
But notwithstanding the local communi-
ty’s curse that “the Lord shall blot out his
name from under heaven,” Spinoza’s name
is today known and respected through-
out the world. Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe (1749-1832 c.e.) praised Spino-
za as “a sedative for my passions,” adding
that Spinoza seemed to open up for him
“a great and free outlook over the sensible
and moral world” In poetry, Albert Ein-
stein wondered at the extent of his great
love for Spinoza, exclaiming, “How I love
this noble man. More than I can say with
words.” David Ben-Gurion sought to have
the decree of excommunication against
Spinoza rescinded, and people from all
backgrounds continue to read Spinoza’s
books and letters, they contemplate and
discuss his ideas, and they admire the sim-
ple austerity of his way of life.

Spinoza was a Dutch Jew whose fami-
ly immigrated to Holland from Portugal,
where they had been forced to practice
their Jewish faith in secret. Spinoza was
raised and educated in a traditional Jew-
ish manner, but even as a young man, he
proved to be a revolutionary thinker, re-
sulting in his excommunication at age 23.
He then changed his name from Baruch
(Hebrew for “blessing”) to Benedictus
(Latin for “blessing”) and quickly became
famous for his expertise in Cartesian phi-
losophy. But Spinoza was not an uncritical
follower of René Descartes (1596-1650
c.e.). Rather, he recognized the problems
that beset Descartes’s thought-matter du-
alism, and he boldly asserted that thought
and matter are the same thing. In other
words, Spinoza’s answer to the mind-body
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problem was very similar to what we
have already encountered in Pratyabhijiia
Shaivism.

The Pratyabhijiia texts persuasively ar-
gue that consciousness is universal, not
individual; that it is nondual, not riven
in two by an unbridgeable subject-object
divide; and that it is the underlying being
of all things, not just that of human souls.
And Spinoza’s ideas so closely conform to
those same principles that one might won-
der whether he had access to South Asian
sources, perhaps as a result of contacts be-
tween European Jews and Jews living in
Persia. It is intriguing to speculate about
such connections, but I think multiple in-
dependent discovery better explains the
close parallel between Pratyabhijiia non-
dualism and the nondual ideas of the great
17th century Dutch-Jewish philosopher.

What is most relevant to us, however, is
that Spinoza picks up where Pratyabhijia
Shaivism leaves off, filling in numerous
details and adding a measure of precision
and logical rigor that is sometimes lacking
in the Sanskrit texts. Therefore, whether
Spinoza arrived at his ideas independent-
ly or drew them indirectly from South
Asian sources, his contribution to nondu-
al thought cannot be discounted.

b. Spinoza’s Answer to the Mind-Body
Problem

Spinoza’s primary philosophical work,
the Ethics, presents his theories in the
form of a mathematical proof. Writing
to his friend Henry Oldenburg, secretary
of the Royal Society, Spinoza said: “But I
can think of no better way of demonstrat-
ing these things clearly and briefly than
to prove them in the Geometric manner
and subject them to your understanding.”
(Letter 2 [IV/8/10-20].) In the Ethics, this
“geometric manner” of proof comes to its
full fruition, complete with definitions,
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axioms, propositions, demonstrations,
corollaries, lemmas, and postulates. Using
these tools, Spinoza makes his way, point
by point, from first principles to the most
profound philosophical conclusions, at-
tempting to apply only irrefutable logical
reasoning at each step. But the language
Spinoza employs is specially and precise-
ly defined, and his conclusions are often
counterintuitive when compared to the
Cartesian dualism of everyday human ex-
perience. As a result, a student of Spinoza
can spend a day, or a lifetime, studying a
single paragraph of the Ethics.

Asnoted, Spinoza was one of the leading
experts of his time on Cartesian philos-
ophy, and he employs many Cartesian
terms and ideas in his own philosoph-
ical works, albeit with a few important
distinctions. Both Descartes and Spino-
za use the term “substance” (substantia),
but contrary to Descartes, Spinoza con-
cludes that only one infinite, eternal, and
self-sufficient substance exists, and that
it is God. (Ethics, IP11 and IP14.) Specif-
ically, Spinoza defines “substance” as that
in which other things inhere but which
itself inheres in no other thing. Spinoza
says: “By substance I understand what is
in itself and is conceived through itself,
i.e., that whose concept does not require
the concept of another thing, from which
it must be formed.” (Id., ID3.) In other
words, substance is the ground of being.
Modes, by contrast, are “the affections of
a substance” (id., ID5); they are the things
that inhere in substance. One could say
that the relationship of modes to sub-
stance is analogous to the relationship of
waves to water, or that of a clay jar to raw
clay, or that of a gold ornament to molten
gold, and all these analogies might bring
to mind the analogies Sankara uses to de-
scribe the relationship of the diverse world
to Brahman. On this basis, many scholars



have persuasively argued that Spinoza’s di-
vine “substance” and Sankara’s Brahman
are one and the same.

But Sankara and Spinoza draw different
conclusions from the dependent relation-
ship implied by inherence. Sankara would
argue that because waves inhere in water,
only the water is real, and the waves —
which are temporal — are unreal. By
contrast, Spinoza would argue that both
the water and the waves are perfectly real,
although he would agree that the waves are
temporal. Spinoza, like the Pratyabhijiia
philosophers, understands the ever-chang-
ing dynamic diversity of the world to be
an expression, in the dimension of time, of
God’s eternal essence. Hence, the modes
are real because they are God, or “sub-
stance,” comprehended in temporal terms.
He says: “The difference between Eterni-
ty and Duration arises from this. For it
is only of Modes that we can explain the
existence by Duration. But of Substance
[we can explain the existence] by Eterni-
ty ... (Letter 12 [IV/54/15-55/5].) We
have seen that Sankara identifies God, or
Brahman, with the extreme subject side of
the subject-object divide. Thus, Brahman
is pure consciousness, without form (arii-
pa) and without qualities (nirguna), and
the ever-changing objective world is an
unreal appearance (abhdsa) in that con-
sciousness. By contrast, Spinoza gives
form and content to God’s inner being,
and by doing so, he gives reality to the ev-
er-changing world.

Following Descartes, Spinoza uses the
term “extension” (i.e., spatial dimension)
to describe the material world in the ab-
stract, and he uses the phrase “mode
of extension” to describe, among other
things, distinct material objects. He uses
the term “body” in a broad sense, includ-
ing within the scope of that term inorganic
things such as planetary bodies. A body,

for Spinoza, is a thing that moves or rests
as a unified whole (see Ethics, IIP13, L1),
and Spinoza accepts, too, that a body
might be built up from other smaller bod-
ies (id., IIP13, L3, “Definition”).

Spinoza uses the term “idea” for a
distinct thought. He says: “By idea I un-
derstand a concept of the Mind that the
Mind forms because it is a thinking thing.”
(Ethics, IID3.) He also sometimes uses the
phrase “mode of thinking” in a similar
way, especially when discussing abstract
concepts like time.

Asnoted, Spinoza’s most profound point
of departure from Cartesian philosophy
is his assertion of thought-matter equiv-
alence. More specifically, Spinoza argues
that thought and matter are not distinct
“substances” (i.e., the “thinking substance”
and the “extended substance”) but rather
two “attributes” of the same substance —
two ways, that is, of comprehending a
single thing.”’ And because thought and
matter are really one, the world of thought
and the world of matter are perfectly iso-
morphic. In other words, every thought is
also a material thing, and material thing
is also a thought. Therefore, in the Ethics,
Spinoza writes:

The order and connection of ideas
[(i.e., thoughts)] is the same as the order
and connection of things [(i.e., material
things, etc.)]. (Ethics, IIP7.)

[Tlhe thinking substance [(i.e.,
thought)] and the extended substance
[(i.e., matter)] are one and the same

51 On hearing that Spinoza considered thought
and matter to be “attributes” of a single “sub-
stance,” some experts in Hindu philosophy will
immediately think of Ramanuja’s Visistadvaita
school of Vedanta. But Spinoza uses these terms
in a way that is quite different from Ramanuja’s
usage, and therefore, despite a superficial simila-
rity, Spinoza’s philosophy is not at all like that of
Ramanuja. I discuss the distinction briefly in my
book.
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substance, which is now comprehend-
ed under this attribute, now under that.
So also a mode of extension [(i.e., a dis-
tinct material object)] and the idea of
that mode [(i.e., the thought that corre-
sponds to that object)] are one and the
same thing, but expressed in two ways.
(Id., ITIP7, Schol.)

In the above quotation, after the phrase
“a mode of extension,” I added, as a clar-
ification, “a distinct material object,” and
after the phrase “the idea of that mode,
I added “the thought that corresponds to
that object” The latter emendation needs
to be explained. Some casual readers of
Spinoza might argue that the phrase “the
idea of that mode” refers to the mental
image a person has of a particular object
when observing that object. Thus, if “a
mode of extension” is an apple, then “the
idea of that mode” is the apple-thought in
the mind of a person observing the apple.
Although that reading of Spinoza has a
certain intuitive appeal, most scholars re-
ject it.

Thought-matter equivalence does not
mean that a person’s apple-thought is the
same thing as a material apple sitting in a
bowl of fruit on a table; rather, it means
that a person’s apple-thought is the same
thing as a physical brain representing an
apple in the form of neural spiking fre-
quencies. Indeed, if Spinoza were claiming
an equivalence between a persons ap-
ple-thought and a material apple sitting in
a bowl of fruit, his philosophy would be
incoherent. After all, many people might
simultaneously observe the same material
apple, and each would then have a dif-
ferent mental image of that apple, which
would be incompatible with the one-to-
one correspondence Spinoza claims to
exist between thought and matter.

In order to appreciate more ful-
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ly Spinoza’s assertion of thought-matter
equivalence, one needs to stop thinking in
terms of subject-object consciousness and
recall that all consciousness is really con-
sciousness of self. One does not know any
external thing except by its reflection in
one’s own being. One is conscious of only
one’s own self, but one perceives one’s own
self as a vast and diverse external world.
As Spinoza explains, “[tlhe human Mind
does not perceive any external body as ac-
tually existing, except through the ideas
of the affections of its own Body.” (Ethics,
IIP26.) Because consciousness is nondual
in this way, the only “idea” (i.e., thought)
that corresponds to a material apple is the
apple’s thought of itself, not the thought
some remote person might be having of
it, and the only “mode of extension” (i.e.,
material thing) that corresponds to a per-
son's apple-thought is the persons own
brain, which is configured to represent an
apple. In short, when Spinoza asserts that
“a mode of extension and the idea of that
mode are one and the same thing” (Eth-
ics, IIP7, Schol.), he is necessarily making
a statement about the thought a material
thing has of itself, not the thought a remote
observer might be having of it.

With the benefit of that clarification, we
are ready to consider Spinoza’s answer to
the mind-body problem. Spinoza discuss-
es “the object of the idea constituting the
human mind.” (Ethics, IIP12.) Here, for
reasons just explained, he cannot possibly
be referring to some remote object — such
as an apple — that the human mind might
be thinking about. Rather, based on the
theory of thought-matter equivalence,
Spinoza is necessarily referring to some-
thing that actually is the human mind but
in a material form. In other words, he is
referring to some material thing whose
thought of itself gives rise to the human
mind, meaning that whatever occurs



physically in that material thing necessar-
ily corresponds to a thought in that mind.
As Spinoza puts it, “[w]hatever happens
in the object of the idea constituting the
human Mind . . . there will necessarily be
an idea of that thing in the Mind; i.e., if
the object of the idea constituting a hu-
man Mind is a body, nothing can happen
in that body which is not perceived by the
Mind.” (Ethics, 1IP12.) And what could
such a “body” be if not a human body, or
some component of a human body, such
as the brain and nervous system? There-
fore, Spinoza concludes: “The object of the
idea constituting the human Mind is the
[human] Body, or a certain mode of Ex-
tension which actually exists, and nothing
else” (Ethics, IIP13.) That powerful state-
ment resolves the mind-body problem by
boldly asserting that the mind is the body
(or some component of it).

Thus, Spinoza completely rejects the
consciousness-matter dualism that San-
kara so strongly insisted upon. Sankara
focused on the extreme subject side of
the subject-object divide. On that ba-
sis, he asserted that consciousness is one
and indivisible, and that it appears to be
differentiated only because it illuminates
different material vessels. But Sankara fur-
ther argued that consciousness and matter
are completely distinct, and derivative-
ly, he argued that the mind and body are
also distinct. He said: “[T]he characteris-
tics of the Spirit [(i.e., consciousness)] do
not attach themselves to the body nor do
those of the body to the Spirit.”>* Spinoza
asserts exactly the opposite. For Spinoza,
the mind is the body.

52 Bhagavadgitabhasya XIII, 2, translated in
Warrier, A.G. Krishna, Srimad Bhagavad Gita
Bhasya of Sri Samkardcarya, With Text in Deva-
nagiri & English Rendering, and Index of First
Lines of Verses (Sri Ramakrishna Math, 3d im-
pression, 1983), p. 407.

Moreover, because thought and matter
are actually the same thing comprehended
in two different ways, Spinoza universaliz-
es his assertion of mind-body equivalence.
All material bodies, everywhere, have
minds, at least when the word “mind” is
understood in the broadest possible sense.
Thus, all things are in some sense con-
scious, but Spinoza qualifies that assertion,
noting that the perceptive capacity of any
particular “mind” depends on the supple-
ness (i.e., the receptivity) of the material
thing that has that mind. Spinoza explains:

For the things we have shown so far

are completely general and do not per-
tain more to [human beings] than to
other Individuals, all of which, though
in different degrees, are nevertheless
animate. . . . And so, whatever we have
said of the idea of the human Body must
also be said of the idea of any [materi-
al] thing. [€] . . . [I]n proportion as a
Body is more capable than others of do-
ing many things at once, or being acted
on in many ways at once, so its Mind is
more capable than others of perceiving
many things at once. And in proportion
as the actions of a body depend more
on itself alone, and as other bodies con-
cur with it less in acting, so its mind is
more capable of understanding distinct-
ly. (Ethics, 1IP13, Schol.)

Finally, Spinoza asserts that insofar as
a material thing has the suppleness and
receptivity that makes its mind more per-
ceptive, its mind also becomes more aware
of itself. As Spinoza puts it,

[t]he Mind does not know itself, ex-
cept insofar as it perceives the ideas
of the affections of the Body. (Ethics,
[1P23.)

On the other hand, he who has a
Body capable of a great many things, has
a Mind which considered only in itself
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is very much conscious of itself, and of
God, and of things. (Id., VP39, Schol.)

By way of summary, a “mind” according
to Spinoza is the thought a material thing
has of itself, and it only becomes a thought
about some external thing when, by force
of evolution, it sees past itself to draw in-
ferences about the world that surrounds it.
But Spinoza also recognizes that even the
phrase “thought of itself” implies a dual-
ism of thought and matter. We still have
on the one side a thought and on the oth-
er side some material thing. Spinoza closes
that gap by asserting that the thought and
the material thing are one and the same;
they are two attributes of a single “sub-
stance,” which Spinoza equates with God.

If we go just one step further — a step
that Spinoza doesn’t take, but one that
tits — we can say that Spinoza’s “substance”
is what we have been referring to as “non-
dual consciousness of self” But we have
to be careful here because Spinoza uses
the word “conscious” (conscia), as we do
in English, to refer to subject-object con-
sciousness. (See, e.g., Ethics, VP31, Schol.,
VP39, Schol., VP42, Schol.)>* When I say
that Spinoza’s “substance” is nondual con-
sciousness of self, I am not referring to the
subject side of the subject-object divide.
Rather, I am referring to a direct con-
sciousness of self that is based on being,
not on knowing. I am referring, in oth-
er words, to what Jean-Paul Sartre called
“conscience non positionnelle (de) soi”>* It
is that nondual consciousness that appears
to us as the duality of thought and matter,
just as the flat surface of a mirror reflecting
a distant city appears to have depth.

53 On Spinoza’s use of the word “conscious,”
see Garrett, Don, Nature and Necessity in Spino-
za's Philosophy (Oxford Univ. Press 2018), pp.
396-397, 404405, 408-410, 415-423.

54 Jean-Paul Sartre’s use of this phrase is discussed
in my book.
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c. Comparison to
Shaivism

The parallel between Spinoza’s answer
to the mind-body problem and Praty-
abhijiia Shaivism is striking. Spinoza’s
core philosophical insight is his assertion
of thought-matter equivalence: “[T]he
thinking substance [(i.e., thought)] and
the extended substance [(i.e., matter)]
are one and the same substance, which is
now comprehended under this attribute,
now under that.” (Ethics, IIP7, Schol.) But
seven centuries earlier, Somananda had al-
ready articulated the same thought-matter
equivalence, saying, “a clay jar, by compre-
hending its own self, exists.”>> According
to Somananda, the existence of a thing is
nothing other than its thought of itself,
and he added that a thing’s thought of it-
self is nothing other than God’s thought of
it.>* And the latter point, too, is one Spino-
za made: “[And f]or of each thing there is
necessarily an idea in God, of which God
is the cause in the same way as he is of the
idea of the human Body. And so, whatev-
er we have said of the idea of the human
Body [(i.e., that it is the human mind)]
must also be said of the idea of any thing
[(i.e., that it is the mind of that thing)]”
(Ethics, 1IP13, Schol.) Thus, according
to both Somananda and Spinoza, God’s
thought of a thing suffices to make that
thing conscious, or put another way, each
thing’s consciousness of itself is the same
thing as God’s consciousness of it.”

And as we have seen, Yogaraja elabo-
rated Somananda’s philosophical insight,
explaining that all things are conscious
(i.e., conscious of themselves), but only or-
ganisms that have sense organs, a central
nervous system, and a brain are construct-
ed in such a way that the universal nondual
55 Sivadrsti 5.34 (KSTS, vol. 54, p. 187).

56 See Sivadrsti 5.105-110.

57 See Garrett, Nature and Necessity, pp. 393—
414, esp. 410.
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consciousness takes the form of an indi-
vidual soul knowing an external material
world.

If Spinoza had been schooled in 11th
century Kashmir, his ideas could not have
tracked Yogarajas ideas more closely.
Spinoza, like Yogaraja, concluded that ev-
erything has a mind. (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,
nervous 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 “[tJhe 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., ITP13, Schol.) And, at the same
time, its mind becomes cognizant of itself
as the knower of those external things, for
“[t]he 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
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 . .. ”**

58 Yogaraja’s com. to Paramarthasara, verse 8
(KSTS, vol. 7, p. 25), translated in Bansat-Bou-

But as we will recall, Abhinavagup-
ta emphasized the inevitable inadequacy
of empirical knowledge. He noted that
the sense organs are necessarily imper-
fect mirrors, for each can only reflect (or
represent) that which corresponds to its
nature. (See Tantraloka 3.5-43.) Moreover,
this distortion is the underlying reason we
experience subject-object duality where
there is none, a point that Ksemaraja also
explained in his Pratyabhijiiahrdayam:

When the highest Lord, whose very

essence is consciousness, conceals, by
His free will, pervasion of non-duality
and assumes duality all round, then His
will and other powers, though essential-
ly non-limited, assume limitation. . .. By
assuming extreme limitation, beginning
with the acquisition of an inner organ
[(i.e., the intellect, mind, ego, memory;,
etc.)] and organs of perception [(i.e.,
the sense organs)], [the universal
consciousness] acquires mayiya-mala,
which consists in the apprehension of
all objects as different [from itself].>

Not surprisingly, Spinoza, too, em-
phasized the inadequacy of empirical
knowledge: Because we know external
things through the impression they make
on our sense organs (Ethics, 1IP26), and
because such information is partial, me-
diated, and inferential, it is necessarily
imperfect. Spinoza, who made his living
as a lens grinder, providing spectacles
and scientific instruments to the Dutch
community, was keenly aware of the inad-
equacy of the information we receive by
way of the eyes and other sense organs. He
therefore asserted: “The idea of any affec-
tion of the human Body does not involve
adequate knowledge of an external body”

don, An Introduction to Tantric Philosophy, p. 98.
59  Pratyabhijiahrdayam, com. to sitra 9
(KSTS, vol. 3, p. 21), translated in Singh, Praty-
abhijiahrdayam, pp. 71-72.
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(Ethics, 1IP25.) Moreover, the effects a
particular external thing has on our sense
organs is muddled up with effects from
many sources at once. Therefore, Spino-
za added: “The ideas of the affections of
the human Body . . . are not clear and dis-
tinct, but confused.” (Ethics, IIP28.) And
one result of this inadequate and confused
knowledge of the world is the dualistic
notion that we are immaterial thinking
things and that the world is a material
non-thinking thing, and that the two are
ontologically distinct.

Spinoza’s philosophical system is set
forth and defended in exquisite detail in
the Ethics, but Spinoza also summarized
his philosophy in a letter he wrote to his
friend Henry Oldenburg. In that letter, he
described the entire universe as a single
body with a single mind, and he described
the human body and human mind as a fi-
nite participant in that infinite universal
being. Here are Spinoza’s words:

[A]ll bodies are surrounded by oth-
ers, and are determined by one another
to existing and producing an effect in
a fixed and determinate way, the same
ratio of motion to rest always being pre-
served in all of them at once, [that is, in
the whole universe]. From this it fol-
lows that every body, insofar as it exists
modified in a definite way, must be con-
sidered as a part of the whole universe,
must agree with its whole and must co-
here with the remaining bodies. . . .

You see, therefore, how and why
I think that the human Body is a part
of Nature [(i.e., an interdependent and
inseparable component of the whole)].
But as far as the human Mind is con-
cerned, I think it is a part of Nature
too. For I maintain that there is also in
nature an infinite power of thinking,
which, insofar as it is infinite, contains
in itself objectively the whole of Na-
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ture, and whose thoughts proceed in
the same way as Nature, its object, does.
Next, I maintain that the human Mind
is this same power, not insofar as it is in-
finite and perceives the whole of Nature,
but insofar as it is finite and perceives
only the human body. For this reason I
maintain that the human Mind is a part
of a certain infinite intellect. (Letter 32
[IV/172a/15-174a/10].)

As this letter describes, Spinoza un-
derstood the universe to be a single
interdependent unity that is infinite, thus
actualizing every possibility. And just as
every individual thing has a mind (i.e., a
thought of itself), likewise the universe, in
its entirety, has a mind (i.e., a thought of
itself). Spinoza called this universal mind
the “infinite power of thinking,” and he
also called it the “infinite intellect of God,”
and whatever we might choose to call it,
it necessarily exists because the material
universe exists, and thought and matter
are one.

And as for the human mind, it, ac-
cording to Spinoza, is the fraction of that
“infinite intellect” that has only the human
body (or perhaps merely the human brain)
as the direct content of its thought, being
forced to infer things outside the body by
interpreting their effects within the body.

Of course, Spinoza’s assertion that the
human mind is a part of the universal
mind is familiar to us from Pratyabhijid
Shaivism. It aligns with Somananda as-
sertion that an object’s thought of itself is
nothing other than Sivas thought of it,®
and it likewise aligns with Ksemaraja’s
assertion that the “consciousness of Siva
alone is, in the highest sense, the self of the
entire manifestation.”® And because “the
whole of nature is one Individual” (Ethics,

60 See Sivadrsti 5.105-109.

61 Ksemaraja’s com. to Siva Sitras, siitra 1
(KSTS, vol. 1, p. 3), translated in Singh, Siva
Sitras, pp. 5-6.



IIP13, L7, Schol.), each part affecting oth-
er parts and affected by other parts, there
can be no reasoned basis for declaring any
one part to be separate from the whole.
Therefore, the human body is not really an
independent entity, and for like reason, the
human mind is not an independent entity.
It only appears to be a distinct mind, but
in truth, its thoughts are part of and de-
termined by an infinite system of thought.

In summary, we find in Spinoza’s writ-
ings all the principles that we have found in
the leading texts of Pratyabhijfia 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, the
mind-body problem disappears, and the
riddle of consciousness is solved.

d. Neutral Monism — A Dream World
That Is Real

Scholars have noticed numerous simi-
larities between Spinoza’s philosophy and
Sankara’s Vedanta.””> But despite these
important similarities, we have seen that
Spinoza’s philosophy sharply differs from
Sankara’s Vedanta as regards the status of
the objective world. As Bina Gupta put it
in her 1984 article for the India Philosoph-
ical Quarterly,

[tlhe intuitive knowledge of God
which Spinoza seeks is a way to under-
stand the world as it really is. It is not
a flight from the material world, but a
celebration of its essential nature and
oneness. The pursuit of Brahman, on the
other hand, implies repudiation of the
world: it is a realization that Brahman
is the only reality; the world is merely
an appearance and the [individual soul]
and Brahman are non-different.

62 I summarize this body of scholarship in an ap-
pendix to my book.

63 Gupta, Bina, “Brahman, God, Substance and
Nature: Samkara and Spinoza,” in India Philo-

Gupta’s observation is a valid one, but
it is worth noting that in drawing this dis-
tinction between Spinozas philosophy
and Sankara’s Vedanta, Gupta and oth-
ers identify the precise point that makes
Spinoza’s philosophy similar to Pratyabhi-
jfia philosophy. Spinoza’s philosophy, like
Pratyabhijia Shaivism, offers a synthesis
of materialism and idealism, validating
both. In both these philosophical systems,
the physical world is real in every signifi-
cant sense, adhering to immutable physical
laws and expressing a real essence of God.
But even so, every particle of this physical
world corresponds to a thought of itself,
and thought and matter are dual aspects of
a nondual core.

Significantly, this “neutral monism”
(neutral between materialism and ide-
alism) resolves many of the problems
often associated with other solutions to
the mind-body problem. First, by denying
the reality of thought-matter dualism, it
solves the problem of how something im-
material (a mind) can have a causal effect
on something material (a body). Thoughts
cause thoughts, and material events cause
material events, but the two progressions
describe the same progression — their dif-
ference being only one of aspect.

In addition, neutral monism answers
ontological questions about matter, space,
and time, questions that the materialist
leaves unanswered. Matter and thought
are the same thing, and space and time are
merely information.

Finally, neutral monism parries the ac-
cusation of solipsism that is often directed
against idealism. The idealism that the
Pratyabhijiia masters and Spinoza present
to us is a diffuse non-reductive idealism in
which perceived things have intrinsic be-
ing because they are themselves the locus
of the consciousness that constitutes their

sophical Quarterly, vol. XI, no. 3 (1984), p. 281.
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existence. They are not just dream imag-
es; they are also dreamers. The universal
nondual consciousness delights in its con-
sciousness of itself, and it is conscious of
itself from countless perspectives, so as to
delight in itself all the more.

