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INTRODUCTION TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

This paperback edition provides an opportunity to reflect back on
the gestation of this book as well as its reception: in the light of
both, how might it be different if written today? The importance of
the topic, and the vast literature touching on it, continue to
dwarf any attempt to provide a comprehensive overview, but the
perspective of a few years allows a better understanding of how
tentative the following chapters are and how they might have been
improved.

It was with some reluctance that the chapter on nondual percep-
tion was placed so early, and the passage of time has reinforced
those hesitations. My concern is that some readers may become
stuck in the middle of that chapter and never get any further! The
basic difficulty is that the epistemology of perception is notoriously
and inescapably complicated, with the result that my treatment of
those complications is sometimes in danger of losing the main
thread of the argument. The comments I have received, however,
have been more specific. Some Vedanta scholars have pointed out
that there is no such thing as nondual perception in Advaita, which
is true (and even emphasized within the text), but this does not
obviate the main points that chapter two make about Vedanta: that
understanding nirvikalpa experience as involving nondual percep-
tion illuminates many of the Advaitic claims about Brahman; and
that reluctance to accept this touches upon the main problem with
the Advaitic system, which is its inability to understand the relation-
ship between maya (the locus of perception) and nirguna Brahman
(without perceptlon)

The main difficulty with chapter two is elsewhere: the search for
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an unconditioned Reality “behind” concepts misses the essential
point (emphasized in chapter six!) that the Unconditioned in
Mahayana is to be found in the conditioned—more precisely, that
the true nature of the conditioned is itself the unconditioned. In-
stead of looking for an Absolute usually obscured by concep-
tualization, it would be better to subject that distinction between
the Real and whatever is opposed to it (thought? delusion? the
phenomenal world?) to a deconstruction that inquires into why
that duality has become so important to us.

To put it another way, the attempt in chapter two to dis-cover
nondual perception has the effect of reifying another duality: that
betweenReality (usually accorded a capital R) and thought/lan-
guage. This problem also applies, more or less, to the other chap-
ters in Part One. It is addressed most directly in my essay in the
book Healing Deconstruction, which is informed by a deeper appre-
ciation of what Dogen says about language.’ Briefly, instead of re-
jecting language/thought (a response which is still dualistic),
what is needed is an appreciation of the plurality of descriptive
systems and the freedom to employ them according to the situa-
tion. As Dogen might say, rather than eliminate concepts we need
to “liberate” them!—which requires, of course, that we do not cling
to any particular set.

In effect, however, this is less a critique of the arguments in Part
One than it implies a more nuanced version of them.

I do not have as many reservations about any of the later chap-
ters, and they are left to stand for themselves except for my con-
cern to emphasize again the importance and centrality of chapter
six “The Deconstruction of Dualism.” Although this chapter serves
a key role in the larger argument, it may be read by itself without
reference to any of the other chapters.

Some readers have noticed problems with a few translated pas-
sages, which are more ambiguous than I have credited them for.
In a book full of so many different quotations from so many different
traditions and languages, this difficulty is not easily avoided—but
my own linguistic skills (or lack thereof) have not helped, since
they have made me largely dependent upon others’ judgement.
Nevertheless, I am not aware that this seriously impinges on any
of the arguments offered. In cases where a particular translation
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is central—especially in chapter three, which considers at some
length the first chapter of the Tao Té Ching—my versions have of
course been discussed with scholars more specialized in those
fields.

Those familiar with Lack and Transcendence: The Problem of Death
and Life in Psychotherapy, Existentialism, and Buddhism, published last
year also by Humanities Press, may wonder about the relationship
between that book and this one. The two are distinct, of course, in
that neither requires any acquaintance with the other. There is
nonetheless a connection, for the central theme of Lack and Tran-
scendence—the sense-of-self’s sense-of-lack—is prefigured in chap-
ter four of this book, where the issue is raised why our minds seek
asecure “home.” In that sense the second book may be said to have
grown out of the first and the two supplement each other.

It remains to thank Keith Ashfield and Humanities Press for
making this book available again and at a more affordable price.
The text remains unchanged from the original Yale University
Press cloth edition, except for correcting some typographical
errors. My hope remains that what follows will encourage other
scholars to improve upon it, and, even more important, that it will
encourage a new generation of readers to work toward overcoming
their own sense of subject-object duality.