In closing, I would like to relate the
striking insights of this article to the theme
of this edition of Dogma: “Metamorpho-
sis and Perception.” In devotional legend,
it is said that Sankara entered the body of
King Amaruka in order to master the sci-
ence of sexual love. But we might wonder,
is it possible for an individual soul to enter
the body of another — to see through that
body’s eyes, to touch through that body’s
fingers, etc. — but to remain otherwise
unchanged and unaffected?

If all consciousness is consciousness of
self, then the answer to that question is
most certainly no. If, for example, “a clay
jar, by comprehending its own self, exists”
(Somananda), and if “[c]onsciousness has
as its essential nature [selfward-facing,]
reflective awareness” (Utpaladeva), and if
“[t]he object of the idea constituting the
human Mind is the [human] Body . .. and
nothing else” (Spinoza), then it must be
that physical metamorphosis is insepara-
ble from spiritual metamorphosis. And
likewise, if thought and matter are the
same thing, then becoming the body of
another means becoming the soul of an-
other and ceasing to be the soul that one
previously was. But even so, at the highest
level, all souls are one consciousness. San-
kara and King Amaruka were never really
separate beings.
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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 Pratyabhijiia 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-
hijiag 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., ITP13, Schol.) And, at the same
time, its mind becomes cognizant of itself
as the knower of those external things, for
“[t]he 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 Yogaraja (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 stuff 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
Pratyabhijia 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  Pratyabhijiia
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
tiction 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 ones 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 Pratyabhijia 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 Pratyabhijid
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 stuff 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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FREEDOM IN A DETERMINISTIC UNIVERSE
by James H. Cumming

neriawilliam@yahoo.fr

My recently completed book, The
Nondual Mind, compares Hindu nondual
philosophy to that of Baruch Spinoza
(1632-1677 c.e ), demonstrating the sim-
ilarity of Spinozas ideas to Kashmiri
Pratyabhijiia Shaivism. In previous edi-
tions of Dogma, I published three excerpts
from that book. I will not now try to sum-
marize those articles in detail, although
they provide the foundation for the pres-
ent article. In those articles, I elaborated
two main points: All things are conscious,
and all consciousness is consciousness of
self. As those articles explain, one cannot
be conscious of a thing without being that
thing. Hence, subject-object conscious-
ness is an illusion; one knows an outside
world only because one is conscious of its
reflection and representation inside one’s
own being. When the realization becomes
firm that all consciousness is really non-
dual consciousness of self, the mind-body
problem disappears, and the riddle of con-
sciousness is solved.

Significantly, the philosophy presented
in my previous articles does not character-
ize the world as a mere illusion or dream
image. Rather, the world is real in every
significant sense, adhering to immutable
physicallaws that canbeinventivelyapplied
to predict real events and to devise real
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answers to real problems. But if everything
is governed by immutable physical laws,
with each event having a physical cause
fully sufficient to explain its occurrence,
then it seems to follow that everything
in the dimension of time is fixed, merely
waiting for its moment to occur. In other
words, the laws of physics imply a world
that is deterministic in every detail.

The present article constitutes a fourth
excerpt from my book. In it, I address the
difficult problem of what it means to be
free in a deterministic universe.

1. Fables and Fantasies

But if you believe that God speaks
more clearly and effectively through
sacred Scripture than through the light
of the natural intellect, which he has also
granted us, and which, with his Divine
Wisdom, he continually preserves,
strong and uncorrupted, then you have
powerful reasons for bending your
intellect to the opinions you attribute to
sacred Scripture.'

— Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677 c.e.)

1 Letter 21 [Gebhardt, Carl (ed.), Spinoza Op-
era, 4 vols. (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1925),
IV/126/15-25]. The translations of Spinoza’s
writings that appear in this article are from Cur-
ley, Edwin (ed. and transl.), The Collected Works
of Spinoza, Volume I & II (Princeton Univ. Press
1988 and 2016), sometimes with minor edits.



As philosophies go, determinism
doesn’t win many popularity contests. No
one wants to be controlled. It cuts us to the
core, for if we are controlled, then we have
no agency, and if we have no agency, then
we do not really exist, at least not in the
individual sense that we find meaningful.
And if we have no agency even as to our
thoughts, then we have no agency at all.
Determinism implies ego death, and the
ego doesn’t want to die. If one examines
the question closely, one realizes that it
is the ego (the constructed “I”) that most
resists determinism.

But as Spinoza points out, “it is no
obstacle to the truth of a thing that it is
not accepted by many.’? We don't decide
philosophical questions by majority vote.
Rather, we need to realign our conception
of self to make the truth less unappealing.
The famous 20th century nondualist Nis-
argadatta Maharaj (1897-1981 c.e. ) taught
that enlightenment is as simple as “That
art thou” (tat tvam asi); the difficult part is
believing it. Significantly, many people who
reject determinism, insisting vehemently
that they have absolute freedom to choose
any course of action at any moment, are
quite comfortable with the idea of divine
foreknowledge. They are quite comfort-
able, that is, with the idea that God knows
in advance what course of action they will
choose.

The laws of physics imply a fully
deterministic universe, and both Vedanta
and Pratyabhijiia Shaivism embrace that
principle, albeit with some nuance, as we
shall see. Spinoza, however, is particularly
explicit and unambiguous on the point.
He asserts, for example: “In nature there
is nothing contingent, but all things have

2 Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Be-
ing, part II, ch. xxvi, para. 10.

been determined from the necessity of the
divine nature to exist and produce an effect
in a certain way.” (Ethics, IP29.) And he
adds: “Things could have been produced
by God in no other way, and in no other
order than they have been produced.” (Id.,
IP33.) But Spinoza — for whom thought
and matter are the same thing — goes
even further. He argues that determinism
applies even in regard to the psyche’s flow
of thoughts and desires: “In the Mind there
is no absolute, or free, will, but the Mind is
determined [(i.e., caused)] to will this or
that by a cause which is also determined
by another, and this again by another, and
so to infinity.” (Id., [IP48; accord, id., IP32,
with Dem. and Cor. 2.)

Few people are ready to accept Spi-
nozas uncompromising determinism, a
determinism that makes one’s thoughts
and desires as rule-bound and inevitable
as E = mc®. For most people, free will
undergirds and defines the very thing
they imagine themselves to be. Teachers of
moral philosophy often urge their follow-
ers to be less egotistic, and many people
readily accept the validity of that advice,
but few consider what relinquishing the
ego really implies. It implies a loss of per-
sonal agency. Not many people are willing
to take moral philosophy that far. So,
unless Spinoza can replace the self he takes
away from us with one more magnificent,
most people prefer the lie of free will over
the truth of determinism. And, you might
ask, why do I say that free will is the “lie”
and determinism is the “truth”? Because
the laws of physics govern the neurons of
the human brain just as surely as they do
the planets in the sky.

Here, however, a clarification is neces-
sary. Some philosophers argue that free
will on the one hand and determinism
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on the other represent a false dichotomy.
They argue that the opposite of free will
is external compulsion, and the opposite
of determinism is indeterminism (i.e.,
uncaused randomness), and therefore
free will and determinism are not actual-
ly opposed to one another. According to
these philosophers, a person’s will mani-
fests his or her own essential nature, and
a person whose thoughts and actions are
determined solely by that inner essential
nature, not by some external compulsion,
is “free” despite the fact that the person’s
thoughts and actions could not possibly
have been different. I embrace this limited
version of free will below, albeit with the
qualification that this so-called “freedom”
is necessarily a matter of degree, and it
continually changes based on circum-
stances beyond a person’s control. For
present purposes, however, I think it is
most useful to define the term “free will”
in an absolute sense, that is, as the state of
being free to choose any course of action at
any moment, determined by nothing at all,
whether external or internal. By focusing
on that stronger definition of “free will,”
we will see that free will is not something
we really want, but more importantly, we
will see that determinism isn’t such a bad
philosophy after all.

The sense we have of unconstrained
personal agency is directly related to the
Cartesian paradigm of a soul piloting a
body. But if we consider that the observ-
able universe is a single interdependent
unity that cannot logically be divided into
parts, then our resistance to determinism
slowly dissolves in favor of a much nobler
conception of who we are and what it
means to be free. In short, the separate
individual that we imagine ourselves to
be doesn’t actually exist, and therefore the

128 Dogma

question of its freedom is simply irrele-
vant. Ramana Maharshi, the South Indian
sage who attracted many people to nondu-
al philosophy, taught about “destiny” (i.e.,
determinism) that one should “enquire
for whom is this destiny and [one should
thus] discover that only the ego is bound by
destiny ... and that the ego is non-existent.”*

There is no point in arguing about
whether the wings on a pig are covered
with hair or feathers, because pigs don’t
really have wings. Similarly, there is no
point in arguing about whether the indi-
vidual soul of a person is free or bound,
because people don't really have individual
souls, at least not in the Cartesian sense of
something independent that can act as an
uncaused cause of future events. And even
if one defines “individual soul” in terms of
one’s unique essential nature, it is still not
the independent, fully autonomous thing
that absolute free will implies. Rather, as
explained, it is an interdependent part of
a universal physical system, and its ability
to express itself is limited and changing
based on shifting external circumstances.
It is a cog in a machine — a very sophis-
ticated cog, but a cog nonetheless. And as
for one’s true self, which is universal non-
dual consciousness, it alone is supremely
independent and free, much more so than
any individual soul could ever be. But to
arrive at that new construction of self, the
illusory ego-self must die, and the ego-
self doesn’t want to die, so people resist
determinism, and they cling to fables and
fantasies that reinforce their false (i.e.,
Cartesian) construction of who they are.
And some of those fables and fantasies
have even become the daily fare of religion.

3 Mudaliar, Devaraja, Day by Day with Bhagavan
(Sri Ramanasramam 2002), p. 266, italics added.



Spinoza was not opposed to religion or
to religious life.* Rather, he greatly appre-
ciated the ability of prophets, acting by
means of the imagination, to inspire and
motivate people toward lives of piety and
moral rectitude. The rituals, ceremonies,
holidays, iconography, cosmogony, moral
theories, and lore of religion all add a
special richness to life, and these meta-
phorical teaching tools educate in ways
that dry philosophical prose does not. Like
poetry and music, they reach deep into the
human psyche and communicate at that
profound level. For Spinoza, their validity
is not their philosophical truth; rather, it is
their motivating power.

And Spinoza also recognized that, for
most people, religion fills a psycho-spir-
itual gap left open by a widespread
misunderstanding of determinism. When
people hear about determinism, they think
that it eliminates the justification for praise
and blame. In a world that functions solely
in accordance with deterministic physical
laws, they ask, how can we say that any
action has a moral quality, whether good
or bad? Of course, every act has conse-
quences, but in a fully deterministic world,
what basis is there for imagining moral
consequences? Most people intuitively
recoil from the nihilism that determinism
seems to imply, and for them, faith in a
moralistic God provides a much-needed
bulwark against the rising tide of nihilism
that they associate with modern culture.
Indeed, it was with a desire to fill that
psycho-spiritual gap — that is, to validate
human moral behavior in a deterministic
universe — that Spinoza wrote the Ethics.

Many people love God because they

4 In his Theological-Political Treatise, Spinoza
distinguished between philosophy and religion,
arguing that each had its appropriate role and that
they were mutually compatible.

imagine God to have idealized anthro-
pomorphic  qualities like kindness,
compassion, self-sacrifice, providence,
justice, and just a bit of righteous anger.
Neither ~ Vedantas “universal  Self”
nor Pratyabhijiia Shaivism’s “nondual
consciousness,” nor Spinozas divine “sub-
stance” is likely to evoke tears of heartfelt
devotion or to inspire a selfish man to
repent. But in place of these dry philo-
sophical conceptions of God, religion
offers us a God that has an inner psychol-
ogy very much like our own. It offers us a
loving and just God that we can emulate. It
offers us a personal God that the great phi-
losopher-saints — whether Sankara (8th
century c.e.), Abhinavagupta (10th-11th
centuries c.e. ), or Spinoza — dare not take
away.

Thus, religion meets people where they
are, and it speaks to the doubts and fears
they feel in that place. And, as noted, peo-
ple imagine themselves to be an individual
soul piloting a body, and they don’t want
to wake up from that dream. And for a
person who is dreaming that dream, noth-
ing reinforces the dream more powerfully
than the belief that one can exercise one’s
absolute free will to choose any course of
action at any moment, and nothing dis-
turbs the dream more powerfully than the
body’s inevitable mortality. Thus, the two
greatest fears that most people have are
(1) loss of personal agency and (2) bodi-
ly death. The first implies that we do not
really exist as independent individuals,
and the second implies that our existence
as independent individuals is fleeting, rel-
atively meaningless, and will end too often
in pain.

It is no accident, then, that the two
main concerns of most religions are moral
choice and the immortality of the soul.
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The raw material of religion is the stories
that people like to tell, and people like to
tell stories about heroes who, exercising
their free will, navigated extremely diffi-
cult moral dilemmas. And they like to tell
stories about the wonderful adventures of
the soul before its birth in a body or after
the body’s death. And they even like to tell
a few stories that might wake a person up
from the dream of personhood.
2. You Cannot Find the Chooser
If the moon, in the act of completing
its eternal way around the earth, were
gifted with self-consciousness, it would
feel thoroughly convinced that it was
traveling its way of its own accord on
the strength of a resolution taken once
and for all. . . . [€] . .. If one thinks out
to the very last consequence what one
exactly knows and understands, there
will be hardly any human being who will
be impervious to this view, provided his
self-love does not ruffle up against it. Man
defends himself from being regarded as
an impotent object in the course of the
Universe. But should the lawfulness of
events, such as unveils itself more or
less clearly in inorganic nature, cease to
function in front of the activities in our
brain?°
— Albert Einstein (1879-1955 c.e.)

The reader, when confronted by Spi-
nozas deterministic view of the universe,
might immediately object, as did the
mathematician Ehrenfried Walther von
Tschirnhaus (1651-1708 c.e. ), that one has
the daily experience of making choices —
exercising one’s absolute freedom, that is

5 Einstein, Albert, “About Free Will,” in Chatter-
jee, Ramananda (ed.), The Golden Book of Tagore:
A Homage to Rabindranath Tagore from India and
the World in Celebration of His Seventieth Birthday
(The Golden Book Committee 1931), pp. 11-12.
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— and that this direct experience suffices
to disprove determinism. “For who,” Tsch-
irnhaus asked, “would deny, except by
contradicting his own consciousness, that
I can think, in my thoughts, that [now] I
want to write, and that [now] I do not want
to write[?]” (Letter 58 [IV/267/5-15].)
But Spinoza responded that this feeling of
exercising one’s absolute freedom is mere-
ly an illusion. Surely, when one is making
a choice, there exists some physical brain-
event corresponding to the thought one is
having, and if so, then a very expert neuro-
scientist could, at least in theory, trace the
physical causes of that brain-event, and
those physical causes would be wholly suf-
ficient to explain why the event occurred
and, therefore, why the corresponding
thought occurred. There is, then, no need
for an individual soul that has absolute
free choice. The physical brain, operating
according to immutable laws of physics, is
perfectly capable of doing all the choosing
by itself. Moreover, in a physical system
that is causally complete and closed, each
event occurring of necessity based on all
the events that precede it, there is simply
no wiggle room — no non-inevitability —
that allows for the exercise of absolute
freedom.

And quantum physics offers no solution
to the puzzle because quantum physics is
fully constrained by fixed probabilities.
Therefore, it, too, leaves no room for the
exercise of absolute freedom. Hence,
according to Spinoza, Tschirnhaus’s
experience of exercising his so-called
freedom — now choosing to write, now
choosing not to write — proves nothing
more than “that the mind is [not] always
equally capable of thinking of the same
object” (Letter 58 [IV/267/20-25]; see
also Ethics, I1IP2, Schol.)



So, let’s stop and consider: What if Spi-
noza is correct? What if the laws of physics
really are making all the choices one imag-
ines oneself to be making? What if all the
deliberations that go into a decisionmak-
ing process have a physical substratum and
are physically determined? What if one is
merely the knower of the decisionmaking
process, not its decider? It certainly feels
as if one is choosing, but the decision is
an inevitable and necessary consequence
of all that precedes it, or, perhaps, a fixed
probability based on all that precedes it.
Yes, one faces a choice, and yes, one makes
the decision, but only in a mechanistic
sense, for every step in the decisionmak-
ing process is governed by physical laws.

An anecdote about Albert Einstein
illustrates this point.® Einstein was once
seen on Nassau Street in Princeton, look-
ing pensive as he waited to cross the street.
A student asked him, “Prof. Einstein,
what are you contemplating?” The student
supposed that the famous scientist was
struggling with some difficult question of
theoretical physics, but Einstein gestured
across the street to the popular Baltimore
Dairy Lunch and said with a twinkle in his
eye, “Whether to have chocolate or vanil-
la”

So, let us imagine, as a thought
experiment, that you, the reader, are con-
templating a binary decision — perhaps,
whether to have chocolate or vanilla ice
cream at “The Balt” in Princeton, New
Jersey, in 1950. Imagine further that the
desirability of both options is more or less
equal in your estimation, and therefore the
choice between the two is not an obvious

6 This story was related to the present author by
his father, who was a student at Princeton in the
mid-1950s. It was circulating on campus at the
time.

one. You contemplate the chocolate; then
you contemplate the vanilla. Perhaps you
even imagine the experience of each based
on memories of past visits to The Balt.
And then a thought appears in your mind:
Chocolate. You step forward to the counter
and say, “I'll have a scoop of the chocolate,
please,” and you think to yourself, “I chose
the chocolate.”

But you didn’t choose anything, except
in a mechanistic sense, for with what
meta-mind did you choose which thought
would enter your mind as you chose
which ice cream to order? And if there is
such a meta-mind, with what meta-meta-
mind did you choose its thoughts? And
the question can be asked ad infinitum.
What actually happened when you chose
the chocolate is that you were conscious of
two options, and then you were conscious
of a selection that took the form of a strong
thought in favor of one of the two options,
and then you asserted ownership of that
selection, declaring mentally that you had
chosen the chocolate, after which you were
conscious of, and reveled in, a sense of
personal agency. But if the vanilla-thought
had come instead of the chocolate-thought,
then vanilla would have been your choice,
and then you would have said about that
choice that you had chosen the vanilla, and
again you would have reveled in a sense of
personal agency.

And that is the point Spinoza made in
his letter responding to Tschirnhaus:

But let’s examine created things, which
are all determined by external causes to
exist and to produce effects in a definite
and determinate way. To clearly under-
stand this, let's conceive something very
simple. Suppose a stone receives, from
an external cause which strikes against
it, a certain quantity of motion, by which
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it afterward will necessarily continue to
move, even though the impulse of the
external cause ceases. This continuance
of the stone in motion, then, is com-
pelled, . . . because it must be defined
by the impulse of the external cause.
What I say here about the stone must
be understood concerning any singular
thing, however composite it is conceived
to be, and however capable of doing
many things: each thing is necessarily
determined by some external cause to
exist and produce effects in a fixed and
determinate way.

Next, conceive now, if you will, that
while the stone continues to move, it
thinks, and knows that as far as it can,
it strives to continue moving. Of course,
since the stone is conscious only of its
striving, and not at all indifferent, it
will believe that it is very free, and that
it perseveres in motion for no other
cause than because it wills to. This is that
famous human freedom everyone brags of
having, which consists only in this: that
men are conscious of their appetite and
ignorant of the causes by which they are
determined. So the infant believes that
he freely wants the milk; the angry boy
that he wants vengeance; and the timid,
flight. . ..

.. . For though experience teaches
quite abundantly that there is nothing
less in man’s power than to restrain his
appetites, and that often, when men are
torn by contrary affects, they see the
better and follow the worse, they still
believe themselves to be free . . .. (Letter
58 [IV/266], italics added.)

What Spinoza is explaining in this letter
is that the laws of physics are the actual
causes of all our choices, but our ignorance
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of the precise cause-and-effect sequence
that underlies those choices leads us to
believe (wrongly) that we are making
“free” (i.e., indeterministic) choices.

Spinoza makes the same point more
formally in the Ethics. He writes:

[People] are deceived in that they
think themselves free, an opinion which
consists only in this, that they are con-
scious of their actions and ignorant of
the causes by which they are determined.
This, then, is their idea of freedom —
that they do not know any cause of their
actions. (Ethics, 1IP35, Schol; see id.,
IP33, Schol. 1.)

And as mentioned, the same deter-
minism can be found in the literature of
Vedanta. The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
explains that our actions give rise to our
character and desires, and our character
and desires give rise to our actions, in
an ongoing cause-and-effect cycle that is
tully sufficient to explain human behavior.
Specifically, the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
states:

According as one acts, according as
one conducts himself, so does he become.
The doer of good becomes good. The
doer of evil becomes evil. One becomes
virtuous by virtuous action, bad by bad
action. [9] ... [And] as is his desire, such
is his resolve; as is his resolve, such the
action he performs; what action (karma)

he performs, that he procures for him-
self.”

7  Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.5, translated
in Hume, Robert Ernest, The Thirteen Principal
Upanishads: Translated from the Sanskrit, with an
Outline of the Philosophy of the Upanishads and
an Annotated Bibliography (Oxford Univ. Press
1921), p. 140. See also Kena Upanisad 1.1, Hume,
p. 335 [“By whom impelled soars forth the mind
projected?”].



Thus, it is the flow of cause and effect,
and the accumulated force of one’s resulting
habits, not absolute free will, that governs
our character and hence our actions. Like-
wise, the Kausitaki Upanisad says:

This one [(i.e., God)], truly, indeed,
causes him whom he wishes to lead up
from these worlds, to perform good
action. This one, also, indeed, causes
him whom he wishes to lead downward,
to perform bad action.®

Similarly, in the Bhagavad Gita, we read:

None indeed, even for a moment,
remains without doing [actions]. All,
being dependent, are made to [act] by
the constituents of Prakrti [(i.e., by the
natural forces)].

[Actions] are being done in all ways
by the constituents of Prakrti [(i.e., by
the natural forces)]. He whose mind
is deluded by egoism thinks, “I am the
agent.”

Even a man of knowledge behaves
according to his nature. All living beings
conform to nature. What can repression
avail?’

These verses from the Bhagavad Gita
are so similar to what Spinoza says about
human behavior that it merits quoting
Spinoza here:

But these turmoils [of current events]
move me, neither to laughter nor even
to tears, but to philosophizing and to
observing human nature better. For I do

8 Kausitaki Upanisad 3.8.33-34, translated in
Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, p. 328.
9 Bhagavad Gita 3:5, 3:27, and 3:33, translated
in Warrier, A.G. Krishna, Srimad Bhagavad Gita
Bhasya of Sri Samkaracarya, With Text in Devan-
agiri & English Rendering, and Index of First Lines
of Verses (Sri Ramakrishna Math, 3d impression,
1983), pp. 106, 121, 125.

not think it right for me to mock nature,
much less to lament it, when I reflect that
men, like all other things, are only a part
of nature. ... (Letter 30 [IV/166/10-15].)

Sankara, not surprisingly, holds a sim-
ilar view regarding the strict determinism
implied by the laws of nature. In his com-
mentary on the last of the three Bhagavad
Gita verses quoted above, Safkara says:

[The reference to] “nature” means
impressions of work, righteous and
unrighteous, done already, which mani-
fest themselves in the present life or later.
According to that nature, every living
being — even one who has knowledge —
behaves; let alone the foolish. Therefore
all living beings conform to nature.'

And the way out of this inevitable
“conform[ity] to nature” is not to deny
determinism but rather to change one’s
sense of self. Sankara says:

Indeed it is the ignorant who mistake
for selves “the fruit and its cause” [(i.e.,
the deterministic sequence of cause
and effect)], which are non-selves; the
enlightened never do so. Perceiving
the otherness of the Self from “the fruit
and its cause,” it is inconsistent for the
enlightened to mistake the latter for the
real Self."

And Sankara makes a similar point in
his Vivekaciidamani. Equating determin-
ism with the physical body, he says:

The body of one who is liberated
moves here and there, [compelled] by

10 Bhagavadgitabhasya 111, 33.1, translated in
Warrier, Srimad Bhagavad Gita Bhasya of Sri
Samkaracarya, p. 125.
11  Bhagavadgitabhasya XIII, 2.11, translated
in Warrier, Srimad Bhagavad Gita Bhasya of Sri
Samkaracarya, p. 412.
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the vital airs, just as the slough of a snake
[is blown about by the wind].

Just as a piece of wood is tossed by the
current to high or low ground, so too a
body is carried here and there by destiny
as determined by the momentum of its
past actions. '

We find a similar deterministic model
of the universe in the texts of Pratyabhi-
jiia Shaivism, which describe choice as
a mechanistic process that we errone-
ously take to be an exercise of absolute
free will. A passage from Ksemaraja’s
Spanda-Nirnaya speaks of the “senses,” a
technical term that does not refer merely
to the five senses of perception (the tan-
matras) and their corresponding sense
organs (the janendriyas), but also to the
organs of action by which we engage the
world through the senses (the karmendri-
yas). Ksemaraja says:

[T]hat [divine] Spanda principle not
only moves the senses [(karanani; lit.:
“instruments of action”)] but rather by
infusing consciousness into the sup-
posed experiencer makes him capable of
effecting the movement, etc. of the senses
by virtue of which he is full of the erro-
neous conception, “I am directing the
senses.” He himself is nothing without
the infusion of the [divine] Spanda prin-
ciple into him. Therefore, it is perfectly
right to say that one should examine that
principle which provides consciousness
to both the senses and the perceiver by
the impenetration of the forth-going
rays of its own light. [¢] If it is main-
tained that one directs the senses by an
internal sense which uses a goad called

12 Vivekacudamani 549-550 (GRETIL), trans-
lated in Grimes, John, The Vivekacidamani of
Sankardcarya Bhagavatpada: An Introduction and
Translation (Ashgate 2004), p. 265 (Samata edi-
tion, vv. 550-551).
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desire, then that sense called desire,
being itself of the nature of the directed,
would require another sense for setting
it in motion, and that in its turn would
require another, and so on. Thus there
would be a regressus ad infinitum."

This text is difficult, but Ksemaraja
is saying that we do not actually choose
our desires or our actions; rather, we are
caused to desire and to act, and then, after
witnessing the desire and the action, we
imagine that we have made the choice so
to desire and so to act. And that, of course,
is exactly what Spinoza explained in his
letter answering Tschirnhaus’s doubt.