NOTE

1. “Dead Words, Living Words, and Healing Words: The Disseminations of
Eckhart and Dogen”, in David Loy, ed., Healing Deconstruction: Postmodern
Thought in Buddhism and Christianity (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1996),
33-51.



INTRODUCTION

I n our self-seeing There, the self is seen as belonging to that order, or rather we are
merged into that self in us which has the quality of that order. It is a knowing of the
self restored to its purity. No doubt we should not speak of seeing; but we cannot
help talking in dualities, seen and seer, instead of, boldly, the achievement of unity.
In this seeing, we neither hold an object nor trace distinction; there is no two. The
man is changed, no longer himself nor self-belonging; he is merged with the
Supreme, sunken into it, one with it: centre coincides with centre, for on this higher
plane things that touch at all are one; only in separation is there duality; by our
holding away, the Supreme is set outside. This is why the vision baffles telling; we
cannot detach the supreme to state it; if we have seen something thus detached we
have failed of the Supreme which is to be known only as one with ourselves.
—Sixth Ennead IX.10

In case we miss the main point, Plotinus repeats it a sentence later:
“There were not two; beholder was one with beheld; it was not a vision
compassed but a unity apprehended.”’ The nonduality of seer and
seen: there is no philosophical or religious assertion more striking or
more counterintuitive, and yet claims that there is such an experience,
and that this experience is more veridical than our usual dualistic
experience, are not rare in the Western tradition. Similar statements
have been made, in equally stirring language, by such important
Western mystical figures as Meister Eckhart, Jakob Boehme, and
William Blake, to name only a few. Philosophers have generally been
more hesitant about committing themselves so decisively, but a claim
regarding the nonduality of subject and object is explicit or implicit
within such thinkers as Spinoza, Schelling, Hegel, Schopenhauer,
Bergson, and Whitehead—again naming only a few; later I shall
argue that similar claims may be found among important contempo-
rary figures like Nietzsche, Heidegger, and perhaps Wittgenstein, We
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should not be surprised by the comparative reluctance of philo-
sophers to commit themselves on this issue. Religious figures can be
satisfied to rest the assertion of nonduality on faith or on their own
experience, but philosophers must support their assertions with
arguments; and what is reason to do with such an extraordinary claim,
which (as Plotinus suggests) by its very nature is not susceptible even to
adequate conceptual description, much less proof? It is not surprising
that the mainstream of the Western intellectual tradition has not been
sympathetic to such statements. Yet claims about subject—object non-
duality, like the broad mystical tradition where they have found their
most comfortable home, have survived as a puzzling subterranean
undercurrent, sometimes attacked, at other times ridiculed.
The contemporary world prides itself on its pragmatism. This
means, among other things, that most philosophers believe we have
evolved beyond the abstract speculations of metaphysics by becoming
self-critical and more sophisticated in the way we use language. But if
traditional metaphysics is dead, metaphysics in the larger sense is
inescapable. It ultimately refers to our basic understanding about the
nature of the world, and some such understanding can always be
extrapolated, if necessary, from our attitude toward the world we
suppose ourselves to be “in.” The farthest we can remove ourselves
from metaphysics is to “forget” this metaphysical understanding in
the sense of no longer being aware of our philosophical presupposi-
tions about the world and ourselves. Today we are so impressed with
the success of the physical sciences—originally derived from meta-
physics—that we return a compliment and derive our metaphysics
from natural science. But the scientific worldview has its own meta-
physical presuppositions, which originated in ancient Greece, in ways
of looking at the world that came to fruition in Plato and especially
Aristotle. This dualistic view stands almost in diametric opposition to
a worldview based on the nonduality of seer and seen. However, the
Greek tradition of that time was a rich one, abounding in competing
paradigms, and it is worthwhile to remind ourselves that, however
inevitable it may seem in retrospect, the Aristotelian worldview which
developed into the mainstream was not the only possible path. As we
shall see, other important thinkers prior to Plotinus—such as
Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Parmenides, and even Plato, according to how
we interpret him—were more sympathetic than Aristotle to the meta-
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physical claim of nonduality, and what they thought on this matter
may still have meaning for us today.