All these passages, in different ways,
deny the reality of the individual souls
subjective sense of absolute freedom.
But the quotation from Ksemaraja’s
Spanda-Nirnaya also points out the
impossibility of searching within oneself
and finding the chooser. As Ksemaraja
explains, if one maintains that there is
a special faculty by which one forms the
desire that goads one’s senses and one’s
actions, then with what special faculty
does one form the desire that goads one’s
desire? In other words, one has merely
rephrased the problem, not answered it.
And if one cannot find the chooser, then
one cannot find an individual soul that
has absolute freedom, and if one cannot
find an individual soul that has absolute
freedom, then one cannot find a soul that
resembles the soul of Cartesian dualism.

The Buddhists call that experience
“emptiness” (Stinyata), and whether one is
a physicist or a Buddhist (or both), emp-

13 Spanda-Nirnaya, com. to Spandakarika, verse
1.8 (KSTS, vol. 42, p. 22), translated in Singh,
Jaideva (ed. and transl.), The Yoga of Vibration
and Divine Pulsation: A Translation of the Spanda
Karikas with Ksemaraja’s Commentary, the Span-
da Nirnaya (SUNY Press 1992), p. 59.



tiness can be an unsettling realization, for
if “non-self” (anatman) is true, then what
remains of a person?' You don't get to
write the script; you don't even get to pick
the show; but you get a front row seat in
the theater, and the story is guaranteed to
be a good one.
3. What Does It Mean To Be Free?

I do not understand my own actions.
For I do not do what I want, but I do the
very thing I hate. Now if I do what I do

not want, . . . then it is no longer I that
do it, but sin which dwells within
me. ... I can will what is right, but I

cannot do it. For I do not do the good
I want, but the evil I do not want is what
I do. Now if I do what I do not want,
[then, again,] it is no longer I that do it,
but sin which dwells within me. . . .

For I delight in the law of God, in my
inmost self, but I see in my members
another law at war with the law of my
mind and making me captive to the law
of sin which dwells in my members.
Wretched man that I am! Who will
deliver me from this body of death?

— The New Testament, Rom 7:15-24 (RSV)

Poor Paul. Consider the foregoing
passage from Paul’s famous letter to
the church in Rome. Paul has split
himself in two by deciding he does not
like some of the things that
inevitably occur in God’s deterministic
world. And because it is all God’s world
and because Paul has decided he likes
only part of that world, Paul must be
devoted to a made-up god of his imag-

14 The Buddhist concepts of “emptiness”
(sinyata) and “non-self” (anatman) are consider-
ably more complex than described here. The pre-
cise usage of these terms in Buddhism is beyond
the subject matter of this article.

ination, not the God that actually is. And
it is no answer to blame the devil for Paul’s
“sin,” for either the devil is a second god in
competition with God, in which case God
is not truly God (i.e., one without a second
and free from all external constraint), or
the devil is only doing God’s bidding, in
which case it is all God’s marvelous show,
and Paul has decided he hates part of
God’s show, calling it evil and wretched.
Poor Paul."

Paul’s all-too-familiar dilemma leads us
to ask, What does it really mean to be free?
There is, of course, the freedom to gratify
one’s passions, but if we think “freedom”
means a sort of libertarian (libertine?)
“freedom to indulge,” we are in grave error.
The freedom to indulge implies only the
absence of artificial constraints such as
those imposed by parents, community, or
government, but it doesn’t imply absolute
freedom. Quite the contrary. A person
who indulges passions lives under the sov-
ereignty of those passions. Far from being
free, such a person is tossed this way and
that by external influences, rarely express-
ing his or her own essential nature. Thus,
the person has only substituted one form
of external control (parents, community,
or government) for another (the objects of

15 On Paul having split himselfin two, see Freud,
Sigmund, “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes,” in
Strachey, James (ed. and transl.), The Standard
Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (Hogarth Press, re-
print 1955), p. 136 [“In so far as the objects which
are presented to [the ego] are sources of pleasure,

[the ego] takes them into itself . . . ; and, on the
other hand, it expels whatever within itself be-
comes a cause of unpleasure . . . ”]. The present

article does not attempt to explicate the theology
of Paul’s letter to the Roman church, which is one
of the greatest and most theologically rich texts
of the ancient world. Paul may eventually have
arrived at an understanding not unlike that pro-
posed herein. See, e.g., Rom 3:20, 8:1.
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passionate desire). But as we shall present-
ly see, the freedom from one’s passions also
does not imply that a person has absolute
freedom.

Suppose a free being freely chooses
what is good. Is that freedom? One would
think so. But if this free being freely
chooses good, then, assuming this being is
not acting based on mere random chance,
it must be good by nature because, being
free, its choice of good cannot have been
compelled by something outside itself.
And if this free being is good by nature,
then it has always done good, it is now
doing good, and it will always do good. In
other words, this being is bound fast — by
reason of its inner essential nature — to
doing good. In what sense is that freedom?
How, after all, can we speak of an actual
capacity to do evil if, due to an immutable
and binding predisposition, evil can never
be done?

Perhaps, therefore, we need to reassess
what it means to be free, focusing on rela-
tive freedom instead of absolute freedom.
Relative freedom is not ones imagined
freedom to choose any course of action at
any moment; rather, it is the freedom to
express one’s inner essential nature unim-
peded by external influences. Relative
freedom, in other words, is the freedom to
be the sole cause of an action rather than its
concurrent cause; it is the freedom to have
one’s actions arise from who or what one
is, not from some external compulsion.
Of course, a person is a finite being, and a
finite being is never completely indepen-
dent of external influences, so this relative
freedom is necessarily a matter of degree.
Moreover, this relative freedom waxes and
wanes as circumstances change. One can
certainly increase it by striving to do so,
but sometimes to no avail, as Paul’s dilem-
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ma makes clear. And even if one’s actions
arise from who or what one is, they are no
less deterministic for that fact. Thus, this
relative freedom is fully compatible with
determinism, and for that reason reliance
on it as a vindication of human freedom
is called “compatibilism” The same
doctrine is also sometimes called “soft
determinism.” It is “determinism” because
everything that one does is governed by
immutable laws of physics, and one does
it by absolute necessity, compelled to act
by one’s own essential nature. It is “soft”
because it involves a limited sort of free
will. One’s “will” (i.e., one’s innate striving
to express one’s essential nature) is, to a
limited extent, “free” (i.e., not overcome by
external compulsion). One is not a puppet
dangling from the strings of external cir-
cumstances, forced to dance to their tune.
One is rule-bound and controlled, but for
at least a short time, one is controlled from
within, not from without. '

Some people reject this limited defi-
nition of freedom. They want their free
actions to be something they somehow
make up on the spot, out of nothing, an
uncaused cause rather than a determinis-
tic expression of an inner essential nature.
But it is not clear why they prefer the for-
mer to the latter. In the former case, one’s
freedom is a spontaneous new creation,
expressing nothing other than the whim
of the moment. In the latter case, one’s
freedom is an opportunity for self-expres-
sion, and hence the person who strives to
ease suffering or to promote justice reveals
thereby his or her innate goodness. Is it
somehow preferable to live in a world
in which at any moment a good person
might — by reason of being free in the

16 On this distinction, see Aristotle, Nicomache-
an Ethics, Book 111, section 1.



absolute sense — do something hurtful
and cruel? It doesn’t seem so, and yet that
is implied if one’s “freedom” is not deter-
ministically grounded in ones essential
nature.

But all this implies that the freedom we
so much desire is not absolute freedom
(i.e., the freedom to choose any course
of action at any moment); rather, it is
the freedom to express our own essential
nature. As Spinoza explains,

we neither strive for, nor will, neither
want, nor desire anything because
[by the exercise of absolute freedom]
we judge it to be good; on the contrary,
we judge something to be good
because [due to our essential nature] we
strive for it, will it, want it, and desire
it. (Ethics, IIIP9, Schol.)

And because we desire this freedom to
act solely based on who or what we are in
our essential nature, we also desire that our
reasoning powers should prevail over our
unreasoned bodily impulses, for the latter
are strongly affected by external stimuli,
and the former, which depend instead on
the underlying logic of the universe, reveal
to us what is true. Hence, Paul’s indictment
of his body: “I see in my members another
law at war with the law of my mind . . ..
Who will deliver me from this body of
death?” (Rom 7:23-24.)

Paul, who very much wanted to do
good, complains that he finds himself
instead doing the “sin” that he “hates.” But
because Paul cannot control his bodily
impulses, he concludes that it is not he
who does the sin, but the sin that dwells in
him. In Paul’s view, his reasoning powers
were proof of his connection to God (and
to immortality), and by contrast, he saw
his bodily impulses as a sort of imprison-

ment, explicitly associating “sin” with the
mortality of his flesh.

But if Paul was incapable of resisting the
impulse to do the thing he had reasoned
not to do, then, as he says, it was not he
that did it (in the sense of an individual
soul having absolute free will). Rather, it
was the forces of nature acting upon him.
And the converse, too, is true. If Paul
could sometimes resist the thing he had
reasoned not to do, then in that moment,
the forces of nature permitted Paul’s essen-
tial nature to express itself. Paul rightfully
strove to resist the things he had reasoned
not to do, but regardless of whether or not
he succeeded, it was all nothing but God’s
marvelous show.

So, at last, we are equipped to answer
the question we asked at the outset of this
section. Suppose a free being freely choos-
es what is good. This free being — which is
good by nature — has always done good, is
now doing good, and will always do good.
This being is bound fast — by reason of
its good nature — to doing good. Is that
freedom? Yes, that is freedom. But it is not
absolute freedom; it is not freedom in the
sense of being something that is uncon-
strained and indeterministic. Rather, it
is the freedom to express one’s essential
nature unimpeded, and that is the only
freedom anyone should ever desire.

4. Effortless Effort

As for what [your friend] has main-
tained next: that if we were compelled
by external causes, no one could acquire
the habit of virtue, I don’t know who has
told him that it can’t happen from a fatal
necessity, but only from a free decision
of the Mind, that we should have a firm
and constant disposition. "’
— Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677 c.e.)

17 Letter 58 [IV/267/30-35].
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“But wait a minute!” you might object.
“If absolute freedom is an illusion, then
why should I struggle to fulfill my duties
and my moral obligations? If everything
is determined by the laws of physics and
if what I do right now cannot change the
future even a bit, then I will spend the day
sleeping and the night carousing.” The mis-
take in that sort of fatalistic thinking is the
line “what I do right now cannot change
the future even a bit” Go ahead and sleep
all day and carouse all night if your essen-
tial nature is so weak and easily overcome
by external forces, but you are mistaken if
you think that such behavior is somehow
implied by determinism. Only a fool’s ver-
sion of determinism fatalistically imagines
that good things will come without effort
or that hardship will come despite it. If
good is “fated,” then why not effort, too?
Determinism does not somehow delete
the role of personal effort (striving) in the
efficient functioning of the universe. Put
in practical terms, it is very often the case
that, in the fullness of time, the people
who have pleasant things happen to them
are not the same people who “spend the
day sleeping and the night carousing”
Rather, they are the people whose essential
nature is so strong that they cannot help
but strive in every moment, regardless of
short-term results. Determinism asserts
that everything is fixed by the law of cause-
and-effect, but what one does right now is
an integral part of that cause-and-effect
sequence, and therefore what one does
right now is the measure of one’s future
experience.'®

18 See, e.g., Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.5 [dis-
cussing the law of karmal; Vivekaciidamani 549-
550 [same]. Consider also that one of the core
teachings of the Bhagavad Gita is to unite action
(effort, striving) with surrender of the results of
action (determinism). See Bhagavad Gita 3:7-9,
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People tend to think that determinism
means fatalism and that free will (in the
absolute sense) is necessary to make a
person hardworking, self-restrained, and
morally upright. And therefore, you would
need to look long and hard to find a moral
theologian who preaches determinism to
a general audience. Rather, moral theo-
logians generally assert that one has the
freedom to choose any course of action at
any moment and that one should exercise
one’s God-given agency by choosing what
is noble and rejecting what is harmful. For
as the moral theologian knows, such teach-
ings strongly motivate people, especially
people who are immersed in Cartesian
dualism, imagining themselves to be souls
piloting bodies.

But a wise philosopher knows that
there is no shortage of personal effort in
a deterministic universe, especially when
we consider those people who achieve
great things. Hence, Vedanta, Pratyabhi-
jfia Shaivism, and Spinoza all teach that
one should embrace effort but renounce
personal ownership of that effort. A fool,
by contrast, renounces the effort itself and
bemoans the practical difficulties that fol-
low.

But what does it mean to renounce
personal ownership of effort? Ramana
Maharshi was once asked by a seeker, “Are
only important events in a man life, such
as his main occupation or profession, pre-
determined, or are trifling acts in his life,
such as taking a cup of water or moving
from one place in the room to another,
also predetermined?”

“Yes, everything is predetermined,
responded the famous South Indian sage.

“Then . .. what free will has man?” que-
ried the incredulous seeker.

13, 19-30; 4:14-23, 41; 5:7-14; 18:2-12, 23, 26,
49.



“What for . . . does the body come into
existence?” Ramana asked rhetorically,
and he then taught the same non-iden-
tification with the body that we earlier
encountered in Sankara’s commentary on
the Bhagavad Gitd. Ramana said:

[The body] is designed for doing the
various things marked out for execution
in this life. The whole programme is
chalked out. . . . As for freedom for man,
he is always free not to identify himself
with the body and not to be affected by
the pleasures or pains consequent on the
body’s activities."

In other words, the body must perform
various actions and make various efforts,
but by calling such actions and efforts “my
action” and “my effort] a person steps
out of universal nondual consciousness
and reinforces the “You are here” arrow
that empiricism has placed at the center
of his or her world map. A passage from
Ksemaraja’s Spanda-Nirnaya expresses a
similar principle, using the name Samkara
to refer to Siva (i.e., God), or the universal
nondual consciousness:

Samkara is one who does sam. By
$am is meant the grace which consists
in enabling the aspirant to recognize the
vast expanse of His (Siva’s) Conscious-
ness, which is non-dualistic and is the
Highest Bliss inasmuch as it calms the
heat of all the afflictions. Such Samkara,
who is our own essential nature, do
we laud. Here, the sense of [the term]
“lauding” is that, by considering Him
as excelling the entire cosmos, we enter
into His being by obliterating the state
of assumed agency [(pramatr; lit.: “the
agent of knowing”)].?

19 Mudaliar, Day by Day with Bhagavan, pp. 91-
92, italics added.
20 Spanda-Nirnaya, com. to Spandakarika, verse

In this passage, Ksemaraja is saying that
by renouncing one’s false sense of agency,
one realizes one’s true identity with some-
thing much greater, to wit, the universal
nondual consciousness. But Ksemaraja
also describes this state as “Highest Bliss,”
making clear that when the idea of “my
action” and “my effort” dissolves, “the heat
of all the afflictions” dissolves with it.

That, then, is what it means to renounce
personal ownership of effort. One
renounces the idea of being a person who
makes the effort. Consider the case of an
athlete who, after intently pursuing victory
on the playing field, notices an abrasion
on the leg but is unable to recall when or
how it occurred. The injury caused pain,
no doubt, but the athlete did not accept
ownership of the pain; instead, the ath-
lete’s mind was directed elsewhere, and the
pain was never recorded into memory. In
like manner, a wise philosopher renounces
ownership of effort, doing so by refusing
to record the effort into a remembered
narrative about a person who suffered that
effort.

Everything that occurs in this world
is governed by physical laws, but when
those laws of physics brought you, the
reader of this article, into the world, did
those laws create a weak-natured fool who
would cease all effort upon learning that,
for finite human beings, absolute freedom
is an illusion? Unlikely. Therefore, if you
feel some internal resistance to effort,
you should ask yourself, Who is resisting?
Vedanta, Pratyabhijiia Shaivism, and Spi-
noza all teach that it is your false self that is
resisting, the self that thinks it has absolute
free will, the self that keeps a careful tally
of merits and injustices, the self that clings

1.1 (KSTS, vol. 42, p. 3), translated in Singh, The
Yoga of Vibration, p. 9.

Dogma 139



to a constructed narrative. Why pay that
false self any attention if it is just a con-
cept? Why give it power over you? There
is no resistance to the effort required to
indulge a pleasure, as the example of the
athlete on the playing field shows. There-
fore, resistance to effort is merely a matter
of having rejected some part of God’s per-
fect world. For you, that resistance is mere
static that needs to be tuned out in favor of
expressing your essential nature in every
moment.

Here, it must be stressed that if one is
going to function effectively in the world,
allowing optimal decisions to unfold, one
must always indulge the feeling that one
is exercising one’s power of free choice,
including any feeling of effort that goes
along with it. In other words, even after
recognizing that, for finite human beings,
absolute freedom is an illusion, one must
play along as if it were real, for we evolved
as entities that imagined themselves to
have that freedom, and we operate best
based on that self-conception. Indeed,
what we experience as the exercise of
reasoned choice is none other than the
striving of our own essential nature to
express itself, and the stronger our essen-
tial nature happens to be, the more we will
have that experience. Therefore, the only
practical difference between a person who
knows the truth and a person who does
not is that the former makes choices as if
absolute freedom were a reality, whereas
the latter makes choices believing absolute
freedom to be a reality. But that difference
is a meaningful one, for a person gains
great peace of mind when the endless
stream of regrets associated with “should
have,” “would have,” and “could have” lose
their sting.

So, let the moral theologians preach
about the freedom to choose any course
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of action at any moment, and let them
beseech their listeners to exercise their
freedom of choice in favor of industrious-
ness, self-restraint, and moral rectitude.
Such teachings are suitable for the general
congregation. But for you, the thoughtful
philosopher, the realization that absolute
freedom is an illusion does not cause you
to cease your effort to promote the moral
good in every moment. Rather, it spurs
you to greater effort because, for you,
effort is effortless, and moral good is the
gentle path.
5. Punishment
As for what [your friend] adds next:
that if we affirmed |determinism], all
wickedness would be [morally] excusable,
what of it? For evil men are no less to
be feared, nor are they any less harmful,
when they are necessarily evil.*!
— Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677 c.e.)

Perhaps the primary reason we cling
to the dogma of absolute free will is to
justifty reward for those who comply
with society’s precepts and punishment
for those who don't. Is it fair, after all, for
society to impose punishment on a violent
felon if the felon had no control over the
course of events that resulted in his or her
criminal behavior? We have all experi-
enced moments when, in the throes of hot
passion or the flights of misguided delib-
eration, we did something we later wished
we had not done. If, however, we go over
the event in our mind, we recognize that in
the moment of acting, we were absolutely
convinced that the action was correct, and
we could not, therefore, have acted in any
other way. And if that is true for us, who are
very thoughtful and law abiding by nature,
is it not equally true for the rapist and the
murderer? Wasn't he, too, acting under

21 Letter 58 [IV/268/1-5].




the influence of an irresistible impulse or
a wrong-headed conviction? We all know
he was, for why else would he have done
what he did? But how then can we justify
his imprisonment or execution? We do so,
very often, by invoking the dogma that
he had freedom of choice, and therefore
he can be held morally responsible for his
conduct.

In considering the problem of pun-
ishment in a deterministic universe, our
earlier discussion of Pauls letter to the
Romans is particularly relevant because
there we saw that to be “free” in the rel-
ative sense means to have one’s thoughts
and actions determined from within (by
one’s own essential nature), not from with-
out (by external influences). Consider, for
example, the statement, “John is good.” The
speaker probably doesn't mean that John’s
actions are all randomly generated and
that, by rare chance, they all happen to be
good. If that were the intention underlying
the statement, then John’s very next action
would be no more likely to be good than a
rolled pair of dice is likely to come up box-
cars. What the speaker is saying, therefore,
is that John’s essential nature — the inner
something that governs his actions when
he is acting autonomously — is good. And
if that is so, then the speaker must admit
that it is not John’s absolute freedom that
empowers John to be good; rather, it is
the way John is constructed at the core of
his being that does so. In other words, our
ability to evaluate a person’s moral charac-
ter implies that there is something essential
in a person that governs behavior when
external influences are absent, which, in
turn, implies soft determinism (i.e., com-
patibilism), not absolute freedom.?

22 By the phrase “essential nature,” I do not
mean a persons usual character, thus excusing
people who commit terrible crimes that are “out

And, of course, the word “good” in the
statement “John is good” is not significant
to the foregoing analysis; the adjective
could just as well be “reliable,” “steadfast,”
“kind,” “moral,” or any of their opposites.
Whatever the adjective used, the speaker
is saying that something about John’s
essential nature has caused his behav-
ior — either something qualitative (i.e.,
the character of his essential nature) or
something quantitative (i.e., the power of
his essential nature). Therefore, one who
relies on human freedom as a justification
for punishment is faced with a choice:
Either (1) human beings have no essen-
tial nature that governs their behavior, in
which case a person’s past actions tell us
nothing about his or her future conduct,
and punishment serves no purpose; or (2)
human beings have an essential nature
that governs their behavior, in which case
we can legitimately judge a person’s future
conduct based on his or her past actions,
but then we must concede determinism,
not absolute free will.

Indeed, absolute free will (i.e., inde-
terminism) would imply the absence of
any governing principle directing a per-
son’s behavior, in which case the person’s
choices would all be random and therefore
blameless. It seems, then, that determinism,
not the freedom to choose any course of
action at any moment, is what actually jus-
tifies punishment. We can justly punish a
person because we accept that the person’s
actions are governed by his or her essential
nature, not by mere lottery.

of character” for the person. Rather, by “essential
nature,” I mean only that the person has some
internal disposition that determines his or her
“free” choices, and thus that the person is never
actually free in the absolute sense. See Moore,
Michael S., “Choice, Character, and Excuse,” in
Social Philosophy and Policy, vol. 7, issue 2 (1990),
pp. 43-44, 53.
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Therefore, what is relevant for purposes
of punishment is not whether a person’s
wrongful act was devoid of deterministic
causes; rather, what is relevant is whether,
at the moment of acting, the person had
“both the capacity and the opportunity
to exercise the practical reasoning that is
distinctive of his personhood,”* meaning
that the persons act revealed something
about his or her essential nature. As we
have already explained, the freedom to
express one’s essential nature unimpeded
by external influences is fully compatible
with determinism; it is the label we give
to determinism when actions are deter-
mined from within, not from without. But
the latter distinction is an important one.
Spinoza used the phrase “power of acting”
to refer to the measure of a thing’s ability
to be the sole cause of an event rather than
its concurrent cause, and Spinoza further
argued that an increase in this “power of
acting” — this ability to self-actualize — is
the key to true happiness, salvation, and
blessedness. (Ethics, 11ID2; IIIP11, with
Schol; VP36, Schol.; and VP42, Dem.) In
other words, human autonomy, although
never absolute, is an important value that
is not contradicted by determinism, and
allocating criminal responsibility to those
who, with the capacity and opportunity

23 See Moore, Michael S., “Causation and
the Excuses,” in California Law Review, vol. 73
(1985), pp. 1132-1137, 1148-1149. See also Hart,
Herbert L.A., Punishment and Responsibility: Es-
says in the Philosophy of Law (Clarendon Press
1968), pp. 152-153. Of course, “the capacity and
the opportunity [for] practical reasoning” does
not mean “the capacity and the opportunity [for]
flawless reasoning,” since flawless reasoning is
incompatible with wrongdoing. Rather, the con-
sideration of the person’s “capacity” for “practical
reasoning” is meant to address special cases such
as children, the cognitively disabled, and those
who do wrongful acts based on hallucinations,
delusions, or similar mental aberrations.
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for practical reasoning, choose to commit
crimes recognizes and serves the autono-
my interests of both the criminal and the
noncriminal — autonomy interests that
are denied in a system that exonerates the
criminal by ascribing all human behavior
to social and environmental factors.**
That said, society only has an interest in
controlling antisocial behavior at its real
source. A person acting under provocation
or duress is obviously not the sole or even
the primary author of his or her actions.
And it may be that most wrongdoers act
under the influence of external forces,
some immediate (such as provocation or
duress) and others more remote (such as
upbringing or community).* Some people
are unusually weak natured, easily swayed
by bad company or the pull of destructive
habits. Others have been the victims of
widespread injustice and therefore have
no social obligation. And still others are
misinformed, and that misinformation
may have hardened into a false conviction
or a deep-seated distrust, distorting the
person’s judgment and influencing his or
her behavior. Indeed, Spinoza went so far
as to argue that all wrongdoers act under

24 See Pillsbury, Samuel H., “The Meaning of
Deserved Punishment: An Essay on Choice,
Character, and Responsibility, in Indiana Law
Journal, vol. 67, issue 3 (1992), esp. pp. 735, 752;
Weinreb, Lloyd L., “Desert, Punishment, and
Criminal Responsibility,” in Law and Contempo-
rary Problems, vol. 49, no. 3 (1986), pp. 73-80;
Moore, “Causation and the Excuses,” pp. 1148-
1149; Morris, Herbert, “Persons and Punish-
ment,” in The Monist, vol. 52, no. 4 (Oct. 1968),
pp- 475-501; Hart, Punishment and Responsibili-
ty, pp- 181-183.

25 See Delgado, Richard, “ ‘Rotten Social Back-
ground’: Should the Criminal Law Recognize a
Defense of Severe Environmental Deprivation?,”
in Law and Inequality, vol. 3 (1985), pp. 9-90;
Kadish, Sanford, “Excusing Crime,” in California
Law Review, vol. 75 (1987), pp. 257-289.



the influence of external forces. In his
view, a perfectly free person — that is, a
person whose own essential nature is the
sole cause of his or her actions (see Ethics,
ID7) — will always act based on reason and
virtue (see id., IIIP3, IVDS8, IVP18, Schol.,
IVP24, IVP66, Schol., and IVP72, Dem.),
although no finite being can be perfectly
free in that sense. Thus, for Spinoza, all
wrongdoing is attributable to weakness
rather than to some inherent evil quality
of a persons nature. In many cases, the
external forces that influence a wrongdoer
may be viewed as too remote to constitute
a legal excuse for the person’s actions, and
some form of punishment may be justified
(see Ethics, IVP51, Schol.), but it may also
be that punishment supplemented by
other remedies (including a commitment
to social reform) would better serve soci-
ety’s valid interest in preserving the peace
and promoting the common good, while
fairly distributing the benefits and burdens
of collaborative living.
6. Theodicy
Indeed, they seem to conceive man in
nature as a dominion within a dominion.
For they believe that man . . . has abso-
lute power over his actions, and that he
is determined only by himself. And they
attribute the cause of human impotence,
not to the common power of nature,
but to I know not what vice of human
nature, which they therefore bewail, or
laugh at, or disdain, or (as usually hap-
pens) curse. . . .

But . . . nothing happens in nature
which can be attributed to any defect
in it, for nature is always the same, and
its virtue and power of acting are every-
where one and the same, i.e., the laws
and rules of nature, according to which

all things happen, and change from one
form to another, are always and every-
where the same. .. .

— Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677 c.e.)

In Spinoza’s assessment, God didn’t
create a universe that has any evil in it at
all. But people nevertheless imagine evil,
projecting their human conception of
what ought to be upon the events they
witness, and then — like modern-day
versions of the prophet Job — they puzzle
about evil, and they question God. Why,
they ask, is there evil if God is all-power-
tul, all-knowing, and all-good? Why are
there Holocausts? Why earthquakes? Why
epidemic diseases? Why wars?

It does not seem to occur to such people
that their god is as much a human inven-
tion as the good and evil they assign to the
events they are witnessing. They fashion a
mental idol that shares their human mea-
sure of what is good, and then, because
many things in the world fall short of that
measure, they begin to doubt the idol they
have fashioned. And, finally, they invent a
second idol, at war with their beloved first
idol, and they blame the second idol for
everything they dislike, reassuring them-
selves that, in the end, the first idol will
prevail over the second idol. But Spinoza
saw the matter differently. He argued that,
however we might legitimately define good
for purposes of regulating human society
and fostering human happiness (see, e.g.,
Ethics, IVP18, Schol.), the only valid mea-
sure of good for purposes of judging God’s
creation is what actually is.?’

Many things are evil relative to human
beings, and as human beings, we can
and should fight against such things. But

26  Ethics, 111, Preface.
27 See Babylonian Talmud, Menachot 29b.
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regardless of the outcome of such efforts,
the universe remains perfect, for if it is not
perfect, then God, its author, is not perfect.
Spinoza says it this way:

[T]hings have been produced by
God with the highest perfection, since
they have followed necessarily from a
given most perfect nature. Nor does this
convict God of any imperfection, for
his perfection compels us to affirm this.
Indeed, from the opposite, it would clear-
ly follow . . . that God is not supremely
perfect; because if things had been pro-
duced by God in another way, we would
have to attribute to God another nature,
different from that which we have been
compelled to attribute to him from the
consideration of the most perfect Being.
(Ethics, IP33, Schol. 2.)

Not surprisingly, the Upanishads, too,
deny the existence of anything that is evil
in the absolute sense. In the Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad, for example, we read the follow-
ing about a “brahmin,” meaning a person
who knows “Brahman” (i.e., God): “Evil
does not overcome him; he overcomes all
evil. Evil does not burn him; he burns all
evil. Free from evil, free from impurity,
free from doubt, he becomes a brahmin.”*
And in the Chandogya Upanisad, we read:

Now, the Soul (Atman) is the bridge
[or dam], the separation for keeping
these worlds apart. Over that bridge [or
dam] there cross neither day, nor night,
nor old age, nor death, nor sorrow, nor
well-doing, nor evil-doing. [4] All evils
turn back therefrom, for that Brah-
man-world is freed from evil.*

28 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.23, translat-
ed in Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads,
p. 144. See also Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.3.22.
29 Chandogya Upanisad 8.4.1-2, translated in
Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, p. 265,

144 Dogma

Likewise, in the Taittiriya Upanisad, we
read:

Such a one, verily, the thought does
not torment: “Why have I not done the
good (sadhu)? Why have I done the
evil (papa)?” He who knows this, saves
(sprnute) himself (atmanam) from
these [thoughts]. For truly, from both of
these he saves himself — he who knows
this! [4] Such is the mystic doctrine
(upanisad)!*

And finally, in the Kausitaki Upanisad,
we read:

There [in the Brahman-world] he
shakes off his good deeds and his evil
deeds. His dear relatives succeed to the
good deeds; those not dear, to the evil
deeds. Then, just as one driving a chariot
looks down upon the two chariot-wheels,
thus he looks down upon day and night,
thus upon good deeds and evil deeds,
and upon all the pairs of opposites. This
one, devoid of good deeds, devoid of evil
deeds, a knower of Brahman, unto very
Brahman goes on.’!

[In regard to] he who understands
[Brahman] — by no deed whatsoever of
his is his world injured, not by stealing,
not by killing an embryo, not by the
murder of his mother, not by the mur-
der of his father; if he has done any evil
(papa), the dark color departs not from
his face.?

textual emendations by the translator.

30 Taittiriya Upanisad 2.9, translated in Hume,
The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, p. 289.

31 Kausitaki Upanisad 1.4 (TITUS), translat-
ed in Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads,
pp. 304-305.

32 Kausitaki Upanisad 3.1 (TITUS), translated in
Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads, p. 321.
See also Maitrayaniya Upanisad 6.18, Hume,
pp- 435 and 436; Bhagavad Gita 4:36, 18:17.



Consistent with these Upanishadic pas-
sages, Sankara, too, describes an ultimate
state in which the knower of absolute truth
transcends moral distinctions.”* But the

practitioners of nondual Kashmiri
Shaivism go even further. Moral
transcendence, for them, justifies

backroom theurgic rituals that transgress
religious and social norms. And here,
nondual Shaivism becomes a subject of
criticism. The point being made by
scriptural passages that validate moral
transcendence is not that a person can or
should act as a self-indulgent libertine or
that moral ideals serve no legitimate
function. On the contrary, all actions (even
hidden ones) have consequences, and
moral ideals evolved and are sustained
because they regulate human behavior in
ways that serve our common interests.
Hence, an intelligent person will certainly
pursue the moral good. The point being
made by these scriptural passages is that
one is never alienated from God on
account of anything one may have done.
But, one might ask, can the world
really be perfect if it has Holocausts,
earthquakes, epidemics, and wars? As
said, a wise person will certainly seek
to avoid such calamities, but a wise per-
son sees no absolute cosmological evil
in them. Our sense organs allow us to
perceive only a minute fraction of the
universe, and we perceive it only by way of
a distorted and indistinct representation.
How, then, can we judge something to be
evil in the absolute sense? Spinoza says:

[W]hatever [a person] thinks is trou-
blesome and evil, and moreover, whatever
seems immoral, dreadful, unjust, and
dishonorable, arises from the fact that he

33 See, e.g., Brahmasiutrabhasya 11, 1, 22; 11, 3,
48; 111, 3, 26-28; Vivekacudamani 433, 503, 545.

conceives the things themselves in a way
that is disordered, mutilated, and con-
fused. For this reason, [a moral person]
strives most of all to conceive things as
they are in themselves, and to remove
the obstacles to true knowledge, like
Hate, Anger, Envy, Mockery, Pride, and
the rest . ... (Ethics, IVP73, Schol.)

Relative to our human personhood,
suffering and death are certainly evil, and
we must resist and avoid them, but the
fact remains that human bodies die — if
not after 20 years, then after 90 or more.
Consciousness, however, is eternal.

7. The Perfect Freedom of God

I say that a thing is free if it exists and
acts solely from the necessity of its own
nature, and [that it is] compelled if it is
determined by something else to exist
and produce effects in a fixed and deter-
minate way. E.g., even though God exists
necessarily, still he exists freely, because
he exists from the necessity of his own
nature alone. . . . You see, then, that I
place freedom not in a free decree, but in
a free necessity.

Finally, I'd like your friend . . . to tell
me how he conceives the human virtue
which arises from the free decree of the
Mind to be consistent with God’s preor-
dination. If he confesses, with Descartes,
that he doesn’t know how to reconcile
these things, then he’s trying to launch
against me the same weapon which has
pierced him.**

— Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677 c.e.)

God created a magnificent universe
that is an outward expression of God’s own
eternal essence. It is constructed in perfect

34 Letter 58 [IV/265/20-30 and 1V/268/5-15].
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accord with elegant physical laws, and it
plays itself out across the time dimension
like an ever-turning kaleidoscope, each
new configuration necessarily determined
by, and every bit as beautiful, as the one
that came before. Some people are trou-
bled by that model of the universe. They
don’t like imagining time to be a fixed
landscape, analogous to one of the spatial
dimensions. For them, determinism seems
to reduce the infinite possibilities associat-
ed with free choice to the single possibility
associated with the laws of physics. Is not
God more powerful than the laws of phys-
ics? Thus, determinism seems to constrain
God’s freedom.

The truth is that most people imagine
that they exist at the vanguard of time,
creating the future by their free choices.
Therefore, the only type of freedom most
people can appreciate is the freedom they
imagine they have to make decisions
about the future as they proceed forward
through the time dimension. And if God
lacks that freedom, most people believe,
then God is not free at all, which calls into
doubt God’s omnipotence.

Reasoning in this way, most people
insist that God must be able to change cre-
ation at any moment, making adjustments
(large or small) to what the laws of physics
would otherwise demand — even parting
the Red Sea when necessary. Thus, they
place God inside time. They cannot imag-
ine a God that is outside time, the creator
of time, existing changelessly throughout
all time. Instead, they imagine a god that,
like themselves, is an actor on the stage of
time. * Spinoza joked thata circle, if it could

35 Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (the “Rambam”)
(12th century c.e.) pointed out that because God
exists outside time, any interruption of the laws
of physics that occurs at a particular point in time
must have been created by God outside time. And
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speak, would assert that God is a perfect
circle, and likewise human beings imagine
God to be a perfect human being. (Letter
56 [IV/260/5-10].) They find themselves
to be subject to time, and so they imagine
that God, too, must be subject to time. But
by placing God inside time, they make
time ontologically prior to the god they are
worshiping, thus ignoring the God that is
the source of time.

At the heart of this error may be the
devotee’s strong belief in the efficacy of
prayer. God’s devotee may feel that if God
is not an actor on the stage of time, capable
of intervening in history at any moment,
then prayer is futile. But determinism
doesn’t make prayer futile any more than
it makes effort futile. As explained above,
the fact that all things are a deterministic
expression of God’s eternal essence doesn’t
somehow negate the role each of us must
play in producing favorable outcomes for
ourselves, and sometimes that role might
include prayer. The essence of prayer is
intention, and if thought and matter are
the same thing, then intention is as inte-
gral to the efficient functioning of the
physical universe as fermions and bosons
are. Determinism tells us that we live in
an orderly world governed by the law of
cause-and-effect, but it doesn't tell us that
prayer can’t be one of the causes producing
a particular desired effect. And if, in that
situation, we imagine otherwise, deeming
prayer to be unnecessary, then we are like
a person who fatalistically expects water to
boil without lighting the stove. In a deter-
ministic world, tomorrow might bring
healing and salvation, but if healing and
salvation are ordained for tomorrow, then

if that is so, then that particular interruption of
the laws of physics is itself one of the laws of phys-
ics. See discussion of Aristotle in Maimonides,
Guide of the Perplexed 11.29.



why not prayer for today? and why can’t
the former depend on the latter? Accord-
ing to both Pratyabhijiia Shaivism and
Spinoza, the human mind is not an insular
isolated thing; rather, it participates in
many larger systems of thought (minds),
and ultimately it participates in a univer-
sal system of thought that the teachers of
Pratyabhijfia Shaivism called “Siva” and
that Spinoza called the “infinite intellect of
God” And if that is so, then determinism
doesn’t prevent the universe from heeding
our prayers any more than it prevents
a mother from heeding the cries of her
child. Thus, our prayers are heard, they are
answered, and they are necessary, but they
cannot change or affect God even slightly,
for they are an expression of what God is,
not a determinant of what God is. And if
we think about it, we wouldn't want it to
be any other way, for if we could change
or affect God with our prayers, then God
wouldn’t be God (i.e., one without a sec-
ond and free from all external constraint).

Therefore, one should certainly pray,
and likewise one should thank God. If
all the vast forces of the universe align in
unseen ways to offer guidance and protec-
tion, why not feel grateful? and why not
express that gratitude? But a wise person
will also be grateful for what appears on
the surface to be undesirable, for other-
wise one’s god is a mere creature of one’s
imagination.

Interestingly, the same people who
reject Spinoza’s strict necessitarianism,
insisting on God’s ability to intervene in
history, are usually not bothered by imag-
ining God as the creator of the physical
universe. But if God can create a three-di-
mensional universe, giving a unique
spatial location to each object, without
thereby compromising divine freedom

and omnipotence, then certainly God can
instead make a four-dimensional universe,
giving a unique temporal location to each
event, without thereby compromising
divine freedom and omnipotence. In other
words, the ability to make choices in the
dimension of time is not the measure of
God’s freedom. Rather, the measure of
God’s freedom is the ability to actualize
every possibility implied by God’s own
eternal essence. Spinoza explains:

[N]othing can be or be conceived
without God, but. .. all thingsare in God.
So there can be nothing outside him by
which he is determined or compelled to
act. (Ethics, IP17, Dem.)

God alone is a free cause. For God
alone exists only from the necessity of his
nature, and acts [only] from the necessi-
ty of his nature. (Id., IP17, Cor. 2.)

But since the divine nature has abso-
lutely infinite attributes, each of which
also expresses an essence infinite in its
own kind, from its necessity there must
follow infinitely many things in infinite
modes (i.e., everything which can fall
under an infinite intellect). (Id., IP16,
Dem.)

In Pratyabhijiia Shaivism, the Sanskrit
word svatantra connotes this same under-
standing of divine freedom, one in which
the world is understood to be a free and
perfect expression of God’s own eternal
essence (citth svatantra viSvasiddhihet-
uh).** As such, God can’t be an actor on
the stage of time, intervening in history
in response to transient human needs,
because if God ever needed to intervene to
make some adjustment as time unfolded,

36 Pratyabhijfiahrdayam, sitra 1 (KSTS, vol. 3,
p. 2), translated in Singh, Jaideva (ed. and transl.),
Pratyabhijiiahrdayam: The Secret of Self-Recogni-
tion (Motilal Banarsidass 1982), p. 46.
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then such an intervention would neces-
sarily imply that God’s eternal essence had
changed, which is logically nonsensical.

In making this point, I am fully cog-
nizant of the harsh criticism that both
Spinoza and Einstein faced for denying
that God intervenes in history. As already
noted, it is quite natural and psychologi-
cally healthy for most religious people to
imagine God in anthropomorphic or, at
least, anthropopathic terms. For them,
God is an all-powerful personal compan-
ion and a model of human moral values,
acting in ways that an idealized human
being would act. That is the only God most
people know, and so to deny the existence
of that God is tantamount to preaching
atheism. Moreover, to do so would be
highly destabilizing in present-day society,
leading some people to categorically deny
moral obligation and others to lose the
emotional strength by which they daily
face severe hardship. Let me therefore be
clear. I do not deny the validity and critical
importance of a personal deity. But here
we are considering the issue solely from
the perspective of science and philoso-
phy. If God is eternal (i.e., outside time),
and if the universe freely expresses, in
the dimensions of space and time, God’s
eternal unchanging essence, then the
universe needs no temporal interventions
from God to make it more God-like, and
if somehow it did need such interventions,
then God’s eternal essence would need to
have changed, which, as said, is nonsensi-
cal.”

37 It is no answer to argue that human free will
introduces evil into the world and that God must
continuously intervene to counteract human evil,
for that theory turns human free will into a sec-
ond power alongside God, in which case God is
not one without a second. It merits noting that
Vedanta, too, struggles with the tension between
the absolute detachment associated with the God
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From this we see that although our
prayers might be indispensable prerequi-
sites to the occurrence of certain events,
they cannot change or affect God in any
way. Rather, God’s absolute “freedom”
(svatantra) connotes the complete absence
of any impediment to or limitation upon
God’s perfect self-expression,” a self-ex-
pression that includes our prayers as well
as their effects. In the Spanda-Nirnaya,
Ksemaraja describes this absolute free-
dom, using the name Samkara for God:

Of that — i.e., of Samkara — who is
a compact mass of Light and Bliss and
who is everyone’s own being, there is
nowhere — i.e., in no space, time, or
form — any obstruction — i.e., any
impediment — in His free advance,
because nothing can veil His nature.”

In the context of this discussion, it is
useful to consider the “many worlds” the-
ory of quantum mechanics.* This debated
theory proposes that whenever there is
entanglement between a quantum system
and its environment, every possible out-
come of that entanglement actually exists
in some version of the world. Moreover,
because in our own version of the world,
we observe only one outcome (with all its
effects), it follows that in other versions of
of philosophy (brahman) and the active engage-
ment associated with the God of popular religion
(isvara).

38 See Singh, Pratyabhijiiahrdayam, p. 122, n.
14.

39 Spanda-Nirnaya, com. to Spandakarika, verse
1.2 (KSTS, vol. 42, p. 9), translated in Singh, The
Yoga of Vibration, p. 27.

40 The “many worlds” theory was proposed
by Bryce Seligman Dewitt and R. Neill Graham
based on Hugh Everett’s 1956 doctoral thesis at
Princeton University. See Dewitt, Bryce Selig-
man, and Neill Graham (eds.), The Many Worlds

Interpretation of Quantum Mechanics (Princeton
Univ. Press 1973).




the world, other versions of ourselves are
observing other outcomes (with all their
effects). The result is decoherence among
the different versions of the world. The
universe “splits” into multiple versions of
itself. Therefore, according to this theory,
it is only the first-person perspective (the
“You are here” arrow) that we impose on
the universe that causes us to measure a
subatomic particle as having a particular
property. Everything that according to the
laws of physics can possibly occur actually
does occur, somewhere, at some time, in
some version of the universe, but because
of the limitations imposed by our sense
organs, we experience the unfolding of
only one of those possibilities. *

In other words, in God’s infinite uni-
verse, all possibilities are actualities, and it
is only the limits of human perception that
prevent a person from experiencing more
than one of those actualities. As humans
who are subject to time, we equate choice
with freedom, but choice would actual-
ly limit God’s freedom, forcing God to
choose one possibility and to reject all the
others. Infinity, not choice, is the measure
of God’s freedom, as Spinoza explains:

Others think that God is a free cause
because he can (so they think) bring it
about that the things which we have said
follow from his nature (i.e., which are
in his power) do not happen or are not
produced by him. . ..

41 Put in more technical terms, the brain that
observes the measured property of a particular
electron is in a superposition of possible states
of observation, and because all consciousness is
consciousness of one’s own self, the consciousness
of that superpositional brain necessarily becomes
fragmented. Thus, the so-called “collapse” of the
wave function is merely a limitation of perspec-
tive, like seeing a circle and not realizing that one
is really looking at a sphere.

But I think I have shown clearly
enough . . . that from God’s supreme
power, or infinite nature, infinitely many
things in infinitely many modes, i.e., all
things, have necessarily flowed . . . . So
God’s omnipotence has been actual from
eternity and will remain in the same
actuality to eternity. And in this way, at
least in my opinion, God’s omnipotence
is maintained far more perfectly.

Indeed — to speak openly — my
opponents seem to deny God’s omnip-
otence. For they are forced to confess
that God understands infinitely many
creatable things, which nevertheless he
will never be able to create. . . . Therefore
to maintain that God is perfect, they
are driven to maintain at the same time
that he cannot bring about everything
to which his power extends. I do not see
what could be feigned which would be
more absurd than this or more contrary
to God’s omnipotence. (Ethics, IP17,
Schol,; see also id., IP32, Cor. 2.)

Freedom, for the Pratyabhijiia mas-
ters and also for Spinoza, is the ability to
choose every possibility, not just one. Prof.
Einstein can have both the chocolate and
the vanilla. Indeed, if his choice between
the two was entangled with some quantum
system, then he did have both, each in a
separate version of the world that actually
exists.

James H. Cumming (Bachelor of Arts,
Columbia University; Juris Doctor, magna
cum laude, University of Pennsylvania) is
a senior research attorney at the Califor-
nia Supreme Court, where he is an expert
in philosophy of law. He has also been a
scholar of religion for over 40 years. He
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began by studying Sanskrit and Indian
scripture, specializing in the nondual
philosophy of Kashmir. Later, he learned
Hebrew and completed a comprehensive
study of Jewish mysticism. In 2019, he
published Torah and Nondualism: Diver-
sity, Conflict, and Synthesis (Ibis Press).
This article is excerpted from his second
book, The Nondual Mind: Vedanta, Kash-
miri Pratyabhijfia Shaivism, and Spinoza,
which is still in manuscript, and which can
be accessed on Academia.edu.
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TIME AND ETERNITY
by James H. Cumming

neriawilliam@yahoo.fr

My recently completed book, The
Nondual Mind, compares Hindu nondual
philosophy to that of Baruch Spinoza
(1632-1677 c.e.), demonstrating the sim-
ilarity of Spinozas ideas to Kashmiri
PratyabhijidShaivism. In previouseditions
of Dogma, 1 published several excerpts
from that book. The first three articles
explain that all things are conscious, and
that all consciousness is consciousness of
self. The fourth article addresses the diffi-
cult problem of what it means to be free in
a deterministic universe. The present arti-
cle discusses two ways of thinking about
immortality, one based on the circularity
of time, and the other based on eternity.
But to better introduce the topic of the
present article, I will briefly review some
of the ideas about time and divine freedom
that appear at the end of my fourth article.

God created a magnificent universe
that is an outward expression of God’s own
eternal essence. It is constructed in perfect
accord with elegant physical laws, and it
plays itself out across the time dimension
like an ever-turning kaleidoscope, each
new configuration necessarily determined
by, and every bit as beautiful, as the one
that came before. Some people are trou-
bled by that model of the universe. They
don’t like imagining time to be a fixed
landscape, analogous to one of the spatial
dimensions. People imagine that they exist
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at the vanguard of time, creating the future
by their free choices. Therefore, the only
type of freedom most people can appreci-
ate is the freedom they imagine they have
to make decisions about the future as they
proceed forward through the time dimen-
sion. And if God lacks that freedom, most
people believe, then God is not free at all,
which calls into doubt God’s omnipotence.
Reasoning in this way, people insist that
God must be able to change creation at
any moment, making adjustments (large
or small) to what the laws of physics would
otherwise demand — even parting the
Red Sea when necessary. Thus, they place
God inside time. They cannot imagine
a God that is outside time, the creator of
time, existing changelessly throughout all
time. Instead, they imagine a god that,
like themselves, is an actor on the stage
of time. But by placing God inside time,
they make time ontologically prior to the
god they are worshiping, thus ignoring the
God that is the source of time.

In truth, the ability to make choices in
the dimension of time is not the measure
of God’s freedom. Rather, the measure of
God’s freedom is the ability to actualize
every possibility implied by God’s own
eternal essence. If God is eternal (i.e.,
outside time), and if the universe freely
expresses, in the dimensions of space and
time, God’s eternal unchanging essence,



then the universe needs no temporal
interventions from God to make it more
God-like, and if somehow it did need such
interventions, then God’s eternal essence
would need to have changed, which is
nonsensical. As humans who are subject to
time, we equate freedom with choice, but
choice would actually limit God’s freedom,
forcing God to choose one possibility and
to reject all the others. Infinity, not choice,
is the measure of God’s freedom.
Attherootofthis confusion aboutdivine
freedom is the inability of most people
to distinguish between “inside time” and
“outside time.” Time is so seemingly inev-
itable, so deeply integrated into human
thought processes, that we tend to accept
it unquestioningly. We treat it as some-
thing preexistent, a brute fact, binding on
both man and God alike. Thus, it becomes
the ground on which we construct our
metaphysics. But in truth, the universe
can be understood from two perspectives,
one temporal, and the other eternal. Each
is equally real, and each has something to
tell us about our finite human condition.

1. The Circularity of Time

I ask you, my friend, to consider that
men are not created, but only
generated, and that their bodies
already  existed  before, though
formed differently.!

— Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677 c.e.)

1 Letter 4 [Gebhardt, Carl (ed.), Spinoza Op-
era, 4 vols. (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1925),
IV/14/15-20]. The translations of Spinoza’s writ-
ings that appear in this article are from Curley,
Edwin (ed. and transl.), The Collected Works of
Spinoza, vols. I & 11 (Princeton Univ. Press 1988
and 2016), sometimes with minor edits. Spino-
za’s friend and confidant, Ehrenfried Walther von
Tschirnhaus (1651-1708 c.e.), asserted that Spi-
noza believed in “a sort of Pythagorical transmi-
gration.” In this article, I show how that belief
might be harmonized with Spinoza’s theory of
mind-body equivalence.

In light of the theory of universal non-
dual consciousness set forth in the texts of
both Pratyabhijia Shaivism and Spinoza,
what can we say about death? First, the
notion of an immortal individual soul
that floats away from the dying body and
journeys to a new beatified body in heav-
en or to a new human body on earth is a
simplistic fantasy that must be set aside.
There is no bubble-like soul that exists
independent of matter, steers the ship
of the body, and emerges, specter-like,
when the body dies. Thought and matter
are the same thing; the human soul is the
human brain, or some component of it.
The human brain (or some component of
it) is conscious of itself directly, by being
itself. It has the thought of itself, and it
infers an external world from effects it
observes within itself. Therefore, although
nondual consciousness is both universal
and eternal, the unique characteristics
of a specific human mind depend on the
complex configuration of a specific human
body. The destruction of that body results
in a dispersal of the system that gave rise
to that human mind, and what remains is
only the consciousness of self associated
with the dispersed parts.

Nonetheless, the universal nondual
consciousness is what one always was. And
because that consciousness is the ground of
being, nothing can extinguish it. It cannot
be extinguished as a whole, and it cannot
be extinguished in its parts, for that would
imply the theoretical possibility of extin-
guishing it as a whole. Therefore, the death
of a person does not affect that universal
consciousness even a bit. The universe was
sparkling with consciousness before the
persons death, and it continues to do so
no less brightly, no less beautifully, after
the person’s death.

Immortality, according to this way of
thought, is a matter of identifying with
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an immortal thing. Hive insects sacrifice
themselves for the sake of the continuing
vitality of the hive, and people sometimes
identify so strongly with children, family,
or clan that they value the continuing
vitality of those social groups over their
own individual existence.

Moreover, in all the effects that one’s
self-expressive actions have had on the
course of events in the universe, there is
a sort of memory — a “soul print,” one
might say — of ones unique character.
Ksemaraja (10th-11th centuries c.e. ) says,
for example: “It is never witnessed that
[(i.e., it never occurs that)] the produced
product, such as the [clay] jar, can conceal
the nature of the agent, such as the potter,
etc”? Rather, the jar is a soul print of the
potter, and all one’s soul prints contribute
to an endless chain of causes and effects,
giving rise to a kind of immortality. To
limit oneself to a particular thing in that
chain — a human body having a partic-
ular form at a particular time — is rather
arbitrary.

Consider, too, that all things in the
universe proceed in cycles, human history
being no exception. If so, the impressions
one has made in the ripples of time may
disperse for a while, but their effects will
remain, and the complex forces that pre-
viously converged to bring a particular
human body into existence will do so
again, producing another body in a similar
form. And when that occurs, the new body
will give rise to an individual soul very
much like one’s own. And thus, one will be
reborn, even though one’s individual soul
had no continuous existence.

2 Spanda-Nirnaya, com. to Spandakarika, verse
1.2 (KSTS, vol. 42, p. 10), translated in Singh,
Jaideva (ed. and transl.), The Yoga of Vibration
and Divine Pulsation: A Translation of the Span-
da Karikas with Ksemaraja’s Commentary, the
Spanda Nirnaya (SUNY Press 1992), p. 28.
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The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad express-
es this idea metaphorically, making
reference to the roots of a tree:

As a tree of the forest,
Just so, surely, is man.
His hairs are leaves,

His skin, the outer bark.

A tree, when it is felled, grows up
From the root, more new again;

A mortal, when cut down by death —
From what root does he grow up?

If with its roots they should pull up

The tree, it would not come into being
again.

A mortal, when cut down by death —
From what root does he grow up?’

What this poetic passage tells us by way
of metaphor is that, after being “cut down
by death,” a person will rise up again, like
a new tree growing up from the roots of a
felled tree. But the passage adds that this
return of the body can only take place if
the person has left “roots” in the ground,
meaning that it can only take place if the
person has left soul prints in the world.

Still, many people are uncomfortable
with the idea that at the moment of death,
they will disperse into relative oblivion
and then form again at some future time
with no specific recollection of their
former existence. They do not want the
“weak immortality” of a future iteration of
themselves; rather, they want the “strong
immortality” of an individual soul that
survives the bodys death and proceeds
3 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.9.28, translated
in Hume, Robert Ernest, The Thirteen Principal
Upanishads: Translated from the Sanskrit, with
an Outline of the Philosophy of the Upanishads
and an Annotated Bibliography (Oxford Univ.

Press 1921), p. 126. See also Bhagavad Gita
15:1-4.




without interruption to a new existence. In
short, they want continuity of self from one
incarnation to the next, just as they have
continuity of self from one day to the next.

The truth is, however, that if we are
talking about the individual soul, we
dont even have that continuity of self
from one moment to the next, and yet we
are notbothered by that fact. A thought
experiment will help illustrate this point.
Suppose a powerful god has the ability
to create human beings out of clay and
breathe life into them. Further suppose
that this god plans to create Peter and
Paul, deciding in advance every trait that
Peter and Paul will have. This god first
creates Peter. Then, after some time, this
god says to Peter, “I will kill you and cre-
ate Paul in your place” Peter immediately
objects. Despite the promise regarding the
creation of Paul, Peter rightly feels that he
is going to die.

But suppose, instead, that this powerful
god takes the list of, say, ten thousand
Petrine traits and the corresponding list
of ten thousand Pauline traits, and after
creating Peter, this god slowly, one trait
per day, changes Peter’s traits into Paul’s
traits. Yesterday, Peter liked railroad travel;
today, he finds that he prefers driving a car.
Yesterday, Peter had green eyes; today, they
look brown. In this manner, Peter is incre-
mentally transformed, trait by trait, over
the course of some twenty-seven years into
Paul, and finally, one fine morning during
the middle of the twenty-eighth year, Peter
says, “I think I'll call myself Paul from now
on; I like that name.” Peter no longer feels
he has been killed and that Paul has been
created in his place, and the reason Peter
does not object is that the change from
Peter to Paul happened slowly, and Peter
was given a chance to identify with each
new Pauline trait as it arose.

The point here is not to deny that one has
some sort of ongoing individual existence;

rather, the point is to show that the contin-
uum of one’s individual existence might be
quantized, like frames in a movie, rather
than an actual unbroken continuum, and
ten thousand tiny deaths just don't seem
as bad as one big death. The fact is that in
each and every moment one is changing,
both physically and mentally. Cells die and
new cells replace them; one forgets some
things and learns others; and even space-
time itself might be quantized rather than
continuous. So, what then can we say about
an individual soul? The continuity of self
that one hopes for after the body’s death
does not exist before the body’s death. So,
if one is not scared to live, then why be
scared to die?

Consider another thought experiment,
and here we will draw from ideas presented
in the Star Trek television series. Imagine
the existence of a teleportation device like
the Star Trek “transporter.” This device can
scan ones body in an instant and deter-
mine the precise characteristics of every
particle, atom, and molecule (type, spin,
charge, relative location, momentum,
etc.), thus converting one’s entire material
existence into data. The scanning process
destroys ones body, but because ones
exact form is recorded as data, the device
can transfer the data to a distant location,
and there it can somehow construct one’s
perfect replica out of the dust of that loca-
tion. Moreover, because this reconstructed
body is a perfect replica of the original
scanned body, the new body is alive and
conscious with the same memories and
thoughts as the original, and it has all the
same abilities that the original had. Need-
less to say, building this device would be
no small achievement, but let us assume
such a device exists.

If one were to submit to being tele-
ported in this way, one’s regenerated self
in the distant location would seem to be
continuous with one’s former self, but
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there would be no actual direct continuity.
In other words, the version of oneself that
appeared in the distant location would be
materially distinct from one’s former self,
but one would feel subjectively that one
was the same person, now teleported to a
new location.

And if that is so, then perhaps the
continuity of self — the “strong immortal-
ity” — that most people desire is actually
not as important as having the feeling of
such continuity. After a few trips in the
transporter, noncontinuous existence no
longer seems so bad. We are no longer
afraid to have our body destroyed, reduced
to mere data, and then reconstructed in
a distant place, and we no longer worry
that the reconstructed body, which has no
direct continuity with our former body,
constitutes a different person. Thus, after
a few trips in the transporter, we no longer
cling to the idea of an individual soul that
must journey from one body to the next.
Intermittent existence, it turns out, is not
so bad after all; it just takes a little getting
used to. And, of course, the cycles of time
that characterize the universe can be
thought of as a giant teleportation device
that converts a person into data and then
reconstructs that person at a future time,
albeit with only a nonspecific recollection
of the past. Should we want more?

Many people find comfort in the mod-
els of immortality taught by the major
world religions. Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish,
and non-canonical Christian scriptures
suggest that the consciousness of a person
can reincarnate in a new mortal body in
this world.* And Jewish, Christian, and
Muslim scriptures add that the soul can

4 For Hinduism, see Chandogya Upanisad 5:3—
10; Bhagavad Gita 2:11-53, 4:5. For Buddhism,
see Majjhima Nikdya 136. For Judaism, see Isa
26:19; Ezek 37; Job 19:25-26, 33:22-30; Eccles
1:9-10. For Christianity, see 1 Clem 24-26.
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also acquire an immortal body.” But these
scriptural discussions of the afterlife are
often quite vague about the newly embod-
ied soul’s recollection of the past. In the
case of reincarnation, for example, it is
generally understood that the soul retains
the wisdom it gained from past experi-
ences, but no specific memories.® And if
that model of immortality is comforting
for those who are attracted to traditional
religion, then the memory of every detail
of one’s past life is not an essential feature
of the immortality we are seeking. Indeed,
even during the life of one’s present body,
memory is a relatively low-resolution
sketch of what has actually transpired, and
over the long term, what one primarily
carries into the future is a set of accumu-
lated values and convictions. And there
is no reason why a record of those values
and convictions cannot somehow survive
one’s bodily death, ready to be accessed in
a future time.”

In summary, the cycles of time
(samsara) offer us a perfectly acceptable
form of immortality. The complex forces
that previously converged to bring a par-

5 For Judaism, see Pss 23:6, 49:15-16, 73:23—
28; Dan 12:1-3. For Christianity, see 1 Cor
15:35-58; 2 Cor 5. For Islam, see Qur’an 2:82,
4:122,41:8, 64:9, 98:7-8.

6 See Bhagavad Gita 4:5.

7 The Sanskrit term apiirva literally means “un-
precedented,” but in Hindu philosophy, the term
is used to refer to a super-sensible thing which
comes into existence when one does an action,
thus enabling the action to produce an effect
across space and time. See Halbfass, Wilhelm,
“Karma, Apirva, and ‘Natural’ Causes: Obser-
vations on the Growth and Limits of the Theo-
ry of Samsara,” in O’Flaherty, Wendy Doniger
(ed.), Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian
Traditions (Univ. of California Press 1980), pp.
268-302; Potter, Karl H., “The Karma Theory
and Its Interpretation in Some Indian Philosophi-
cal Systems,” in O’Flaherty, Karma and Rebirth,
pp. 241-267.



ticular human body into existence will do
so again. In metaphorical terms, a new tree
will grow up from the roots of the felled
tree. That is the immortality we get, and it is
enough. We need not insist on the “strong
immortality” of a soul that travels from
body to body; instead, the “weak immor-
tality” of cyclical time will do the job just
fine. Beings arise and subside in the uni-
versal nondual consciousness. Each has its
natural arc of life. Perpetuating what has
reached its natural end serves no purpose.
But the universal nondual consciousness
is eternal. The only thing that dies is the
narrative one has authored about a person
who lived in a particular place at a partic-
ular time. But not to worry. There will be
other narratives — unless, that is, one has
gone outside time.

2. Eternity

There are, assuredly, two forms of Brah-
man: Time and the Timeless. That
which is prior to the sun is the Timeless
(a-kala), without parts (a-kala). But that
which begins with the sun is Time,
which has parts[, for the sun metes out
time]. Veri-ly, the form of that which has
parts [(i.e., time)] is the year [(i.e., the
solar cycle)]. From the year, in truth, are
these crea-tures [(i.e., living organisms)]
produced. Through the year, verily, after
having been produced, do they grow. In
the year they disappear. Therefore, the
year, verily, is Prajapati, is Time, is food,
is the Brah-man-abode, and is Atman
[(“Soul”)]. For thus has it been said: —
"Tis Time that cooks created things,

All things, indeed, in the Great Soul.

In what, however, Time is cooked —
Who knows that, he the Veda knows!®
— Maitrayaniya Upanisad

8 Maitrayaniya Upanisad 6.15, translated in
Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads,
p. 434.

Albert Einstein is reported to have
defined time by saying that “time is what
a clock measures,”® and likewise accord-
ing to the Maitrayaniya Upanisad, time
exists in relation to the periodic change
of some observed object — and the
movement of the sun relative to earth,
because of its unmistakable prominence
in our lives, expresses that principle met-
aphorically. Moreover, time, according to
the Upanishad, is circular, unfolding in
planetary cycles that realign in ever-new
ways. The Maitrayaniya Upanisad uses
the word samsara (from the Sanskrit root
samsr, meaning “to revolve,” “to cycle”) to
describe this circularity of time (see Mai-
trayaniya Upanisad 1.4), and knowledge
of the highest truth (jfidna) is presented
as the means by which one can escape the
cycle.'

For most of us, a lifetime of 90 years
seems far too short, but for an elderly
person with a weak, pain-ridden body,
a lifetime that continues forever might
seem almost wearisome. In our quest for
immortality, “forever” is not really what
we are seeking; rather, what we are seek-
ing is to transcend time. It is time that we
need to overcome, not death. We need a
new perspective that allows us to feel that
time does not contain us — rather, that we
contain time. Then, there is no “90 years,”
and there is no “forever” Then, there is
only existence, consciousness, and bliss
(saccidananda). But how do we “transcend
time”?

Some religious-minded people imag-
ine that there was once a vast expanse of
empty space and that, at a particular point
in time, God created a universe in that

9 Cf. Einstein, Albert, “Zur Elektrodynamik be-
wegter Korper,” in Annalen der Physik, vol. 322
(1905), p. 893.

10 See also Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 6.2
Chandogya Upanisad 5.3-10.

Dogma 63



space, and it has existed ever since, evolv-
ing into what we find before us today. But
according to the field theory of physics,
how can space exist without matter, and
how can time exist without a change in the
relation between two things? Space and
time are relative. They exist only if matter
exists, and they vary depending on one’s
point of observation. Therefore, without a
created universe, there is no space or time,
which means that God must be doing all
this creating outside time.

Of course, once a universe exists, we
can measure time from that moment
forward. And, from the perspective of
modern physics, we can also unwind the
progression of time and imagine a “begin-
ning” — a “Big Bang” — when all matter
was confined to a single point so small that
the laws of physics become meaningless.!
But even if we declare the Big Bang to be
“time zero” and conjecture a God that cre-
ated the universe (and time) by way of that
Big Bang, we still have the problem that
God is doing all this creating outside time,
and if so, then God didn't just create a
universe way back when; God also created
one right now and always (i.e., at all times
and at no time).!?

11 Cf. Hawking, Stephen W., 4 Brief Histo-
ry of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes
(Bantam 1988), pp. 136141 [discussing the “no
boundary” theory].

12 Several classical discussions of time and how
itrelates to God’s creative act have made a similar
point. See Plato, Timaeus, 37C-39E [e.g.: “Now
the nature of that Living Being was eternal, and
this character it was impossible to confer in full
completeness on the generated thing. But he took
thought to make, as it were, a moving likeness
of eternity; and, at the same time that he ordered
the Heaven, he made, of eternity that abides in
unity, an everlasting likeness moving according
to number — that to which we have given the
name Time. For there were no days and nights,
months and years, before the Heaven came into
being . ...” (transl. by Francis MacDonald Corn-
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We read in the book of Psalms: “This
is the day that yhvh made; let us be glad
and rejoice in it” (Ps 118:24.) God (yhvh)
created this very day, this very moment,
whatever it may hold. And Spinoza makes
a similar point. He asserts:

God is not only the cause of things’
beginning to exist, but also of their
persevering in existing, or (to use a
Scholastic term) God is the cause of the
being of things.” (Ethics, IP24, Cor.)

Things have no being, no persevering
in existence, without God as their cause in
every moment, and that fact makes God’s
act of creation an eternal act. And “in eter-
nity, there is neither when, nor before, nor
after” (id., IP33, Schol. 2), because “eterni-
ty can neither be defined by time nor have
any relation to time” (id., VP23, Schol.). In
eternity, there is only God’s unchanging
essence and all that it eternally implies. As
Spinoza says,

[w]e conceive things as actual in two

ways: either insofar as we conceive them

to exist in relation to a certain time and
place, or insofar as we conceive them to
be contained in God and to follow from
the necessity of the divine nature. But
the things we conceive in this second
way as true, or real, we conceive under

a species of eternity, and to that extent

they involve the eternal and infinite

essence of God. (Id., VP29, Schol.)

ford)]; Augustine, Confessions, book XI, secs.
12-16 [e.g.: “Your years[, God,] do not come and
go. Our years pass and new ones arrive only so
that all may come in turn, but your years stand all
at once, because they are stable . . . . Your years
are a single day, and this day of yours is not a dai-
ly recurrence, but a simple ‘Today,” because your
Today does not give way to tomorrow, nor follow
yesterday. Your Today is eternity . . ..” (transl. by
Maria Boulding)].



This principle that the world we live
in is an expression, in the dimensions of
space and time, of God’s eternal essence
is critically important because it means —
in contrast to what Sankara (8th century
c.e.) taught — that the world is real, as real
as God is real. Pratyabhijiia philosophy
describes God’s eternal essence using the
metaphors of “Speech” (vac) and “Word”
(Sabda), and it asserts that this eternal
Speech/Word spreads forth in the dimen-
sions of space and time as the diverse
and changing world we know."” Abhina-
vagupta (10th-11th centuries c.e.), for
example, writes about the highest level of
emanation, from which all the phonemes
of speech emerge. About that highest level,
he says:

Of these phonemes, the [highest]
plane that has just been described is that
of the supreme Word where they are in
the form of pure consciousness, non-
conventional, eternal, uncreated. . . . In
effect, everything moving or unmoving
abides [first] in a supreme and invari-
able form, the essence of pure power, in
Consciousness: the Self of the venerable
Lord Bhairava — as is shown by all that
is to be perceived of the infinite diversity
of the world manifested in Conscious-
ness in a manner first indistinct, then
progressively more distinct. '

And Ksemaraja makes a similar point,
invoking the concept of spanda. The San-
skrit word spanda means a “stirring” or a

13 See Isayeva, Natalia, From Early Vedanta to
Kashmir Shaivism: Gaudapada, Bhartrhari, and
Abhinavagupta (SUNY Press 1995), pp. 133—
145; Padoux, André, Vac: The Concept of the
Word in Selected Hindu Tantras (SUNY Press
1990), pp. 78-85, 172—188.

14 Paratrisika Vivarana, KSTS, vol. 18,
pp. 102-103, translated in Padoux, Vac: The
Concept of the Word, p. 306, italics added, sec-
ond textual emendation by the translator. Similar
ideas appear in chapter 3 of the Tantraloka.

“slight movement,” but in the context of
Ksemaraja’s Spanda-Nirpaya, it means
an “oscillation,” a “vibration,” or a “pulse,’
and the Spanda-Nirnaya explains that this
“pulse,” despite appearing to be a succes-
sion (krama) of different phases, is actually
eternal and unchanging:

In reality, however, nothing arises
and nothing subsides. We shall show
that it is only the divine spandasakti
(the divine creative pulsation) which,
though free of succession, appears in
different aspects as if flashing in view
and as if subsiding. "

If one considers the matter deeply, one
realizes that temporal periodicity (spanda)
is merely a way of describing a circle with
time as one of the circle’s two dimensions,
and outside time, that same periodicity
is just the eternal idea of a circle. And
because God’s eternal essence includes an
infinite number of such circles (or ellipses,
perhaps), each slightly different in charac-
ter, there is no phase synchronicity among
the countless periodic things that popu-
late the universe. And from that absence
of phase synchronicity arises the forward
progression of linear time — cycles of time
that constantly realign in new ways.

There is, therefore, no point in speaking
of a particular moment in linear history
when God created the universe. Instead,
we would do better to refer to God’s eternal
essence and its actualization. God’s eternal
essence is nothing other than the unchang-
ing principles — the mathematics — from
which everything in the universe is logi-
cally derivable. And the actualization of
that eternal essence is the unfolding, in the
dimensions of space and time, of all that
is logically implied by those unchanging
principles. As Spinoza explains,

15 Spanda-Nirnaya, com. to Spandakarika,
verse 1.1 (KSTS, vol. 42, p. 5), translated in
Singh, The Yoga of Vibration, p. 13.
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by Natura naturans [(“nature natur-
ing”)] we must understand what is in
itself and is conceived through itself, or
such attributes of substance as express
an eternal and infinite essence, i.e.,
God, insofar as he is considered as a
free cause. [] But by Natura naturata
[(“nature natured”)] I understand
whatever follows from the necessity of
God’s nature, or from any of God’s attri-

butes . ... (Ethics, IP29, Schol.)

My previous article for Dogma, which
discusses what it means to be free in
a deterministic universe, refers to the
“essential nature” of a person, arguing
that a person’s essential nature determines
his or her actions when the person acts
autonomously. But in that context, the
person’s essential nature is presented as
being a changeable thing, qualitatively
constant but quantitatively variable, now
a bit stronger, now a bit weaker, depend-
ing on shifting external circumstances.
Spinoza explains, however, that a person
also has an eternal essence that transcends
the changes imposed by time. That eter-
nal essence never changes, never comes
into existence, and never ceases to exist.
Thus, it can be likened to a mathematical
definition. Spinoza gives the example of a
triangle. Whether or not an actual mate-
rial triangle exists in a certain place at a
certain time, triangles are consistent with
the laws of physics, and from the mathe-
matical definition of a triangle of a certain
size, all the properties of that triangle can
be logically derived. Thus, the definition
of the triangle is an eternal thing, whereas
the actual material existence of the trian-
gle is a temporal thing. In the same way; all
things that arise in the dimension of time
have an eternal essence from which all
their properties can be logically derived.
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Inside time, new iterations of one’s body
and mind will appear and disappear, but
they can do so only if they also exist as an
eternal essence outside time, unaffected by
the changes time implies. Hence, Spinoza
says, “we . . . feel that our mind is . . . eter-
nal” More specifically, he says:

[I]n God there is necessarily an idea
that expresses the essence of this or that
human Body, under a species of eterni-
ty. (Ethics, VP22.)

Therefore, though we do not recollect
that we existed before the body, we nev-
ertheless feel that our mind, insofar as it
involves the essence of the body under
a species of eternity, is eternal, and that
this existence it has cannot be defined
by time or explained through duration.
(Id., VP23, Schol.)

Spinoza also explains that through the
power of reason, we come to know the
world as God knows it, and our mind par-
takes of God’s own mind. But God knows
all things as the logical and necessary
implications of eternal principles, and thus
all God’s thoughts are eternal. So, when
our mind partakes of God’s own mind, our
mind also partakes of God’s eternity, giv-
ing rise to a form of human immortality.
(See Ethics, VP29, with Dem. and Schol.,
VP30, with Dem., VP38, with Dem. and
Schol., and VP40, Cor. and Schol.) But
this immortality is not a sempiternity of
the person conceived as an actor on the
stage of time. Rather, it is a merging of the
person into God’s eternal essence.'®

16 Despite this merging into God, there is one sense
in which the person’s individuality remains. Spinoza
explains that a person’s eternal mind is the idea (i.e.,
a mode of thought) that corresponds to the eternal
essence of the person’s body (i.e., a mode of exten-
sion). (Ethics, VP22 and VP23, with Schol.) There-
fore, one person’s eternal mind is distinguishable



Death can affect a mind that con-
templates temporal things, but death
cannot affect a mind that contemplates
only eternal things. (See Ethics, VP42,
Schol.) Therefore, to the extent that one
is self-directed and deliberative, guided
by reason, and virtuous in one’s relations,
fostering harmony and understanding in
society, one is, to that same extent, eternal.
Indeed, because a person’s “force of exis-
tence” determines his or her ability to act
and not merely to react, and because a per-
son’s power of acting enables the person to
express his or her inner rational nature,
and because a persons rational nature
is the foundation of his or her virtuous
conduct, it follows that for a human being,
virtuous conduct is eternal existence itself.
Virtue and eternal existence are the same
thing. In Hebrew scripture (Mal 3:6), we
read: “For I, yhvh , I have not changed” —
God (yhvh ) is outside time, changeless,
and eternal — “and you, the sons of Jacob,
you have not been consumed” — you, too,
are outside time, changeless, and eternal.

James H. Cumming (Bachelor of Arts,
Columbia University; Juris Doctor, magna
cum laude, University of Pennsylvania) is
a senior research attorney at the Califor-
nia Supreme Court, where he is an expert
in philosophy of law. He has also been a
scholar of religion for over 40 years. He

from another person’s eternal mind by the unique
reasoning capacities achieved by that person’s body
(i.e., brain) during the person’s lifetime. (See id.,
VP31, Schol., VP39, with Schol., and VP42, Schol.)
But despite retaining this remnant of individuality,
one’s eternal mind is not an independent being; rath-
er, one’s eternal mind is a part of God’s eternal mind.
(See id., VP40, Schol.)

began by studying Sanskrit and Indian
scripture, specializing in the nondual
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sity, Conflict, and Synthesis (Ibis Press).
This article is excerpted from his second
book, The Nondual Mind: Vedanta, Kash-
miri Pratyabhijia Shaivism, and Spinoza,
which is still in manuscript, and which can
be accessed on Academia.edu.

Dogma 67



ANA
REVUE DE PHILOSOPHIE ET DE SCIENCES HUMAINES

DOIHTTPS://DO0I.0RG/10.46805/DOGMA
ISSN 2726-6818

N
‘o

PRINTEMPS
- 2023 -

- JOSEPH STROBERG -

~ PIERRE-ANDRE TAGUIEEF -
B ERESI AP DUSSART - -
- MARCO ANDREACCHIO -

¥ - JAMES H. CUMMING -
- OLEG MALTSEV -
- MICHEL GAY -

- DAVID CUMIN -
- LUCIEN OULAHBIB - g
- JEAN-PIERRE LLEDO -

- ABDELKADER BACHTA -




SANKARA, SPINOZA, AND ACOSMISM
by James H. Cumming

JamesHCumming@gmail.com

My recently completed book, The
Nondual Mind, compares Hindu non-
dual philosophy to that of Baruch
Spinoza (1632-1677 c.e.), demonstrating
the similarity of Spinoza’s ideas to Kash-
miri Pratyabhijfia Shaivism. In previous
editions of Dogma, 1 published several
excerpts from that book. The present
article, drawn from the same book, sur-
veys the scholarly literature comparing
Sankara’s Vedanta (8th century c.e.)’
to the philosophy of Spinoza, and in that
context, the article clarifies Spinoza’s view
that the external world is real, an issue that
has divided Vedanta scholars who have
studied Spinoza. Moreover, this precise
issue — the ontological status of the exter-
nal world — is what most distinguishes
Spinoza’s philosophy from Sankara’s
Vedanta, making Pratyabhijiia Shaivism
the closer comparison.

1. Studies Comparing Hindu Philoso-

phy to Spinoza
Other writers before me have noticed
the parallels between “Spinozism” — if

1 The term “Vedanta” can refer to any philo-
sophical system based on the Upanishads. I gen-
erally use the term to refer to Sankara’s nondual
interpretation of the Upanishads, but the term also
includes several competing interpretations, most
notably the qualified nondualism of Ramanuja
(ca. 1017-1137 c.e.) and the dualism of Madhva
(1238-1317 c.e.).
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I may be allowed that sometimes mis-
used term — and Eastern philosophy.
Indeed, this comparison was made just
two decades after Spinozas death, at a
time when Eastern philosophy was little
known (and even less understood) in the
West. In 1697, Pierre Bayle’s Dictionnaire
Historique et Critique included an article
on Spinoza that compared Spinoza’s phi-
losophy to that of a Chinese religious sect
that Bayle called “Fo.” It is unclear what
particular sect Bayle had in mind. The sect
seems to have practiced some variant of
Chinese Buddhism, but Bayle’s purpose
was not to expound the teachings of this
East Asian religious denomination; rather,
it was to criticize Spinoza’s philosophy for
the monism it and the East Asian denomi-
nation allegedly had in common.

Like Bayle, several other philosopher’s —
including several in recent times — have
found close parallels between Spinoza’s
nondual philosophy and Buddhism. These
analyses are fascinating and informative,
particularly in elaborating the problem of
ethical duty in a monistic system. Buddhist
philosophy is, however, beyond the scope
of the present article. Rather, the focus of
this article is the parallel between Spinoza’s
nondual philosophy and Hindu nondual-
ism, a comparison that I find particularly
fruitful.



In the mid-19th century, Sanskrit
scholar Theodore Goldstiicker recognized
the close parallel between Spinoza’s phil-
osophical system and Hindu Vedanta,
saying, “[H]ad Spinoza been a Hindu, his
system would in all probability mark a last
phase of the Vedanta philosophy”? In sup-
port of this assertion, Goldstiicker relied
on the acosmist interpretation of Spinoza
put forward by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
Hegel (1770-1831 c.e.).” As will become
clear, I do not embrace Hegel’s assertion
that Spinoza was an acosmist, but Gold-
stiicker correctly observed that some of
the criticisms that have been directed at
Vedanta can also be said of Spinoza’s sys-
tem.