But my main concern is not the development of the Western philo-
sophical tradition, although there will be many occasions to refer to it.
In the West, the claim of subject—object nonduality has been a seed
which, however often sown, has never found fertile soil, because it has
been too antithetical to those other vigorous sprouts that have grown
into modern science and technology. In the Eastern tradition—the
rich yet dissimilar intellectual climates of India and China, in par-
ticular—we encounter a different situation. There the seeds of
seer—seen nonduality not only sprouted but matured into a variety
(some might say a jungle) of impressive philosophical species which
have been attractive to many Westerners because they seem so exoticin
relation to our own—and because they bear at least the promise of
fruits which we Westerners lack yet still crave. By no means do all of
these systems assert the nonduality of subject and object, but it is
significant that three which do—Buddhism, Vedanta and Taoism—
have probably been the most influential.

I should note at the outset that none of these three completely
denies the dualistic “relative” world that we are familiar with and
presuppose as “commonsense”: the world as a collection of discrete
objects, interacting causally in space and time. Their claim is rather
that there is another, nondual way of experiencing the world, and that
this other mode of experience is actually more veridical and superior
to the dualistic mode we usually take for granted. The difference
between such nondualistic approaches and the contemporary West-
ern one (which, given its global influence, can hardly be labeled
Western any more) is that the latter has constructed its metaphysics on
the basis of dualistic experience only, whereas the former acknowl-
edges the deep significance of nondual experience by constructing its
metaphysical categories according to what it reveals.

But expressing the matter in this way is getting ahead of ourselves.
That Buddhism, Vedanta and Taoism are basing their worldview on
the experience of subject-object nonduality cannot be presupposed; it
is one of the main concerns of this book to argue precisely that point.
In so doing, the significant differences among these systems (and
internally, for example, among different Buddhist systems) will
receive our attention, and the basis for those disagreements will be
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considered. Itis safe to say that those differences have not usually been
overlooked. If anything, there has been more emphasis on disagree-
ments than on similarities, which have tended to be passed over too
quickly—perhaps because disagreements naturally provide more to
discuss. The unfortunate result is that, even in Asian philosophy, this
shared claim about the nonduality of subject and object has not
received the philosophical attention that it merits. It is such an
extraordinary claim, so much at variance with common sense, and yet
so fundamental to all these systems, that it deserves careful investiga-
tion; and such investigation gives rise to a suspicion.

In all the Asian systems that incorporate this claim, the nondual
nature of reality is indubitably revealed only in what they term
enlightenment or liberation (nirvana, moksa, satori, etc.), which is the
experience of nonduality. That experience is the hinge upon which
each metaphysic turns, despite the fact that such enlightenment has
different names in the various systems and is often described in very
different ways. Unlike Western philosophy, which prefers to reflect on
the dualistic experience accessible to all, these systems make far-
reaching epistemological and ontological claims on the basis of coun-
terintuitive experience accessible to very few—if we accept their
accounts, only to those who are willing to follow the necessarily
rigorous path, who are very few. It is not that these claims are not
empirical, but if they are true, they are grounded on evidence not
readily available. This is the source of the difficulty in evaluating them.
Plotinus has already drawn our attention to another characteristic of
the nondual experience, which fully accords with Asian descriptions
of enlightenment: the experience cannot be attained or even under-
stood conceptually. We shall see that this is because our usual con-
ceptual knowledge is dualistic in at least two senses: it is knowledge
about something, which a subject has; and such knowledge must dis-
criminate one thing from another in order to assert some attribute
about some thing. Later I reflect on the isomorphism between our
conceptual thought-processes and the subject—predicate structure of
language. What is important at the moment is that the dualistic nature
of conceptual knowledge means the nondual experience, if genuine,
must transcend philosophy itself and all its ontological claims. And
that brings our suspicions to a head: are these different philosophies
based upon, and trying to point to, the same nondual experience?
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During the experience itself there is no philosophizing, but if and
when one “steps back” and attempts to describe what has been experi-
enced, perhaps a variety of descriptions are possible. Maybe even
contradictory ontologies can be erected on the same phenomeno-
logical ground. That suspicion is the motivation for this study.

Because nonduality is so incompatible with our usual experience—
or, as the nondualist usually prefers, with our usual way of under-
standing experience—it is very difficult to grasp what exactly is meant
when it is claimed that, for example, perception is or can be nondual.
Claritying those claims is the major concern of part 1. This is not to say
that a dualistic claim is less problematic—the relation between subject
and object has always been a (perhaps the) major epistemological
problem—yet at least a dualistic approach seems to accord better with
common sense, despite whatever puzzles arise when one tries to
develop this belief philosophically. But that nonduality is difficult to
understand is necessarily true, according to the various systems which
assert it. If we did understand it fully we would be enlightened, which
is not understanding in the usual sense: it is the experience of non-
duality which philosophizing obstructs. From such a perspective, the
problem with philosophy is that its attempt to grasp nonduality con-
ceptually is inherently dualistic and thus self-defeating. Indeed, the
very impetus to philosophy may be seen as a reaction to the split
between subject and object: philosophy originated in the need of the
alienated subject to understand itself and its relation to the objective
world it finds itself in. But, according to the “nondualist systems” to be
considered—Buddhism (especially Mahayana), Vedanta (especially
Advaita) and Taoism—philosophy cannot grasp the source from
which it springs and so must yield to praxis: the intellectual attempt to
grasp nonduality conceptually must give way to various meditative
techniques which, itis claimed, promote the immediate experience of
nonduality. Of course, the shift of perspective from conceptual under-
standing to meditative practices is beyond the scope of this work, as it is
beyond the range of philosophy generally. However, despite this
attitude about the final inadequacy of philosophy—which means,
among other things, that these systems are not philosophies at all in
the Western sense—the various traditions have nonetheless made
many specific claims about different aspects of the nondual experi-
ence. These claims provide the material for this work.
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My approach is hermeneutical. I shall extract and elucidate a “core
doctrine” of nonduality from these various claims. Such a project is
ambitious enough, so let me emphasize that, despite the many refer-
ences to Western parallels and contemporary theories, this work is not
an attempt to establish, in some supposedly objective and rigorous
fashion, whether our experience is or can be nondual. Instead, I shall
construct a theory which is coherent in that it integrates a large
number of otherwise disparate philosophical claims, and which is
hence plausible as a systematic interpretation of these claims.

Such an approach is consistent with the attitude of the Asian tradi-
tions to be examined. Most of the passages I will quote offer assertions
rather than arguments, a stance that is not atypical of the literature.
When those claims were originally made, it was usually expected that
they would be received reverently by those already committed to the
tradition. In those whose minds were ripe (usually as a result of
extensive meditation), a mahd@vdkya (great saying) such as “that thou
art” or “mind is the Buddha” might be sufficient to precipitate the
realization of nonduality. But logically compelling proofs of the pos-
sibility of nondual experience were not offered. The Upanisads
include many claims about the nature of Atman and Brahman, and
analogies to help us understand those claims, but not arguments—
which is to be expected, since they, like the classic texts of Taoism, are
“pre-philosophical.” Much later, Sankara developed and systematized
these claims with the help of many arguments, but most of these
criticize other interpretations; his own views are defended apolo-
getically as consistent with the Vedas and not contradicted by experi-
ence. The Pili Canon does not offer proof that there is an escape from
samhsira. Although many of the Buddha’s doctrinal formulations are
philosophically subtle, he intentionally avoided even describing what
the state of nirvana is, other than characterizing it as the end of
suffering and craving. Long afterwards, the Yogacara philosopher
Asanga pointed out that there are only three decisive arguments for
transcendental idealism, and it seems to me that the same three
arguments apply to the claim for nonduality. First, there is the direct
intuition of reality (nonduality) by those who have awakened to it;
second, the report that Buddhas (or other enlightened people) give of
their experience in speech or writing; and third, the experience (of
nonduality) that ocurs in deep meditative samadhi, when “the concen-
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trated see things as they really are.”? It is hardly necessary to point out
that none of these three needs be accepted as compelling by anyone
already skeptical. The third, meditative experience, may easily be
criticized as abnormal and possibly delusive. The second is partly an
appeal to authority, which is unacceptable as philosophical evidence,
and partly a restatement of the first. This means that the argument for
nonduality is actually reduced to the experience of nonduality—
either our own or that of someone else whose testimony we may be
inclined to accept.