Another prominent 19th century
Sanskrit scholar, Friedrich Max Miiller,
noticed the same resemblance between
Vedanta and Spinoza’s philosophy. Miiller
was not only one of the most esteemed
Indologists of his time, but he had also
completed a dissertation on Spinozas
Ethics, so he was well qualified to compare
the two systems. In lectures on Vedanta

2 Goldstiicker, Theodore, Literary Remains of
the Late Professor Theodore Goldstiicker, vol. 11
(W.H. Allen & Co. 1879), p. 33.

3 AsYitzhak Melamed has shown, Hegel was not
the first to characterize Spinoza as an acosmist,
although Hegel certainly did much to reinforce
that characterization. The idea was already put
forward by the German philosopher Ernst Plat-
ner in 1776, who said: “Spinoza does not actually
deny the existence of the Godhead, but rather the
existence of the world.” The specific expression
“acosmism” 1in relation to Spinoza’s philosophy
derives from Solomon Maimon’s writings, which
Hegel probably read. On this topic, see Melamed,
Yitzhak Y., “Salomon Maimon and the Rise of
Spinozism in German Idealism,” in Journal of
the History of Philosophy, vol. 42, no. 1 (2004),
pp. 76-79. See also Melamed, Yitzhak Y., “Why
Spinoza is Not an Eleatic Monist (Or Why Di-
versity Exists),” in Goff, Philip (ed.), Spinoza on
Monism (Palgrave 2011), pp. 210-211.

delivered at the Royal Institution in 1894,
Miiller briefly pointed out the similarities
that he thought were most significant.*
In particular, Miiller noted the similarity
between Vedanta’s “Brahman” (God) and
Spinoza’s infinite and eternal divine “sub-
stance” (substantia).

Sir Monier Monier-Williams — Miiller’s
rival in the 1860 election for Oxford’s
Boden Professor of Sanskrit — agreed with
his colleague about the similarity between
Vedanta and Spinozism. Monier-Williams
even boldly asserted that “the Hindus were
Spinozaites more than 2,000 years before
the existence of Spinoza.”> What he meant,
presumably, was that he saw in the Sanskrit
classical works a foreshadowing of the
same ideas that Spinoza would articulate
in Western philosophical terms more than
two millennia later. And in the years since
Monier-Williams’s provocative comment,
many scholars have tried to flesh out the
details of his assertion.

If one studies this scholarly corpus, one
observes a tendency to distort Spinoza’s
theories in an effort to make Spinoza seem
either more or less Hindu, depending
on the scholar’s personal bias. Ironically,
however, I find these distortions very valu-
able and informative. They tend to reveal
the areas in which Spinoza’s philosophy
is most often misunderstood and most
hotly contested, and by comparing Hindu
approaches to the same philosophical
problems, we are led to a deeper under-
standing of Spinoza. Does Spinoza contend

4 Miiller, Friedrich Max, “Three Lectures on the
Vedanta Philosophy Delivered at the Royal Insti-
tution in March, 1894,” in Collected Works of the
Right Hon. F. Max Miiller, vol. XVI (Longmans,
Green, and Co. 1904), pp. 123-126.

5 Monier-Williams, Monier, Brahmanism and
Hinduism: Religious Thought and Life in India,
as Based on the Veda and Other Sacred Books
of the Hindus (John Murray, 4th edition, 1891),
p. xii.
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that thought and extension (i.e., mind and
matter) are merely subjective ascriptions
superimposed on divine substance (sub-
stantia)? Or, does Spinoza contend that
thought and extension are objective reali-
ties? Is Spinoza an acosmist? Is he a covert
idealist? And most importantly, who is
asking the question — a mind or a brain?
This article will give the answers.

We begin with Maganlal Amritlal Buch,
who was a professor of philosophy at Baro-
da College in Gujarat, India. In 1921, Buch
published a book aimed at popularizing
the teachings of Vedanta, and in particular
those of Sankara (8th century c.e. ), and he
included a brief section comparing Vedan-
ta to Spinoza’s philosophy.® The discussion
does not go into depth, but it is one of the
first systematic efforts to compare Sarnka-
ra’s Vedanta to Spinozism, and it identifies
several of the more obvious similarities.
Among other things, Buch notes that
Spinozas divine “substance” (substantia)
corresponds to Sankara’s “Brahman,
each being the totality of all existence, and
each being conceived only through itself.
In addition, both philosophers assert (1)
that the source of evil and unhappiness is
not desire (“wrong willing”) but ignorance
(“wrong knowing”); (2) that the world is
law-bound, and absolute free will is illuso-
ry; (3) that true freedom lies in knowing
that the body, mind, intellect, and ego are
not who or what one really is; and (4) that
God is the cause of all things, although not
a transitive cause.

In addition, Buch addresses Spinoza’s
theory that thought and extension (i.e.,
mind and matter) are different “attributes”
of — different ways of comprehending —
the divine “substance” Adopting a
subjective interpretation of the “attributes,”
Buch argues that in Spinoza’s system, as in

6 Buch, Maganlal Amritlal, The Philosophy of
Shankara (A.G. Widgery 1921), pp. 198-206.
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Sankara’s, the differentiated world of finite
subjects and objects is only something we
ascribe to God’s being; it is not itself real.”
Here, Buch’s reading of Spinoza, like that
of Goldstiicker and others, makes the
world into a figment of the human imagi-
nation, effectively prioritizing the attribute
of thought over the attribute extension.
Doing so, however, ignores the fact that
Spinoza gave equal ontological status to
both thought and extension, refusing to
reduce one to the other.

Another relatively early comparison of
Vedanta to Spinoza’s philosophy is Spinoza
and the Upanishads, which was Mahadev
Sakharam Modak’s 1928 doctoral thesis
at the University of London. Modak’s
dissertation is well researched and ana-
lytically thoughtful. Modak asserts that in
both philosophical systems, consciousness
is treated as self-evident,® and knowledge
of God is in some sense the same as unity
with God.” Also, both systems recognize
three grades of knowledge, although
Sankara rejects rational analysis as a
means of knowing ultimate reality (ie.,
God). Modak argues that for Sankara, in
contrast to Spinoza, knowledge of God is
super-rational, not an outgrowth of ratio-
nal inquiry."

Modak next discusses Spinoza’s answer
to the mind-body problem' and the
corresponding mind-body theories of
the Upanishads.'> Modak notes that both
philosophical systems make metaphysics
their starting point, and both teach spe-

7 Buch, The Philosophy of Shankara, pp. 201—
203.

8 Modak, M.S., Spinoza and the Upanishads: A
Comparative Study (Nagpur Vidyapeeth Mudran-
alaya 1970), pp. 6-9.

9 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads, pp. 14-16.
10 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads, pp. 10,
18-23, 118.

11 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads, pp. 24-43.
12 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads, pp. 43—-54.



cific methods for gaining peace of mind.
In addition, both systems argue that
knowledge leads to freedom. Modak also
notes that Spinoza rejects Cartesian “seat
of the soul” theories (i.e., the theory that
the soul is an independent entity localized
somewhere in the brain), and likewise the
Upanishads sometimes speak of the soul
as being the equivalent of infinite space,
although the Upanishads are not consis-
tent in that regard. "

One of Modak’s primary points is that
Spinoza’s God is distinguishable from the
Upanishads’ “Brahman” because Spino-
za’s God is not different from the cosmic
system itself, whereas Brahman, although
being the ontological basis of the physical
universe, transcends it and remains dis-
tinct from it."* In other words, Brahman is
the cause of the world, but Brahman (the
cause) does not lose itself in the effect (the
world).? Rather, the world is Brahman’s
maya, which Modak prefers to translate as
“powers,” not as “illusion” Modak denies
that, according to Upanishadic thought,
the world is completely unreal; instead, he
argues that the world has a relative reality,
dependent on Brahman while not being
necessary or essential to Brahman. It is the
latter point that, according to Modak, dis-
tinguishes Brahman from Spinoza’s God,
since for Spinoza the world is a necessary
expression of God’s own essence.' Of
course, in this regard, Spinoza’s philosophy
aligns with Pratyabhijiia Shaivism, a point
my previous articles for Dogma explain in
detail.'”

13 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads, pp. 54—60.
14 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads, pp. 63—69.
15 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads, pp. 76-77.
16 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads, pp. 73—
77, 81-83. See also id., p. 19 [noting that Upani-
shadic thought distinguishes between empirical
existence (vyavaharika) and illusion (pratibhasi-
ka)].

17 See, e.g., Cumming, James H., “Hindu Non-
dual Philosophy, Spinoza, and the Mind-Body

Modak next notes that the Upanishads
and Spinoza are similar in regard to eth-
ical philosophy. In both systems, ethical
precepts are valid relative to the human
experience. Ethical behavior leads in Spi-
nozas philosophy to the intellectual love
of God, and it leads in Vedanta to self-re-
alization. Both systems also emphasize
rational self-control, and both systems
prioritize rational self-control over exces-
sive renunciation. In addition, according
to both systems, the “self” that the prac-
titioner hopes to realize or actualize is the
idealized self whose thoughts correspond
to God’s own thoughts. Hence, the goal of
self-realization or self-actualization is not
a selfish goal; rather, it is a selfless goal.'®

Modak also points out that the Upa-
nishads and Spinoza are similar in their
attitude toward theistic religion. Devo-
tional scriptures are the work of human
hands, albeit inspired by God, and their
primary function is to teach and inspire
good conduct. In both systems, however,
the pursuit of truth is given greater empha-
sis, and knowledge of God (described as
identity with God, or the intellectual love
of God) is considered the highest stage of
religious experience. "

In summary, the primary distinction
that Modak identifies between the two
philosophical systems is that according to
the Upanishads, Brahman is a transcen-
dent cause of the world, whereas according
to Spinoza, God is an imminent cause of
the world. In the former case, the existence
of the world depends on Brahman but has
no effect on Brahman, whereas in the latter
case, the existence of the world not only
depends on God, but it also expresses and

Problem,” in DOGMA, Revue de Philosophie
et de Sciences Humaines, Edition No. 19, Prin-
temps 2022, pp. 20—48.

18 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads, pp. 84-104.
19 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads,
pp. 105-113.
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characterizes God.” Modak’s dissertation
is the first scholarly in-depth comparison
between the philosophy of the Upanishads
and that of Spinoza, and it remains a valu-
able resource.

Among the more superficial com-

parisons between Spinozas philosophy
and the philosophy of the East is Samuel
Max Melamed’s 1933 book entitled Spi-
noza and Buddha: Visions of a Dead God.
S.M. Melamed’s book is more an expression
of Jewish pride than it is a work of seri-
ous scholarship. His facts are sometimes
inaccurate, his argument is sometimes
inconsistent, and he punctuates his
analysis with so much generalization, ste-
reotype, and outright bigotry that it is hard
to take the work seriously. For example, in
the opening portion of a section entitled
“The Man and His Race,” S.M. Melamed
has this to say:
All of white man’s culture can be divid-
ed into two categories, two types, one
which is born of the ear and the other of
the eye. [4] ... Semitic culture is that of
the ear, while Aryan culture is that of the
eye. All myth, like all plastic arts [(i.e.,
sculpting, molding, etc.)], originates in
vision. Hence Semitic culture is without
a mythology, without a pantheon, and
without a plastic art. . . . Aryan culture,
on the other hand, is overwhelmed with
myth, populated with gods and god-
desses, and saturated with plastic art.*

20 Modak, Spinoza and the Upanishads,
pp. 114-118. It is worth contrasting Modak’s in-
terpretation of Spinoza to that of Maganlal Buch,
described above. As noted, Buch interpreted Spi-
noza as saying that the differentiated world of fi-
nite subjects and objects is only something that
the human intellect ascribes to God’s being — it
is not itself real. Modak interprets Spinoza as
holding that the world is real and that as such,
it tells us something about the nature of God, its
cause.

21 Melamed, Samuel Max, Spinoza and Bud-
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Continuing the same theme, we next
encounter this observation:
The stone knows no fear [(i.e., awe)].
Plants already have an inkling of fear,
while the animal is positively fearful.
Only the stupid is fearless. The higher
the intelligence, the greater the fear
[(i.e., awe)]. Love, however, has nothing
to do with intelligence. . . . The Jew says
‘fear’ [(i.e., awe)] because he is a ratio-
nalist, an incorrigible intellectualist.
The Aryan says ‘love’ because he is an
incorrigible emotionalist.**

Later in his book, S.M. Melamed turns
his critical eye to Hinduism and Buddhism,
which he treats as more or less equivalent,
setting forth a race-based theory of intel-
lectual achievement that elevates “Aryans”
and “Jews” above other peoples. He says:
Long before the Aryans invaded [India]
from the northwest, the Ganges land
was populated by a variety of tribes.
[But o]nly with the appearance of the
Aryan invaders did a culture grow out
of the Indian soil. In Palestine a similar
phenomenon can be observed. Many
tribes and races inhabited the country
prior to the coming and after the going
of the Jews from that land. However,
Palestine’s fame and position in histo-
ry as the land which gave birth to two
great religions were determined not by
the Canaanites or Moabites, but by the
Hebrews.?*

But lest we think that India’s “Aryans”
are the Jews equal, S.M. Melamed goes
on to explain that “the Aryan invaders of
India surrendered their physical energy,
virility, and aggressiveness in that tropic

dha: Visions of a Dead God (Univ. of Chicago
Press 1933), p. 118.

22 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, p. 121.

23 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, p. 235.



land,”* and he describes them as a “trop-
ical people made indolent by a tropical
heat”?* He adds:

Just as no sweeping revolutionary
movement ever arose in ancient India,
so was no scientific discovery of any
magnitude ever made in that land.
Political revolutions require energy and
interest in the state and in man, while
scientific inventions require curiosity.
The ancient Hindu lacked these quali-
fications.?

By contrast, the “Western Aryans” were

not, in his view, so environmentally debil-
itated:
The Western Aryans were more for-
tunate in selecting lands of temperate
climates for their dwelling-places. Their
bodies were not weakened by a tropical
sun and their will to live was not under-
mined by a fever-infested jungle. Their
gods were not only living but actually
frolicking.*

S.M. Melamed’s book is full of such
commentary from beginning to end.
But the passage just quoted, which
mentions that the gods of the West are
“living,” provides a good example of one of
S.M. Melamed’s primary themes, a theme
that is also captured in the book’s subtitle
Visions of a Dead God. S.M. Melamed
argues that the God of Spinoza, like the
God of Eastern philosophical thought, is
unified with nature, bound by the laws
of physics, and therefore “dead,” whereas
the God of the West, and in particular the
God of Judaism, is separate from nature,
free, and therefore “living” He says: “The

24 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, pp. 236—
237. See also id., p. 10.

25 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, p. 238.

26 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, p. 238.

27 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, p. 248.

God of Eastern Aryan religiosity is a dead
God within a bad world; the God of the
Old Testament is a living God outside of
a good world”* In the background of this
argument is a criticism of Spinoza’s philos-
ophy that goes back to Gottfried Wilhelm
Leibniz (1646-1716 c.e. ) and before. Many
of Spinoza’s detractors — S.M. Melamed
included — cannot imagine a God that
exists outside time. For them, God must
be an actor on the stage of time, which of
course is what they imagine themselves
to be. Therefore, they see Spinoza’s God
as powerless, even dead. This point is
elaborated in my article entitled “Freedom
in a Deterministic Universe.”* Here, it is
enough to note that S.M. Melamed prefers
to perpetuate cultural stereotypes than to
do the philosophical “heavy-lifting” that
is necessary to address the metaphysical
problems that Spinoza and Eastern philos-
ophy address.

But S.M. Melamed’s cultural chauvin-
ism could be tolerated if his scholarship
were otherwise sound. Hence, what is
most dissatisfying about S.M. Melamed’s
book is its superficiality. He doesn’t both-
er to demonstrate his pronouncements
about Spinoza or the East with careful
textual analysis. Instead, he relies on gen-
eralizations, clichés, and distortions.*® For
example, S.M. Melamed treats all Eastern
philosophy (both Hindu and Buddhist) as
if it were a single system. Indeed, he even
uses the name “Buddha” and the word
“Buddhism” as metonyms for Eastern
thought in general and, more broadly,
for pantheism, asceticism, and mysticism

28 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, p. 286.

29 See Cumming, James H., “Freedom in a
Deterministic Universe,” in DOGMA, Revue de
Philosophie et de Sciences Humaines, Edition
No. 21, Autumne 2022, pp. 145-149.

30 See, e.g., Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha,
pp. 251-275.
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wherever those forms of religiosity are
found. Most significantly, S.M. Melamed
has no awareness of Pratyabhijiia philos-
ophy, which more than any other school
of Hindu thought resembles Spinoza’s
system.

The core thesis of S.M. Melamed’s book
is that Eastern pantheism implies a God
that is bound by physical laws, which leads,
for human beings, to a crisis of despair,
pessimism, and hopelessness, and that cri-
sis, in turn, leads to disengagement from
public affairs (i.e., passivity and quietism),
monastic asceticism, and a foolish desire
to lose oneself in God. S.M. Melamed says:
The personal, living God of the Bible is
only a correlation to its living, passion-
ate, and powerful man. The universal
and dead God of the Upanishads is equal
in reality to its dead universalism. Out
of the jungle [of South Asia] crawled
a dead God, and out of the desert [of
the Levant] roared a living God. [¢] The
religious history of Western man is, in
the final analysis, the history of a strug-
gle between the living Jehovah and the
dead Brahma|[n].*

S.M. Melamed asserts that in ancient
times, this flawed Eastern philosophy
gained a foothold in the West, influencing
Western thinkers such as Paul of Tarsus
(Lst century c.e.) and Augustine of Hippo
(354-430 c.e.), and in S.M. Melamed’s
view, Spinoza’s philosophy represents the
intellectual culmination of that trend (and
a betrayal of the world-affirming Jewish
tradition that was Spinoza’s birthright).
S.M. Melamed therefore describes Spi-
noza as “the last tremor of Buddhism in
the Western world,”*> meaning not actual
Buddhism so much as its “basic driving

31 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, p. 11-12.
32 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, p. viii.
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forces in the realm of the spirit.”** But in
making this argument, S.M. Melamed
presents a highly distorted understand-
ing of Spinoza, mistakenly treating him
as an acosmist who viewed “the world
[as] a phantom sans reality”** Moreover,
because S.M. Melamed is ignorant of the
world-affirming, life-affirming teachings
of Pratyabhijiia philosophy, his presen-
tation of Eastern philosophy is equally
distorted and mistaken.

Ultimately, S.M. Melamed is more a
cultural commentator than he is a scholar.
Moreover, he is a cultural commentator
who takes great satisfaction in his own
Jewish heritage, urging an assertive and
confident world-engagement that suited
his role, from 1921 to 1924, as the head
of the Chicago branch of the Zionist
Organization of America. S.M. Melamed’s
message, which told his Jewish readers
to be activists, not fatalists; courageous,
not despairing; and individualistic, not
universalistic, was an important one for
his day, and understood in those terms,
his book is a work of prescient genius, but
understood as a work of scholarship, it is
too superficial and biased to significantly
advance our understanding of the paral-
lels between Spinoza’s philosophy and the
philosophies of the East.

At about the same time as the publi-
cation of S.M. Melamed’s book, Kurt E
Leidecker wrote a 1934 article for The
Open Court, comparing Spinozas philos-
ophy to Sankara’s Vedanta.” Leidecker
does not undertake a detailed, text-based
analysis of either Vedanta or Spinozism,
instead merely pointing out the most
obvious points of similarity between the
two systems, but his insights are none-

33 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, pp. 1-2.
34 Melamed, Spinoza and Buddha, p. 214.

35 Leidecker, Kurt F., “Spinoza and Hinduism,”
in The Open Court, vol. 48, no. 931 (1934).



theless informative. Leidecker argues that
in each system: (1) God is the eternal,
self-caused, infinite existence underlying
all things (“infinite” in the sense of being
independent and unconstrained); (2) God
is beyond human categories of good and
evil; (3) world-creation does not give rise
to something separate from God; (4) the
consciousness of the individual soul is
God’s own consciousness; (5) the human
mind has access to three types of knowl-
edge, one based on inference, another
based on reason, and a third based on
direct knowledge of God’s essence; and
(6) true knowledge leads to human per-
fection and enduring joy (laetitia) or bliss
(ananda). Leidecker’s brief article is valu-
able, but it merely whets the appetite for a
more probing analysis.

A third book-length comparison of
Hindu philosophy to that of Spinoza is
Spinoza in the Light of the Vedanta by
Rama Kanta Tripathi, published in 1957.
The book is primarily an explication of
Spinoza’s philosophical system, but Tripa-
thi points out, throughout his analysis, the
places where similar ideas appear in San-
kara’s Vedanta. The result is a fascinating
comparison that serves to make Spinoza
accessible to readers who are accustomed
to thinking in Vedantic categories.

Tripathi identifies all the most obvious
parallels between Sarkara’s Vedanta and
Spinozism, such as (1) the similarity of
Sankara’s “Brahman” to Spinoza’s divine
“substance” (substantia), (2) the unity of all
things in God’s own infinite being, (3) the
pursuit of human self-perfection through
the cultivation of reason over passion, and
(4) the attainment of liberation or blessed-
ness by means of true knowledge — that
is, knowledge of things sub specie aeter-
nitatis (“under a species of eternity”). But
Tripathi also takes liberties with Spinoza’s
ideas, using his explication of Spinoza’s

philosophy as a vehicle for championing
the genius of Sankara’s Vedanta. As Trip-
athi’s editor concedes, Tripathi’s book is
“an emendation of Spinoza in the light of
Sankara” In other words, Tripathi’s pur-
pose is, in part, to improve upon Spinoza’s
philosophy by interpreting it through a
Vedantic lens. It is Tripathi’s assertion that
Vedanta reconciles the most problematic
parts of Spinoza’s system and that West-
erners misunderstand Spinoza because
they are not accustomed to certain coun-
terintuitive ideas that are well developed
in Vedanta.

There may be some validity to the latter
assertion. If Spinoza’s philosophy is similar
in many ways to the leading philosophies
of Hindu India — and I think it is — then
it follows that Hindus might have easier
access to some of Spinoza’s ideas than do
Westerners. It is perhaps difficult for West-
erners, who are generally accustomed to
thinking empirically, to imagine that the
subject-object divide is merely an illusion
or that mind and matter are the same thing
comprehended in two different ways. By
contrast, those notions are much less alien
to the well-educated Hindu, for they are
central to the Hindu religious discussion.
Indeed, Tripathi argues that much of the
criticism of Spinoza’s philosophy can be
traced to the inability of Spinoza’s critics
to think in non-empirical terms.”

But Tripathi, in his effort to explain Spi-
noza’s system in light of Sankara’s Vedanta,
reconfigures the former to fit the latter.
He asserts that Vedanta — and in partic-
ular Sankara’s doctrine of world-illusion
(mayavada, or vivartavada) — is the key
that makes sense of Spinoza’s metaphysics,

36 Tripathi, Rama Kanta, Spinoza in the Light
of the Vedanta (Banaras Hindu Univ. Press 1957),
p. 1
37 Tripathi, Spinoza in the Light, pp. iv—v, 172,
312.
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and he further asserts that this acosmist
emendation of Spinozas philosophy is
implied in everything Spinoza states
explicitly.

As to the latter point, Tripathi makes
two interrelated arguments.’® First, he
adopts the subjective interpretation of the
“attributes” of Spinoza’s divine substance,
meaning that the categories of “thought”
and “extension” (i.e., mind and matter)
are, according to Tripathi’s interpretation
of Spinoza, merely things we ascribe to the
infinite being of God; they are not actually
real or existent in themselves. As Tripathi
puts it, their basis is epistemological, not
ontological. Thus, Tripathi reads Spinoza
asholding that the world, in both its mental
and material aspects, is a false appearance
(mdya). Second, Tripathi relies heavily on
Spinoza’s assertion that “all determination
is negation” (omnis determinatio est nega-
tio).” Following Georg Wilhelm Friedrich

38 For Tripathi’s presentation of these argu-
ments, see, e.g., Tripathi, Spinoza in the Light,
pp. v—vi, 65-66, 68-73, 89, 92, 113, 121, 122—
129, 134, 154-160, 184-188, 197-200, 203-208,
211-216, 314-322.

39 To better understand Spinoza’s assertion,
one should consider it in its context. Spinoza
says: “As for shape being a negation, and not
something positive, it’s manifest that matter as
a whole, considered without limitation, can have
no shape, and that shape pertains only to finite
and determinate bodies. For whoever says that he
conceives a shape indicates nothing by this ex-
cept that he conceives a determinate thing, and
how it is determinate. So this determination does
not pertain to the thing according to its being, but
on the contrary, it is its non-being. Therefore, be-
cause the shape is nothing but a determination,
and a determination is a negation, as they say, it
can’t be anything but a negation.” Letter 50 [ Geb-
hardt, Carl (ed.), Spinoza Opera, 4 vols. (Heidel-
berg: Carl Winter, 1925), IV/240b/25-35], italics
added. The translations of Spinoza’s writings
that appear in this article are from Curley, Edwin
(ed. and transl.), The Collected Works of Spino-
za, vols. I & II (Princeton Univ. Press 1988 and
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Hegel (1770-1831 c.e.), Tripathi derives
from this principle that anything that is
finite exists only as a selective negation
of God’s infinite presence, and therefore
only God’s infinite presence is real, not the
finite object that one might be observing.
In my view, which follows that of Yitzhak
Melamed (no relation to S.M. Melamed),
the acosmist interpretation of Spinoza is
flawed,* but Tripathi relies on it to con-
clude that Spinozas God, like Sankara’s
Brahman, is a God relative to which all
things are unreal. In this regard, Tripathi
follows the lead of Theodore Goldstiicker
and Maganlal Buch.

In making these arguments, Tripathi
embraces a qualified version of subjective
idealism,* and he overlooks the non-re-
ductive aspect of Spinozas philosophical
system. For Spinoza, “a mode of exten-
sion” (i.e., a distinct material object) is just
as real as “the idea of that mode” (i.e., the
thought that corresponds to that object),

2016), sometimes with minor edits.