W. T. Stace has argued that the “divine order” is “utterly other” to
the natural order.? Whether or not this accurately describes Western
mysticism, it is not the view of the nondualist philosophies we con-
sider. Their general attitude is that one can realize the nature of the
dualistic phenomenal world from the “perspective” of the nondual
experience, but not vice versa. The Buddha did not describe nirvana
because nirvana cannot be understood from the perspective of one
still mired in samsdra, but full comprehension of the workings of
sarhsaira—for example, the “dependent origination” (pratitya-samut-
pada) of all things—is implied by the experience of nirvana. In fact,
full understanding of sarisira, of how craving and delusion cause
rebirth, seems to constitute the nirvana of Pali Buddhism, for that is
how one is able to escape the otherwise mechanical cycle of birth and
death. Sankara would agree: moksa—the realization that “I am
Brahman”—reveals the true nature of phenomena as mayd, illusion,
but until that liberation one is blinded by miaya and takes the unreal as
real, the real as unreal. In Taoism, the realization of Tao gives one
insight into the nature of “the ten thousand things,” but although
some characteristics of the Tao (and the man of Tao) are expounded
using parables and analogies, I am familiar with no serious attempt to
prove the existence of the Tao.

That apparently dualistic phenomena can be understood from the
perspective of nonduality, but not vice versa, appears to be necessarily
true, due to the nature of understanding. What Sebastian Samay
writes about Karl Jaspers’ philosophy also applies here:

Unlike‘science, which inquires into objects which are in the world,
philosophy sets out to penetrate into the unity of all things by going
back into their fundamental origin. Consequently, the object of phi-
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losophy can permit nothing outside itself by means of which it might be
“understood.” Other objects are logically dependent on it, but it itself
depends on nothing. Thoughts and statements about such an “object”
are necessarily self-reflexive; while we explain everything by reference
to this object, we must explain it by itself; it is self-explanatory, its own
point of reference.

This may be restated in our terms as follows: from the “perspective” of
nonduality—that is, having experienced nondually—one can under-
stand the delusive nature of dualistic experience and how that delu-
sion arises, but not vice versa. There is no argument which, using
the premises of our usual dualistic experience (or understanding of
experience), can provide a valid proof that experience is actually
nondual. All philosophy is an attempt to understand our experience,
but here the critical issue is the type of experience that we accept as
fundamental, as opposed to the type of experience that needs to be
“explained.” The Western epistemologist usually accepts as his data
our familiar dualistic experience, dismissing other types (e.g., samadhi)
as philosophically insignificant aberrations. In contrast, Asian episte-
mologists have placed more weight upon various “paranormal” expe-
riences including samadhi, dreams, and what they consider to be the
experience of liberation. The former approach accepts duality as valid
and dismisses nonduality as delusive; the latter accepts nonduality as
revelatory and criticizes duality as a more common but deluded inter-
pretation of what we experience. Because it is a matter of premises, at
this level there are no neutral or objective criteria by which we can
evaluate these two views—indeed, the very concept of “objective crite-
ria” is itself under question. In choosing between these approaches,
cultural bias usually comes into play. Those raised in the classical
Asian traditions are more inclined to accept the possibility of non-
duality; those educated in the Western empiricist tradition are more
likely to be skeptical of such an experience and prefer to “explain
away” nonduality in terms of something else that they are able to
understand—for example, as an “oceanic feeling” due to womb mem-
ory, Freud’s formulation. The Western belief that only one type of
experience is veridical is a post-Aristotelian assumption now too
deeply ingrained to be easily recognized as such by many. Yet such
skepticism is dangerously circular, using arguments based on one
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mode of experience to conclude that only that mode of experience is
veridical.

This study divides naturally into two parts. Part 1 extracts various
claims from the major nondualist traditions, Buddhism, Vedanta, and

" Taoism, in order to construct a “core doctrine” of nonduality largely

consistent with all three. The process of selection is unsystematic,
making use of assertions and arguments that provide helpful insights
while ignoring most of the rest. This yields a theory about the nature
of nondual experience that also explains the apparent “delusion” of
our more usual way of understanding experience. But the disagree-
ments among the nondualist systems—especially between Mahayana
Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta—cannot be lightly dismissed. So part
2 works backward, using the core theory as a perspective from which
to approach and resolve the disagreements. There we shall be able to
understand how the same phenomenological experience may be sub-
jected to different and even contradictory descriptions.