40 See Melamed, Yitzhak Y., © ‘Omnis determi-
natio est negatio’: Determination, negation, and
self-negation in Spinoza, Kant, and Hegel,” in
Forster, Eckart, and Yitzhak Y. Melamed (eds.),
Spinoza and German Idealism (Cambridge Univ.
Press 2012), pp. 184-196. See also Melamed,
“Salomon Maimon and the Rise of Spinozism in
German Idealism,” pp. 7679, 86. When Tripathi
describes God as infinite, he means the absence
of defining characteristics. But when Spinoza de-
scribes God as infinite, he means that God is not
constrained or determined by anything external
to God, and therefore that nothing impedes God’s
expression of God’s own essence. Importantly, in
Spinoza’s use of the term “infinite,” God has dis-
cernible characteristics.

41 Tripathi argues that there is an aspect of God
called “I§vara” that mediates between the “su-
preme reality” (paramdarthika) and the practical
world of diverse phenomena (vyavaharika), and
Tripathi asserts that the finite things that make up
the practical world are the dream images of I$-
vara. See Tripathi, Spinoza in the Light, pp. 158—
159, 188-192.



and neither can be eliminated in favor of
the other. Thus, Spinoza rejects subjective
idealism. But Tripathi — whose admiration
for Spinoza is beyond question — prefers
to repair Spinoza’s philosophy by conform-
ing it to Sankara’s Vedanta rather than to
repair Sankara’s Vedanta by conforming it
to Spinoza. In contrast to S.M. Melamed,
Tripathi has a profound grasp of and
appreciation for Spinozas ideas, but in the
end, Tripathi loves his Vedanta as much
as S.M. Melamed loves his Judaism. As
a result, Tripathis contribution to our
understanding of Spinoza’s metaphysics,
although valuable, is incomplete.

More recently, there has been renewed
interest in the similarities between Hindu
philosophy and that of Spinoza. In 1984,
Bina Gupta wrote a thoughtful article for
the Indian Philosophical Quarterly, com-
paring Sankara’s “Brahman” to Spinoza’s
divine “substance” (substantia). Gupta
notes that both entities are defined as
eternal, self-caused, infinite existence,
constrained by nothing and dependent on
nothing.** But Gupta also identifies the
key distinction between the two. She notes
that in Spinoza’s system, the differentiated
world of finite things is objectively real.
It is a necessary expression of the divine
substance, and in that sense, it tells us
something about the innermost nature of
the divine substance. For Sankara, by con-
trast, the world is a mere appearance — a
falseinterpretation that we superimpose on
Brahman. In Sankara’s system, the world
is real only insofar as it is understood to be
Brahman; it is a mere phantasm insofar as
it is understood to be the world. Moreover,
people who, through their ignorance, take
the world to be real turn Brahman into a

42 Gupta, Bina, “Brahman, God, Substance
and Nature: Samkara and Spinoza,” in Indian
Philosophical Quarterly, vol. XI, no. 3 (1984),
pp. 272, 281-282.

finite god of religious devotion. In truth,
no qualities characterize or can be ascribed
to Brahman.*

Gupta readily concedes several
general correspondences between the
philosophies of Sankara and Spinoza. For
example, both philosophers recognize
three means of acquiring knowledge, and
for both, freedom is achieved through
the highest of these means, an intuitive
knowledge of God’s essence.** Also, both
philosophers claim that human beings lack
free will. Instead, human beings imagine
themselves to be free because they do not
know the causes of their desires.* But
Gupta sees a distinction in how the two
philosophies characterize the outcome of
the philosopher’s quest. The highest goal
for Spinoza is the ability to view all things
“under a species of eternity, understand-
ing all things as God understands them.
For Sankara, by contrast, true knowledge
leads to the awareness that the world is an
illusion.*®

As Gupta points out, Sankara’s doctrine
of world illusion (mdayavada) allows Brah-
man, the underlying cause of the world,
to remain indeterminate, having no form
and undergoing no modifications. By con-
trast, Spinoza’s divine substance expresses
its own eternal essence through temporal
modifications that are real, thus giving rise
to a real world, but by the same token, giv-
ing content to God’s own being.* Gupta
comments on the significance of this dis-
tinction, saying:

43 Gupta, “Brahman, God, Substance and Na-
ture,” pp. 272-276.

44 Gupta, “Brahman, God, Substance and Na-
ture,” pp. 276-278.

45 Gupta, “Brahman, God, Substance and Na-
ture,” p. 279.

46 Gupta, “Brahman, God, Substance and Na-
ture,” pp. 278-281.

47 Gupta, “Brahman, God, Substance and Na-
ture,” p. 281.
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The intuitive knowledge of God which
Spinoza seeks is a way to understand
the world as it really is. It is not a flight
from the material world, but a celebra-
tion of its essential nature and oneness.
The pursuit of Brahman, on the other
hand, implies repudiation of the world:
it is a realization that Brahman is the
only reality; the world is merely an
appearance and the [individual soul]
and Brahman are non-different.*

Here, of course, Gupta rejects the acos-
mist interpretation of Spinoza put forward
by Hegel, Goldstiicker, Buch, Tripathi,
and many others. Moreover, Gupta has
focused our attention on the precise point
that makes Pratyabhijfia Shaivism, not
Sankara’s Vedanta, the closer analog to
Spinoza’s metaphysics.

A vyear later, in 1985, Abheda Nanda
Bhattacharya published a short book
entitled The Idealistic Philosophy of Sari-
kara and Spinoza. His book relies mostly
on secondary sources, and it includes
almost no comparative analysis of the
two philosophies. Instead, the book sum-
marizes Sankara’s Vedanta (in about 70
pages), and then it separately summarizes
Spinoza’s philosophy (in about 36 pages),
leaving it mostly to the reader to identify
similarities and differences. Bhattacharya
does, however, end each of his summaries
with a section entitled “Critical Estimate”
in which he expresses his own views about
each philosophy. Notably, in these sections,
he doesn’t attempt to hide his admiration
for Sankara’s philosophy, nor does he shy
from highlighting what he deems to be the
flaws in Spinoza’s system.

Bhattacharya is particularly sensitive
to the charge that, according to Sankara,
the objective world is a mere illusion, and

48 Gupta, “Brahman, God, Substance and Na-
ture,” p. 281.
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Bhattacharya devotes considerable energy
to refuting that charge. His main point
is that the world is not an illusion in the
sense of being nonexistent; rather, the
world is a misapprehension of the facts.
The cause of the world is Brahman, but
the cause (i.e., Brahman) never actually
undergoes any change or transformation,
and thus the effect (i.e., the world) never
actually occurs. What appears as the world
is actually just Brahman, as when a coiled
rope appears to be a snake.* Nonetheless,
consistent with Safkara’s teaching, Bhat-
tacharya readily concedes that the world
has a practical significance that makes
it more real than a mere dream image.
According to Bhattacharya, Sankara’s
Vedanta is not subjective idealism, and it
does not abandon consciousness-matter
dualism: Something “external” exists
as the object of consciousness, but that
something is not what we imagine it to
be.”

With regard to Spinoza’s philosophy,
Bhattacharya rejects the subjective inter-
pretation of the “attributes” of divine
“substance” (substantia), thus disagree-
ing with Buch and Tripathis acosmist
interpretation of Spinoza. Instead, Bhat-
tacharya concludes that the attributes
of Spinozas divine substance are onto-
logically real, multiplying God’s being.
Moreover, because God’s attributes are
infinite in number, whereas human beings
are only capable of conceiving two of those
attributes (thought and extension), Bhat-
tacharya argues that God, for Spinoza, is
transcendent and unknowable.” Taking
49 Bhattacharya, Abheda Nanda, The Idealistic
Philosophy of Samkara and Spinoza: Some Typi-
cal Problems of ldealism of the Two Philosophers
(Durga Publications 1985), pp. 4, 23-25.

50 Bhattacharya, The Idealistic Philosophy,
pp. 30, 82.

51 Bhattacharya, The Idealistic Philosophy,
pp. 103-104.




the point a step further, Bhattacharya finds
here an inconsistency in Spinoza’s philos-
ophy. As Bhattacharya puts it, Spinoza
begins his philosophy as a pantheist (i.e.,
nature and God are the same thing), but
he ends his philosophy as a theist (i.e., God
is infinitely greater than nature, the latter
being incomplete and hence imperfect).

As regards the reality of the physical
world, Bhattacharya notes that, for Spi-
noza, thought and extension (i.e., mind
and matter) have coequal status. Neither
is reducible to the other, and neither can
influence the other causally. But Bhat-
tacharya finds an inconsistency in the fact
that Spinoza also describes thought and
extension as conceptions of the human
intellect, which is itself a thinking thing.
Bhattacharya argues that thought thus
“has a double function”; it is, on the one
hand, a parallel attribute to the attribute
of extension, and it is, on the other hand,
the thinking subject that perceives the two
attributes of thought and extension. Bhat-
tacharya therefore concludes that Spinoza’s
theory of thought-matter equivalence,
which claims to be a response to Cartesian
dualism, is merely Cartesian dualism in a
different form.” Of course, Bhattacharya
is not the first to notice this particular
peculiarity of Spinozas philosophy, and
although Bhattacharya doesn't make the
point explicitly, he implies by the title of his
book (The Idealistic Philosophy of Saritkara
and Spinoza) that for Spinoza, thought is
everything, and matter (i.e., extension) —
even if it is non-eliminable — is ultimately
just a concept held by the intellect. Here,
I think Bhattacharya misreads Spinoza,
a point this article explains in section 2,
below.

52 Bhattacharya, The Idealistic Philosophy,
pp- 98-102, 106-110, 113, 116-117.

53 Bhattacharya, The Idealistic Philosophy,
pp. 105-106.

Bhattacharya’s book includes some
important insights, but it fails to undertake
a deep analysis of the primary sources. As
a result, Bhattacharyas defense of Sanka-
ra’s Vedanta lacks analytical rigor, and his
critique of Spinoza, although valid in part,
makes interpretive errors. For example,
Bhattacharya takes a misstep, I think,
when he argues that all nondualist philos-
ophies need to bridge the gap between the
“absolute” (i.e., Sankara’s “Brahman” or
Spinozas “substance”), which is infinite
and perfect, and the external world, which
is finite and imperfect.”* Spinoza would
not agree that the world is finite; rather,
human beings divide it into finite parts.
Nor would Spinoza agree that the world
is in any sense imperfect, evil, or sinful;
rather, moralistic judgments and ethical
categories are, for Spinoza, valid only in
relation to human needs. (See, e.g., Ethics,
I11, Preface.) Therefore, for Spinoza, there
is no gap to bridge between God and the
world, and Spinoza, unlike Sankara, has no
need to declare the world false or to deny
the reality of causal transformation. In
the end, the greatest contribution of Bhat-
tacharya’s monograph may be that it forces
us to think deeply about the irregularities
and inconsistencies that lurk within both
Sankara’s Vedanta and Spinoza’s monism,
asking ourselves, as to each system, wheth-
er those irregularities and inconsistencies
can be reconciled.

In 2014, William Néria published a
book entitled Plotin, Shankara, Spinoza:
Le dépassement de la raison et Lexpérience
de T'Absolu. As the title suggests, Néria
compares the philosophies of Plotinus
(204/5-270 c.e.), Sankara, and Spinoza.
With respect to each philosophy, Néria
first examines the individuation process

54 See, e.g., Bhattacharya, The Idealistic Phi-
losophy, pp. 15, 26-27, 98102, 108, 113, 116—
117, 125-126.
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that gives rise to the ego-sense. Next, he
considers the role played by the intellect
in overcoming that individuation. And
finally, he describes the state of a person
who has merged his or her individuality
into the “Absolute.”

Because Néria is attempting a three-
way comparison among philosophies that
emerged in different cultural settings and
that use words in different ways, his task
is a formidable one. Nonetheless, Néria’s
approach is careful and scholarly, and his
insights are brilliant. His primary point
is that all three philosophies begin with
a “prime intuition,” a common “anchor
point” that is more experiential than it
is philosophical.* From there, all three
philosophies validate the use of the intel-
lect, but they also ask the seeker to go
beyond mere reason to a higher form of
knowing that eliminates the subject-ob-
ject divide. That higher form of knowing
leads to eternal serenity, unaffected by the
extremes of desire and aversion.>

Although Nérias book is the most
recent in-depth treatment of our subject,
scholars have continued to be fascinated by
the similarities between the philosophical
systems of Sankara and Spinoza. In 2016,
Shakuntala Gawde wrote a brief article
emphasizing the need for global intercul-
tural harmony.”” Like other scholars before
her, she identifies the following points of
similarity between Sankara’s Vedanta and
Spinoza’s philosophical system: (1) God is
one, infinite, indivisible, unchanging, and

the underlying being of all things; (2) God

55 Néria, William, Plotin, Shankara, Spinoza:
Le dépassement de la raison et L’expérience de
[’Absolu (Les Deux Océans 2014), p. 19.

56 Néria, Plotin, Shankara, Spinoza, pp. 167—
170, 209-212.

57 Gawde, Shakuntala, “Monism of Sankara
and Spinoza — a Comparative Study,” in Interna-
tional Journal of Social Science and Humanities
Research, vol. 4, no. 3 (July—Sept. 2016), pp.
483-489.

86 Dogma

does not interfere in human affairs, which
are instead dictated by the law of cause-
and-effect; (3) the consciousness of the
human soul is God’s own consciousness;
(4) the appearance of diversity (i.e., maya
according to Vedanta, the “attributes and
modes” according to Spinoza) is merely a
subjective ascription, not real; and (5) true

knowledge leads to human perfection and
3 58

joy.

As point (4) in this brief summary
shows, Gawde embraces the acosmist
interpretation of Spinoza, agreeing with
Buch, Tripathi, and others holding a similar
view.”® Of course, the acosmist interpreta-
tion tends to align Spinoza’s system more
closely with Sankara’s Vedanta, but as
already said, it overlooks the fact that for
Spinoza, the material world is quite real,
thus making Pratyabhijiia Shaivism the
closer comparison.

Michael Hemmingsen wrote an article
in 2018 that focuses directly on the ques-
tion of acosmism in Spinozas philosophy,
a question that, as we have seen, is critical
to any effort to align Spinoza’s philosophy
with that of Sankara.® Hemmingsen’s

58 1In 2018, two years after Gawde’s article,
Urmi Ray published a brief article that makes
similar points. See Ray, Urmi, “Advaitavada ver-
sus Spinoza’s Monism,” in Journal of Emerging
Technologies and Innovative Research, vol. 5, no.
7 (July 2018), pp. 610-614. In addition to those
points, Ray’s article also considers (1) the tem-
porality of the differentiated world (id., pp. 611—
612), (2) the transcendent unknowability of God
(id., p. 612), and (3) God’s lack of purpose other
than sport or joy (id., pp. 613—614). Like Gawde,
Ray uses her comparative analysis as a basis for
urging harmony in human relations.

59 Gawde, “Monism of Sankara and Spinoza,”
p. 486.

60 Hemmingsen, Michael, “Maya and Becom-
ing: Deleuze and Vedanta on Attributes, Acos-
mism, and Parallelism in Spinoza,” in Compar-
ative and Continental Philosophy, vol. 10, no. 3
(June 2018), pp. 238-250.



article contrasts Tripathi’s interpretation
of Spinoza with Gilles Deleuze’s alterna-
tive interpretation. Tripathi — who seeks
to emend Spinoza’s philosophy in light of
Sankara’s Vedanta — embraces the sub-
jective interpretation of the “attributes”
of divine “substance,” arguing that the
attributes are mere ascriptions that we
superimpose on divine substance and that
divine substance is ultimately unknowable
and transcendent (i.e., not subject to any
differentiation or determination). By con-
trast, Deleuze is one of the philosophers
who reject the acosmist interpretation of
Spinozas philosophical system, arguing
that Spinoza’s divine substance is expressed
in its attributes and modes, and that it is
ontologically real in that expressed form,
giving rise to a real world of objects and
ideas. Hemmingsen’s article compares the
competing interpretations of Tripathi and
Deleuze, focusing on three issues: (1) the
ontological status of the attributes, (2)
acosmism and the unity of all existence,
and (3) the parallelism of the attributes.
The result is a fascinating analysis of Spino-
za’s philosophy, although the reader wishes
Hemmingsen had ventured more deeply
into Spinoza’s own statements, explaining
where either Deleuze or Tripathi failed to
come to grips with what Spinoza actually
said.

Also in 2018, MD-Zizaur Rahaman
and Ashaduzzaman Khan wrote an article
comparing the philosophies of Ramanuja
(ca. 1017-1137 c.e.), Spinoza, and Ibn
Arabi (1165-1240 c.e.). Their article
makes the point that in all three systems,
God is identified in some way with the
physical world and with individual souls.
Ramanuja describes physical matter and
individual souls as attributes or modes of a
single divine substance, and — in contrast
to Safkara — Ramanuja insists that the
world is real, rejecting Sankara’s assertion

that God is devoid of qualities (nirguna
brahman).® In these ways, Ramanuja’s
philosophy seems to be similar to that
of Spinoza, but Ramanuja uses the terms
“attribute” (visesana), “mode” (prakara),
and “substance” (dravya, visesya, prakari)
in very different ways than Spinoza uses
them, making the two philosophies ver-
bally similar but semantically distinct.
Significantly, Ramanuja does not describe
an isomorphism of thought and matter,
nor does he assert that all material objects
have minds and that all consciousness
is consciousness of self. In addition,
Ramanuja embraces (1) absolute free
will, (2) the immortality of the individual
soul, and (3) the existence of a personal
God that intervenes in history. In short,
Ramanujas philosophy — unlike Spino-
za's — expresses the widely held intuitions
of devotional religion. Nonetheless, it does
relate all things, including both mind and
matter, to God.®* Ibn ‘Arabi, by contrast,
describes the physical world and living
beings as reflections of God.”> Rahaman
and Khan conclude their article by noting
that despite the irreconcilable distinctions
among religions, the concepts of God and
world (and their relation to one another)
are similar in each of these three philoso-
phies. *

61 Rahaman, MD-Zizaur, and Ashaduzzaman

Khan, “The Concept of God: A Comparative
Study of Ramanuja, Spinoza, and Ibn-Arabi,”
in Research Guru, vol. 12, no. 2 (Sept. 2018),
pp. 91-94.

62 Ramanuja also embraces the theory of divine
incarnation (avatara). For a general introduc-
tion to Ramanuja’s thought, see Radhakrishnan,
Sarvepalli, Indian Philosophy, vol. 11 (George
Allen & Unwin LTD, 2nd edition, 1931), ch. IX;
Adidevananda (transl.), Yatindramatadipika by
Srinivasaddasa: A Hand Book on the Philosophy
of Ramanuja (Sri Ramakrishna Math 1949).

63 Rahaman and Khan, “The Concept of God,”
pp. 96-98.

64 Rahaman and Khan, “The Concept of God,”

Dogma 87



As this brief survey of the relevant liter-
ature shows, many scholars have taken an
interest in the obvious parallels between
Hindu thought and Spinoza’s more recent
philosophical system. The most import-
ant distinction that several scholars have
recognized relates to the ontological
status of the objective world. According
to Sankara’s Vedanta, the world is a false
appearance superimposed on God. Some
scholars have argued that Spinoza holds a
similar view, and others have strongly dis-
agreed. The remainder of this article will
focus on this dispute, concluding that for
Spinoza the objective world is real and that
the acosmist interpretation of Spinoza’s
philosophy is wrong.

2. The Attributes of Divine Substance

We have seen that for Spinoza, “sub-
stance” (substantia) is the ground of being;
it is that in which other things inhere, but
which itself inheres in no other thing.
(Ethics, ID3.) And Spinoza further asserts
that only one infinite, eternal, and self-suf-
ficient substance exists and that it is God.
(Id., TP11 and IP14.) These descriptions
make Spinozas divine substance compa-
rable to Vedanta’s Brahman, as numerous
scholars have noted.

But one issue in particular has troubled
scholars who have compared Spinoza’s
philosophy to that of the Hindu sages, and
that issue is the proper way to understand
Spinozas assertion that “substance” (i.e.,
God) has infinite “attributes” (i.e., ways
of being comprehended), of which the
“attribute of thought” and the “attribute of
extension” are but two. As described above,
some scholars have adopted a subjective
interpretation of the attributes, asserting
that the attributes are mere ascriptions of
the philosopher’s intellect with no real exis-
tence, and based on that conclusion, these

p. 99.
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scholars assert that, for Spinoza, thought
and extension (i.e., mind and matter) are
just appearances. This interpretation, of
course, closely aligns Spinoza’s philosophy
with Sankara’s doctrine of world-illusion
(mayavada).® Other scholars have argued
that the attributes of substance are onto-
logically real, and because they are infinite
in number, they infinitely multiply God’s
being, making God infinitely greater than
what human beings can know, and hence
transcendent.®® And a third view is that
the attributes are distinct aspects of the
divine substance, and they are therefore
real, but as aspects of a single thing, they
do not multiply God’s being.®” Which of
these descriptions is most accurate?
According to Spinoza, the attributes are
“what the intellect perceives of a substance,
as constituting its essence.” (Ethics, 1D4.)
The modes, by contrast, are “the affections
of a substance” (id., ID5), meaning the
modifications that inhere in a substance.
Therefore, if the intellect is ascribing the
attribute of thought to a substance, and
hence to the modifications of that sub-

65 On the subjective interpretation of the at-
tributes, see, e.g., Wolfson, Harry Austryn, The
Philosophy of Spinoza: Unfolding the Latent
Processes of His Reasoning (Harvard Univ. Press
1934), vol. I, pp. 146—157. On the comparison to
Vedanta, see, e.g., Buch, The Philosophy of Shan-
kara, pp. 201-203; Tripathi, Spinoza in the Light,
pp. v—vi, 65-66, 68-73, 89, 92, 113, 121, 122-
129, 134, 154-160, 184-188, 197-200, 203208,
211-216, 314-322.

66 See, e.g., Bhattacharya, The Idealistic Phi-
losophy, pp. 93—117.

67 See, e.g., Melamed, Yitzhak Y., “The Build-
ing Blocks of Spinoza’s Metaphysics: Substance,
Attributes and Modes,” in Della Rocca, Michael
(ed.), Oxford Handbook of Spinoza (Oxford Univ.
Press 2017), pp. 90-103; Melamed, Yitzhak Y.,
“Spinoza’s Deification of Existence,” in Ox-

ford Studies in Early Modern Philosophy, vol. 6

(2013), pp. 98-102.



stance, then Finite Mode A seems to be
an idea of the mind, but if the intellect is
ascribing the attribute of extension to those
same modifications, then Finite Mode A
seems to be a particular configuration of a
material brain.

In each case, however, the intellect is
ascribing something to the substance, and
it is perceiving the substance and its modi-
fications relative to that ascription. Hence,
the careful reader will be asking, What
is Finite Mode A as it is in itself, without
any ascription of the intellect? Put another
way, if the intellect inevitably perceives
the essence of substance under this or that
attribute, is the perceivable world merely
an appearance, analogous to the illusory
world of Sankara’s Vedanta, and is the
world as it is in itself unknowable?

As noted, some Vedanta scholars have
made that argument, but Spinoza flatly
rejects it. He asserts that “[t|he human
Mind has an adequate knowledge of
God’s eternal and infinite essence.” (Eth-
ics, 1IP47.) In Spinoza’s usage “adequate
knowledge” means knowledge that is true.
Moreover, the intellect, according to Spi-
noza, is the rational subpart of the mind,
and its ideas — being either axiomatic or
derived by flawless reasoning — are never
false. (See id., 1IP41.) Therefore, if the
attributes are “what the intellect perceives
of a substance, as constituting its essence”
(id., ID4, italics added), then they must
be true perceptions, not mere perceptual
overlays. Hence, the attributes must corre-
spond to something that actually exists in
the essence of the divine substance itself,
which means that they are ontologically
real, not mere illusions.

The widespread confusion, however,
regarding the ontological status of the
68 See Melamed, “The Building Blocks of Spi-
noza’s Metaphysics,” pp. 90-103, esp. pp. 95 and

102; Melamed, “Spinoza’s Deification of Exis-
tence,” pp. 98—102.

attributes is due, in part, to Spinoza’s
seeming equivocation on the question.
For example, Spinoza claims that “outside
the intellect there is nothing except sub-
stances and their affections” (Ethics, 1P4,
Dem.), thus implying that the attributes
are mere ascriptions of the intellect and
therefore unreal, and he likewise asserts
that “the intellect . . . attributes such and
such a definite nature to substance” (Letter
9 [IV/46/20-25], italics added). To better
understand what Spinoza means by these
statements, an analogy might help. A circle
can be accurately conceived geometrically.
It is then a two-dimensional figure rep-
resenting the locus of points equidistant
from a single point. But a circle can also
be conceived algebraically. It is then the
equation x* + y* = k, where x and y are vari-
ables and k is a constant. Underlying both
these alternative conceptions of a circle
is the same mathematical idea, and both
conceptions are ways the intellect per-
ceives that underlying mathematical idea.
Both are equally true since both accurately
express the underlying mathematical idea.
Moreover, neither can be eliminated in
favor of the other; neither is more valid
than the other. One can think of them
as mere ascriptions of the intellect, since
they are the intellect’s ways of perceiving
the underlying mathematical idea, but
because both are equally true and because
neither can be eliminated in favor of the
other, both are real. Thus, these alterna-
tive ways of conceiving of a circle can be
understood as aspects of the underlying
mathematical idea. In a similar way, the
attributes of thought and extension (i.e.,
mind and matter) are, according to Spi-
noza, aspects of a single divine substance.
One can think of them as mere ascriptions
of the intellect since they are the intellect’s
ways of perceiving the divine substance,
but they are real, not illusions.
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But our story doesn’t end there, for
everything we have said so far still seems
to be erected upon an idealistic founda-
tion. Notice that Spinoza uses the language
of mentation whenever he discusses the
attributes. In other words, thought does
a double duty in Spinoza’s system; it acts
as one of the attributes that the intellect
perceives (alongside an infinite number
of non-mental attributes), but at a higher
level, it also acts as the intellect’s own act of
perception. Spinoza says that everything
can be “comprehended” as either thought
or extension (i.e., mind or matter),* but
since thought is the thing doing the com-
prehending, thought must be the ultimate
ground of being, and the non-mental attri-
butes must be unreal.

But that seems to be true only because
by trying to solve the philosophical riddle,
we are thinking about it. According to
thought-matter equivalence, the intel-
lect that perceives the attributes — and,
ultimately, we are referring to the infinite
intellect” — is just as much an extended
thing as it is a thinking thing. (See Ethics,
IIP13; Letter 32 [IV/173a/15-174a/10];
see also Ethics, VP29.) In other words, for
Spinoza, our perception of the attributes
derives from their actual existence, not the
other way around. Therefore, no attribute
is eliminable, and none can be reduced to
another.