In this introduction, the term nonduality refers exclusively to the
nonduality of (more narrowly) seer and seen, (more broadly) subject
and object. Such nonduality is my main concern, but is by no means
the only meaning of the term in the literature. At least five different
meanings can be distinguished, all of them intimately related; three of
those are of interest in part 1. Chapter 1 sets the parameters of the
study by discussing the role of these three nondualities within Bud-
dhism, Vedanta, and Taoism. It demonstrates their prevalence,
importance, and relationships, dwelling particularly upon the third
nonduality of subject and object, of self and nonself, of my con-
sciousness and the world “I” find myself “in.” Each of the following
chapters of part 1 investigates what such nonduality might mean in
one particular mode of our experience—perceiving, acting, and
thinking, respectively. How can we understand the assertion that each
of these is actually nondual?

In the case of perception, we will find general agreement that the
act of perception is normally not simple but complex (sa-vikalpa), for a
variety of other mental processes interpret and organize percepts.
Through meditative practices, however, one can come to distinguish
the bare percept from these other processes and experience itas it is in
itself (nir-vikalpa); experiencing this way is without the distinction
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normally made between the perceived object and the subject that is
conscious of it. As The Awakening of Faith (an important Mahayana text)
says, “from the beginning, corporeal form and mind have been non-
dual.”® The meaning of this is discussed further, with particular
reference to hearing and seeing, and is placed in the context of
Western theories of epistemology as a version of phenomenalism. Two
recent psychological experiments into meditation seem to provide
empirical support for the possibility of such nondual perception.

We shall find a parallel in the case of action. Our normal experience

of action is dualistic—there is the sense of an “1” that does the action—
because the action is done to obtain a particular result. Corresponding
to the usual tripartite division of perception into perceiver, perceived,
and the act of perception, there is the agent, the action, and the goal of
the action. Parallel to the superimposition of thought on percept, the
mental “overlay” of intention also superimposes thought on action
and thereby sustains the illusion of a separate agent; but without such
thought-superimposition no distinction is experienced between
agent and act, or between mind and body. Nondual action is spon-
taneous (because free from objectified intention), effortless (because
free from a reified “I” that must exert itself), and “empty” (because one
wholly is the action, there is not the dualistic awareness of an action).
This perspective is derived from explaining the meaning of wei-wu-
wei, the paradoxical “action of nonaction” of Taoism, and it is used to
interpret the enigmatic first chapter of the Tao T¢ Ching. It is also
consistent with the emphasis, in some recent philosophy of mind, on
intention as that which maintains the sense of self.

These accounts of nondual perception and nondual action seem to
suggest that thought processes function only as an interference. Given
also the emphasis on meditation in the nondualist traditions, one
might conclude that thoughts are merely a problem to be minimized.
But that is not the case. Even as thought processes may obscure the
true nature of perception and action, so the nondual nature of think-
ing is obscured by its link with perception (hypostatizing percepts into
objects) and action (providing intentions for action). The tripartite
sense of a thinker who thinks thoughts is delusive, but there is a
nondual alternative. We might suppose a thinker necessary in order to
provide the causal link between various thoughts, to explain how one
thought leads to another; but in fact there is no such link. In nondual
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thinking each thought is experienced as arising and passing away by
itself, not “determined” by previous thoughts but “springing up”
spontaneously. Such thinking reveals the source of creativity, as testi-
fied by the many writers, composers, and even scientists who have
insisted that “the thoughts just came of themselves.” It also provides a
fruitful perspective for interpreting the later work of Martin Heideg-
ger. The last section of chapter 4 suggests that Heidegger’s “way” is
best understood as nondual thinking and points out that the non-
duality of consciousness and world is the central theme of his most
important post-Kehre (“turning”) essays.