As noted, some Vedanta scholars,
accepting that the attributes are onto-
logically real, have argued that because
Spinoza defines God as a being that is

69 “[T]he thinking substance [(i.e., thought)]
and the extended substance [(i.e., matter)] are
one and the same substance, which 1s now com-
prehended under this attribute, now under that.”
Ethics, 11IP7, Schol., italics added.

70 Spinoza also defines the attributes as “what-
ever can be perceived by an infinite intellect as
constituting an essence of substance.” Ethics,
IIP7, Schol., italics added.
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“absolutely infinite,” “consisting of an
infinity of attributes” (Ethics, ID6), and
because human beings can conceive of
only two such attributes (see Letter 64
[IV/277/10-278/5]), God’s being — like
that of Sankara’s Brahman — is infinitely
greater than what is humanly knowable.
There are two problems with this rea-
soning. First, it fails to recognize that the
attributes constitute aspects of the same
substance, not different substances. There-
fore, although they are ontologically real,
they do not multiply God’s being. The fact
that there are different, equally valid ways
to conceive of a thing does not imply that
there are different things being conceived.
Second, Spinoza does not commit himself
to the actual existence of any attributes
other than thought and extension; rather,
he commits himself to the assertion that
God is unconstrained, free, and indepen-
dent, which is what Spinoza means when
he uses the term “infinite.” God must have
“infinite” attributes because any limitation
on the number of God’s attributes would
imply the existence of something outside
God that imposed that limitation, and no
such thing exists. As Spinoza explains,
[w]e form the axiom [that God has
infinite attributes (Ethics, IP10, Schol.)]
from the idea we have of an absolutely
infinite Being . . ., and not from the fact
that there are, or could be, beings which
have three, four, etc., attributes. (Letter
64 [IV/278/20-25], italics added.)

In summary, in Spinozas philosophy,
the attributes of divine substance are onto-
logically real, which means that the world
is real. Moreover, the attributes of divine
substance are infinite in number, but such
infinitude does not place God’s essence
beyond the reach of the human mind. And
it is precisely these points — the reality of
the world and the knowability of God —



that most sharply distinguish Spinoza’s
philosophy from Sankara’s Vedanta, but
importantly, it is these same points that
also distinguish Pratyabhijia philosophy
from Sankara’s Vedanta, making Praty-
abhijia philosophy the closer analog to
Spinozism. Nor is this distinction from
Sankara’s Vedanta without important
consequences. The world can be a difficult
place. Countless people lack adequate
nutrition and shelter. Epidemic diseases
sweep across the planet. Wars ravage entire
nations. If these calamities are unreal, why
apply oneself to discovery, invention, and
industry? Why eke out some small benefit
through ingenuity and toil? Quietism and
renunciation seem like the better response.
But has any society overcome hunger,
cold, disease, and war by the methods of
quietism and renunciation? Pratyabhijfia
philosophy and Spinoza teach us that the
world is real and that it operates accord-
ing to immutable physical laws, laws that
can be inventively applied to predict real
events and to devise real answers to real
problems. This teaching is nothing less
than a call to action.
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he published Torah and Nondualism: Diver-
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THE VALUE OF PI IN THE BIBLE
(AND WHAT IT TELLS US ABOUT BIBLICAL
HERMENEUTICS)

by James H. Cumming

JamesHCumming@gmail.com

1. The Value of  in the Bible

In ancient times, builders and land
surveyors were aware that the ratio of a
circle’s circumference to its diameter was
a constant, and they were also aware that
the number three was a rough approxima-
tion of that constant. Today, we know that
7 is approximately 3.14159265359, but the
decimal system for notating non-integer
numbers did not spread westward from
India until the 12th century of the Com-
mon Era. In ancient times, therefore, the
value of T was not usually reduced to a
single multi-digit number. Instead, it was
expressed as a ratio. The ratios most often
used were 3:1, 22:7, 256:81, 333:106, and
355:113. The last of these is the most accu-
rate, corresponding to 3.14159292035 in
decimal notation. But 333:106 is also very
accurate, corresponding to 3.14150943396
in decimal notation. And less accurate ap-
proximations were also widely used. The
Rhind Mathematical Papyrus, which dates
to 1650 b.c.e., discusses how to determine
the volume of a cylindrical granary if one
knows its diameter, and the formula given
in that text indicates that the ancient Egyp-

tians used 256:81 as an approximation for
1T, corresponding to 3.16049382716 in de-
cimal notation.

One excerpt, however, from the Bible
suggests that, in ancient times, Israelite
builders and land surveyors were wor-
king with much cruder approximations.
Referring to the construction of the basin
used for priestly ablutions in the temple
of Solomon, the first book of Kings states:
“And he made the molten sea of ten cubits
from brim to brim, round in compass, . . .
and a line of thirty cubits did compass it
round about” (1 Kings 7:23.) If one cal-
culates the ratio between the thirty-cubit
circumference of the “molten sea” and
its ten-cubit diameter, it appears that the
Bible’s redactors used the ratio 3:1 as a
rough approximation for Tr.

But what if the scribes who redacted
1 Kings knew that the value for 1T indicated
in the text was merely an approximation?
If so, how might they have signaled that
awareness? Perhaps by using gematria, a
hermeneutical technique whereby the nu-
merical value of a letter is calculated based
on its position in the Hebrew alphabet.
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Significantly, in the text translated above
from 1 Kings, the word “line” is used for
“circumference” (“a line of thirty cubits
did compass it round about”). In Hebrew,
the word for “line” is gava, and it is usual-
ly spelled using the Hebrew letters quf and
vov (many Hebrew words are spelled wi-
thout vowels). But in 1 Kings, the word
“line” is spelled incorrectly as gavah, using
the Hebrew letters quf, vov, and hei. If each
letter is given a numerical value based on
its position in the Hebrew alphabet, then
the value of gava (the correct spelling)
is 100 + 6, or 106, but the value of gavah
(the incorrect spelling) is 100 + 6 + 5, or
111. Thus, the text misspells gava, and the
misspelling results in an error in the nu-
merical value of that word, changing its
value from 106 to 111.

Taking this bit of gematria into consi-
deration, it appears that the scribes who
redacted 1 Kings chose a very efficient
way to express the value of 71 in the biblical
text. Decimal notation was not in use at the
time, and therefore if they had wanted to
write that the “molten sea” was ten cubits
across and 31.415 cubits around (which, of
course, would have much more accurately
approximated 1), they would have needed
to express 31.415 as the ratio 333:106 mul-
tiplied by 10, which would have required
a great deal of additional text. Instead, the
scribes very cleverly wrote the erroneous
value of “thirty cubits” for the circu-
mference of the “molten sea” and then
signaled that they were well aware of the
error by inflating the numerical value of
the word gava (“line”), which is the word
that the text uses for “circumference” By
giving that word an inflated value of 111,
instead of 106, these clever scribes hinted
that the erroneous circumference of “thir-
ty cubits” also needed to be inflated, in the
same proportion. And when that is done
(30 x 111/106), the circumference of the
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“molten sea” becomes 31.4150943396 cu-
bits, indicating a very accurate knowledge
of the value of 1. Indeed, it is as if the
scribes had said: “Just as we have increased
the numerical value of this word that we
are using here to describe the circumfe-
rence of the molten sea, so also, and to the
same degree, the circumference of thirty
cubits should be increased.”

The biblical text thus demonstrates that
the ancient scribes were aware of a very
accurate approximation of T, and they en-
coded it into the Bible in a very efficient
way. The text makes use of gematria (cal-
culating the numerical value of letters) to
convey its full meaning, and the applica-
tion of that hermeneutical technique is,
in this instance, too illuminating to be ca-
sually dismissed. Rather, it suggests that
the numerical value of letters and words
was something the Bible’s redactors had
in mind as they labored over the sacred
text. And that fact, in turn, suggests that
modern Bible scholars, if they want to be
objective in their search for truth about
the Bible’s meaning, should not lightly dis-
miss the hermeneutical methods recorded
in Jewish esoteric literature.

Woe to the person who says that To-
rah intended to present a mere story
and ordinary words! For if so, we could
compose a Torah right now with or-
dinary words, and more laudable than
all of them [in the existing Torah]! . . .
Concerning Torah, one should look only
at what is beneath the garment. So all
these words and all these stories are gar-
ments.

(Zohar, 3:152a.)

The foregoing quote is drawn from the
Zohar, the primary text of the Jewish mys-
tical tradition. Taking seriously the Zohar’s
directive to treat the “words” and “stories”



of Hebrew scripture as “garments” and to
look “at what is beneath the garment,” the
remainder of this short article explicates
the text of the Hebrew Bible. The next sec-
tion, entitled “Two Kingdoms; Two Names
of God; One People,” focuses on the words
of scripture, showing that those words
reveal a polytheistic subtext that many
Bible readers overlook. The final section,
entitled “The Nondual Garden of Eden,
focuses on the stories of scripture, showing
that the leading message of one of those
stories, the Garden of Eden story from the
book of Genesis, is not what most readers
imagine.

2. Two Kingdoms; Two Names of God;
One People

Hebrew scripture sometimes uses the
Canaanite name El Shaddai for God, par-
ticularly to indicate God’s righteous or
punitive aspect. (See Isa 13:6, Joel 1:15,
Job (passim), Ruth 1:20-21.) We know
now, from study of the Ugaritic tablets dis-
covered in Syria in 1928, that the name
El refers to the chief god of the Canaanite
pantheon, and from the Deir ‘Alla Inscrip-
tion discovered in Jordan in 1967, we learn
that the name Shaddai probably refers to
the Canaanite storm god Baal. Thus, the
combined name El Shaddai implies “El
(God) appearing in the form of Shaddai,”
but in English translations of the Bible, the
name El Shaddai is usually rendered sim-
ply as “God Almighty”

Hebrew scripture also uses the name
yhvh for God, sometimes suggesting that
it invokes God’s mercy. (See Exod 34:5-7;
Num 14:18-20; Deut 5:9-10.) The name
yhvh is not vocalized in Hebrew, and
in English translations of the Bible it is
usually rendered as “Lord ” or “Yahweh.
Significantly, however, scripture informs
us that the patriarchs of the Israelite people
worshiped God as El Shaddai, and that

Moses, who was reared in the Egyptian
religion, was the one who first introduced
the name yhvh to the Israelites. Recall, for
example, these revealing words that God
spoke to Moses: “I appeared to Abraham,
to Isaac, and to Jacob as El Shaddai, and
with my name yhvh, I was not known to
them” (Exod 6:2-3, italics added.)

Hebrew scripture also relates the his-
tory of two rival kingdoms: the Northern
Kingdom, called “Israel” (Yisrael), and the
Southern Kingdom, called “Judah” (Yehu-
dah). These kingdoms were united under
David (ca. 10"-11"" centuries b.c.e.), but
after the death of David’s son Solomon,
Israel rebelled against Judah, and a bitter
civil war raged between these two king-
doms for centuries. (See 1 Kings 11:26-39,
12:1-24; see also Ezek 37:15-28.) Moreo-
ver, this division of the Davidic kingdom
into two warring parts was not at its root
a political division; rather, it was a religious
and ideological division. If we look “be-
neath the garment” of the name El Shaddai
— the name the patriarchs used for God —
we find that, in Hebrew, it is an anagram of
“Israel,” the name of the Northern King-
dom. By contrast, the name yhvh — the
name of God that Moses introduced — is
embedded in the Hebrew spelling of “Ju-
dah,” the name of the Southern Kingdom.

To see that El Shaddai is an anagram of
the name “Israel,” we must appreciate that
the Hebrew letter dalet (corresponding to a
“D” in English) is almost identical in form
to the Hebrew letter reish (corresponding
to an “R” in English). (See Figure 1.)

Figure 1
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Because of this similarity of form, the
Zohar asserts that a dalet is the same as
a reish, and in fact the letters dalet and
reish — whose names both mean “poor” —
are somewhat interchangeable in Hebrew
scripture. (See Num 1:14 [Deuel] and
2:14 [Reuel]; Gen 10:4 [Dodanim] and
1 Chron 1:7 [Rodanim].) When we reco-
gnize that the Hebrew spelling of the name
El Shaddai is alef-lamed-shin-dalet-yud
(A-L-S-D-Y) and that the Hebrew spelling
of the name “Israel” is yud-shin-reish-alef-
lamed (Y-S-R-A-L), and when we further
recognize the interchangeability of the let-
ters dalet and reish, it becomes clear that,
in Hebrew, the name “Israel” (Yisrael) ex-
pressly invokes the patriarchal God EI
Shaddai. (See Figure 2.)!

Figure 2

Likewise, when we recognize that the
Hebrew spelling of the name “Judah” is
yud-hei-vov-dalet-hei (YHVDH), contai-

1 The identity between El Shaddai and the name
“Israel” is stated explicitly in the Bible, although the
relevant verses are dispersed in two different sec-
tions of the book of Genesis. See Cumming, James
H., Torah and Nondualism: Diversity, Conflict, and
Synthesis (Ibis Press 2019), pp. 152—153.
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ning all the letters of the name yhvh , it
becomes clear that, in Hebrew, the name
“Judah” (Yehudah) expressly invokes the
Mosaic God yhvh. (S ee Figure 3.)

Figure 3

In the Northern Kingdom, the temple
was located in Beth-El (lit.: “House of
EP”), and it was dedicated El Shaddai (see
Gen 35:1-15). In that kingdom, personal
names often included the theophoric ele-
ment “-el” or “-baal’ and the very name
of the kingdom — Yisrael (“Israel”) — in-
vokes the deity of the patriarchal religion:
El Shaddai. In the Southern Kingdom,
the temple was located in Jerusalem (the
“City of David”), and it was dedicated to
yhvh (see 2 Sam 6:1-19). In that king-
dom, personal names often included the
theophoric element “-yahu” (Y-H-V), and
the very name of the kingdom — Yehudah
(“Judah”) — invokes the deity of Moses’
Egyptian upbringing: yhvh . Thus, “be-
neath the garment” of scripture’s words,
we discover two religions, not one; there,
we discover the Canaanite religion of the
patriarchs and also the Egyptian religion
that Moses introduced to their descen-
dants.



Two kingdoms. Two names of God.
Two temples. Two religions. But to heal
that often-bitter division, a wise group of
scribes wove together the narratives of the
two nations into a single Torah. “Behold,
how good and how pleasant the abidance
of brothers — even together!” (Ps 133:1.)

3. The Nondual Garden of Eden

The preceding section demonstrates
that the words of scripture are not always
what they seem to be. They are “garments”
concealing hidden meanings, and the
Bible thus includes a polytheistic subtext
that many of its readers overlook. The
present section shows that the stories of
scripture, when read closely, are also “gar-
ments” concealing hidden meanings.

Western ideas about free will and deter-
minism flow, in part, from the Christian
dogma of original sin, which asserts that,
by the exercise of free will, mankind in-
troduced evil into the perfect world that
God had created. In this way, the Garden
of Eden story from the book of Genesis is
interpreted as a wisdom tale urging us to
exercise our God-given freedom to choose
good and to reject evil. The reader may be
surprised, however, to learn that human
free will is not the leading message of the
Genesis story; rather, nondualism is that
message.

Here, for ease of reference, I have in-
cluded my own translation of the Garden
of Eden story (Gen 2:8-3:23). For the ori-
ginal Hebrew, I relied on the Masoretic text
of the Bible, and to help the reader think
critically about the story, I favored a literal
translation over one that conforms closely
to English idiom. Readers who are familiar
with the details of the story can skip to my
commentary, which follows immediately
after this translation:

And yhvh -God planted a garden in
Eden, from the East, and he placed there
the Adam that he [had] formed. And
yhvh -God caused to sprout from the
soil every tree pleasant for appearance
and good for food, and the Tree of Life in
the midst of the garden, and the Tree of
the Knowledge of Good and Evil. ... And
yhvh -God commanded concerning the
Adam, saying, “From every tree of the
garden you will surely eat [(lit.: eating you
eat], but from the Tree of the Knowledge
of Good and Evil you will not eat from it,
for in the day of your eating from it, you
will surely become mortal [(lit.: dying you
die)]” . . . And yhvh -God built up the
rib that he took out of the Adam into a
woman and brought her to the Adam. . ..
And the two of them were naked — the
Adam and his woman — and they were
not ashamed. And the Serpent was more
cunning than all the living beings of the
field that yhvh —-God had made. And he
said to the woman: “Really!? — that God
said, “You will not eat from every tree of
the garden®” And the woman said to the
Serpent, “From the tree-fruit of the gar-
den we will eat, but from the fruit of the
tree that is in the midst of the garden,
God said, “You will not eat from it, and
you will not touch it, lest you die! ” And
the Serpent said to the woman, “You will
surely not die [(lit.: not ‘dying you die’)]!
For God knows that in the day of your ea-
ting from it, . . . your eyes will open, and
you will be like gods, knowers of good
and evil” And the woman saw that the
tree was good for food and that it was
beneficial for the eyes, and the tree was
desirable to make [one] wise, and she
took from its fruit, and she ate, and she
gave also to her man with her, and he ate,
and the eyes of the two of them were ope-
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ned, and they knew that they were naked,
and they stitched leaves of fig, and they
fashioned for themselves wraps. And they
heard the sound of yhvh- God walking
in the garden, at the breeze of the day, and
the Adam and his woman hid themselves
from the face of yhvh -God in the midst
of the tree[s] of the garden. And yhvh -
God summoned the Adam, and he said
to him, “Where are you?” And [Adam]
said, “Your sound I heard in the garden,
and I feared, for I am naked, and I hid
myself” And [yhvh -God] said, “Who
told to you that you were naked? Perhaps
from the tree that I commanded you not
to eat from it you ate?” . . . And yhvh -
God said, “Behold, the Adam [is] like one
from us for knowing good and evil. And
now, lest he send forth his hand and take
also from the Tree of Life and eat and live
forever” And yhvh -God sent him from
the garden of Eden.. . ..

As said, this story of Adam and Eve's
rebellion against the commandment of
“yhvh -God” is usually understood as
scriptural proof that human beings have
free will. It is pointed out that God (yhvh )
could have created Adam and Eve as
programmed automatons, incapable of di-
sobeying God’s instructions. But, instead,
God created them with free will, and we
know that is true because Adam and Eve
used their freedom to disobey God’s com-
mand. A comparison is then sometimes
drawn to the healthy psychological deve-
lopment of a youth entering adulthood: To
establish an individual identity, the youth
must disobey his or her parents, after
which a reconciliation is hopefully made,
and the child, now an adult, engages his
or her parents as a peer. According to this
theory, the message of the Garden of Eden
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story is that human freedom is a “greater
good” that outweighs the evil of Adam and
Eve’s rebellion against God, an evil that
can be healed through religious faith and
practice.

But is that really the message? I don’t
think so, for where did the story deny the
existence of deterministic laws of physics
governing all that occurs in God’s world,
including in each neuron of Adam and
Eve’s two brains? And where did the story
say that, although God created the world,
Adam and Eve created their own thoughts,
desires, and choices, thus making them
co-creators (i.e., gods) alongside God?
And where did the story deny God’s role
as the ultimate author of Adam and Eve’s
disobedience? Where, in short, did the
story say that Adam and Eve had absolute
free will??

The first thing to notice about the Gar-
den of Eden story is that as soon as Adam
and Eve disobeyed God’s commandment,
apparently exercising their free will, they
also developed knowledge of “good and
evil” Thus, free will and moral dualism
are presented as two sides of the same phi-
losophical coin, and what the story really
comes to teach us is that our (false) sense
of freedom goes hand in hand with our
(mistaken) habit of knowing “good and
evil” Adam and Eve imagined that they
were independent masters of their own
destiny, and as soon as they imagined

2 Absolute free will is the freedom to choose
any course of action at any moment. Relative
free will is the freedom to express one’s inner
essential nature unimpeded by external influ-
ences. On the distinction between absolute free
will and relative free will, see Cumming, James
H., “Freedom in a Deterministic Universe,” in
DOGMA, Revue de Philosophie et de Sciences
Humaines, Edition No. 21 (Autumne 2022), pp.
135-137.



themselves in that way, they began divi-
ding God’s creation into that which they
deemed to be “good” and that which they
deemed to be “evil”

By this reckoning, faultfinding is the
underlying sin that Adam and Eve com-
mitted. Adam and Eve partook from the
“tree” — the mental habit — of knowing
good and evil, and that mental habit made
them feel alienated from God. In God’s
world, nothing is evil in the absolute sense
of the term. Of course, some things are evil
in the relative sense, meaning that some
things are detrimental to human health
and happiness, and one should certainly
strive to avoid such things, but whatever
the outcome of one’s efforts, it is not evil in
the absolute sense. Nothing that transpires
in God’s world is ever a mistake; nothing
ever merits deletion. When, however, one
begins to imagine that human beings have
absolute free will, one also begins to reject
certain aspects of the world, imagining
that they did not need to be.

But if the foregoing explication of the
Garden of Eden story is correct — that is,
if dualistic thinking was Adam and Eve’s
only sin — then why does God (yhvh ) say
in response to Adam and Eve’s eating from
the Tree of Knowledge: “Behold, the Adam
[is] like one from us for knowing good and
evil”? Doesn’t that statement imply that all
the members of the Divine Council, inclu-
ding even yhvh , are knowers of good and
evil (i.e., dualists), just like the post-rebel-
lion Adam and Eve?

The confusion here arises because we
tend to impose the idiom of the English
language onto the Hebrew text. When the
Hebrew text tells us that Adam, by knowing
evil, has become “like one from us,” it quite
literally means that there is one member
of the Divine Council that is a knower of

good and evil (i.e., a dualist). And which
“one” might that be? Presumably, it is the
Serpent (i.e., Satan), because he is the
one who claims that knowing good and
evil will make Adam and Eve “like gods.”
(Gen 3:5.)° In other words, Adam and
Eve partook from the “tree” of dualistic
knowledge, and they became dualists, like
the Serpent (i.e., Satan).

We see, then, that a close reading of the
Garden of Eden story tells us that Adam
and Eve never really had free will, at least
not in the absolute sense (i.e., the freedom
to choose any course of action at any mo-
ment). They only imagined that they had
it, and then they imagined that they had
used their free will to rebel against God,
and having so imagined, they justified
themselves by persuading themselves that
God sometimes gets it wrong — in other
words, by fault finding. Thus, they took
upon themselves the task of judging God’s
perfect creation.

And for a person who proudly claims
that he or she has absolute free will, acts
of heroic self-control are the certain proof
of that claim, and irresistible bodily urges
are feared and despised, because they un-
dermine one’s imagined sense of absolute
freedom. Therefore, when Adam and Eve
took upon themselves the task of choosing
things that they deemed to be evil in God’s
world, the first things they chose were the
irresistible bodily urges that God had gi-
ven them. And since nakedness reveals
those urges for all the world to see, Adam
and Eve made wraps and covered themsel-
ves.

Then, from that small start, Adam and
Eve imagined many other things in God’s
world to be evil, and whenever they found

3 On Satan’s membership in the Divine Council,
see Job 1:6.
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themselves unable to resist such things,
they justified their actions with contrived
excuses, or they covered their actions with
the “fig leaves” of locked doors and dele-
ted computer files, or they bemoaned their
sinfulness, as Paul did in his famous letter
to the Romans. (See Rom 7:15-24.) And
although Adam and Eve could not — even
after the most careful examination —
pinpoint when or how they had actually
chosen to have the thoughts and desires
that led to their rebellion against God,
they never doubted their absolute freedom
to choose, for doing so would have strip-
ped them of the false sense of agency they
gained when they first accepted the lie of
Cartesian dualism. God therefore asked
Adam, “Where are you?” By imagining
that he had absolute free will, Adam had
developed a first-person perspective. In
other words, Adam had become a map of
the universe with a “You are here” arrow at
its center; he had gained a (false) sense of
location within the Garden of Eden rather
than enjoying his inherent identity with
the entire Garden.

For Adam and Eve, it was the pretense
of absolute freedom that constituted their
true rebellion. And it was that same pre-
tense of absolute freedom that caused
them to superimpose an invented good-
evil dualism upon the perfect world that
God had created. Among the seven days
of Creation, the only day that God does
not call “good” is the second day, the day
when God created a “divider” (mavdil) —
dualism, that is. (See Gen 1:6-8.) Adam
and Eve elevated the relative good of dua-
lism over the absolute good of embracing
God’s marvelous show, and so it went for
them . ..

... until one day Adam and Eve awoke
from their dream and realized that they
had never rebelled against God even for
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a moment. In fact, they had no power to
do so, and the absolute freedom that they
imagined themselves to possess was only a
proud lie that had served to separate them
from God.

It was God that created the thought that
motivated Adam and Eve to follow the
Serpent’s advice. God created that thought
just as surely as God breathed the “breath
of life” into Adam’s brow (Gen 2:7), just as
surely as God created Pharaoh’s thoughts
when Pharaoh decided to harass the Israe-
lites (see Exod 4:21, 7:3, 9:12, 10:1, 10:20,
10:27, 11:9-10, 14:4, 14:8), and just as su-
rely as God created Cyrus’s thoughts when
Cyrus proclaimed the rebuilding of the
temple in Jerusalem (see 2 Chron 36:22;
Ezra 1:1, 7:25). Indeed, the Bible teaches
repeatedly that God is the author of hu-
man thoughts. (See Lev 26:36; Deut 2:30;
Josh 11:20; Judg 9:23; 1 Sam 16:14-23; 1
Kings 22:19-23; Isa 10:5-6, 36:10, 45:7;
Jer 25:9, 27:6.) The only “sin” that Adam
and Eve ever committed was the false be-
lief that they had the freedom to sin (ie.,
to defy God’s will). And when they relin-
quished that false belief and accepted that
everything is just God’s marvelous show
(see Isa 45:7), they quit their constant
fault finding. They stopped, that is, being
knowers of “good and evil”

But — you might object — if everything
is God’s marvelous show, then no moral
standards govern human conduct. The
mistake in that reasoning is the tenden-
cy to confuse determinism with fatalism,
falsely concluding that human effort and
righteousness have no place in a deter-
ministic universe. Why can’t effort and
righteousness play a part in the destiny
that God has laid out for human beings?
God’s universe is perfect, but God has as-
signed a role for us to play in that universe,
and it is not a passive role. By exerting our-



selves in positive ways, we foster happiness
for ourselves and for others, and God —
the author of all things — placed it in our
hearts to do so, as the Bible repeatedly tells
us. (See 1 Kings 10:24; Jer 31:33, 32:40;
Ezek 11:19-20, 36:26-27; Ps 4:7; Prov 21:1;
Ezra 1:5; Neh 2:12, 7:5.)
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