The short summary concluding part 1 integrates these three studies
into an understanding of a fourth nonduality, which may be called the
nonduality of phenomena and Absolute, or, better, the nonduality of
duality and nonduality. My approach supports the Mahayana claim
that sarisara is nirvana. There is only one reality—this world, right
here and now—but this world may be experienced in two different
ways. Sarhsara is the relative, phenomenal world as usually experi-
enced, which is delusively understood to consist of a collection of
discrete objects (including “me”) that interact causally in space and
time. Nirvana is that same world but as it is in itself, nondually
incorporating both subject and object into a whole. If we can “interpo-
late” from nondual experience to explain duality, but not vice versa,
this suggests that our usual sense of duality is due to the superimposi-
tion or interaction among nondual percepts, actions, and thoughts,
The problem seems to be that these three functions somehow inter-
fere with each other, thus obscuring the nondual nature of each. The
material objects of the external world are nondual percepts objectified
by superimposed concepts. Dualistic action is due to the superimposi-
tion of intention upon nondual action. Concepts and intentions are
dualistic because thinking is preoccupied with percepts and actions
rather than being experienced as it is in itself, when it springs up
creatively.

Part 2 defends our core theory by considering the ontological
differences among the nondual systems, for the conflict among their
categories constitutes the major challenge to a study of this sort.
Chapter 5 interprets the three major systems of Indian philosophy—
Sankhya-Yoga, Buddhism, and Advaita Vedanta—as the three main
ways to understand the subject—object relation. The radical dualism



‘—‘—%——v———?———-ﬁ

12 INTRODUCTION

of Sankhya-Yoga is untenable, but several factors suggest that the
claims of Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta are in fact quite compatible.
Chapter 6—the most important of the book, in my opinion—
provides a detailed analysis of five major issues on which Buddhism
and Advaita seem diametrically opposed: no self versus all-Self, only-
modes versus all-Substance, impermanence versus immutability, all-
conditionality versus no-causality, and all path versus no-path. In each
case, our nondualist approach leads us to conclude that the surface
conflict of categories conceals a deeper agreement regarding the
phenomenology of the nondual experience. When one wants to
describe the nondual experience in the dualistic categories of lan-
guage, two alternatives naturally suggest themselves: either to deny
the subject or to deny the object; from this choice one’s attitude toward
the other disagreements follows. In both cases, what is more impor-
tant than the choice between denial of subject or object is the denial
common to both systems, of any bifurcation between self and non-self,
and so on. The last section of chapter 6 employs the conclusions
regarding time and causality to make a critique of Derrida’s radical
critique of Western philosophy, arguing that his deconstruction is
incomplete because it is not radical enough to deconstruct itself;
therefore it misses the possibility for a new, nonconceptual “opening”
to something very different.

Chapters 7 and 8 test our core theory of nonduality in two ways. The
first employs an analogy to demonstrate that the same experience can
indeed result in incompatible descriptions, and in fact the “Mind-
space” analogy seems to provide a common phenomenology for the
major interpretations that we find in Indian philosophy. Chapter 8
uses the nondualist perspective to approach the two main philosophi-
cal issues raised by the Bhagavad-gita: the relations among the various
margas (spiritual paths), and the relationship between the personal
(Saguna Brahman, God) and impersonal (Nirguna Brahman, God-
head) Absolutes.

The study concludes by considering, very briefly, the implications
of subject—object nonduality for three other important areas of phi-
losophy: the value-studies of ethics, aesthetics, and social theory. The
nondual experience subverts the ground of the ethical problem, both
by denying the existence of the ontological ego and, more radically, by
challenging all moral codes as deluding superimpositions. Non-
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duality also gives us insight into the aesthetic experience, as
Schopenhauer realized; we shall see that, finally, it becomes difficult to
distinguish between aesthetic and “spiritual” experiences. We shall
end by reflecting on a social parallel and its implications, for “the same
dualism that reduces things to objects for consciousness is at work in
the humanism that reduces nature to raw material for humankind.”8

This introduction cannot end without an apologia. More than fifty
years ago, Otto Rank temporarily gave up writing, complaining,
“There is already too much truth in the world—an over-production
which apparently cannot be consumed!” What would he say today? At
the least no new book should be born without an apologia pro vita sua,
an attempt to justify itself as more than a means for academic self-
advancement. I write this book because I believe it is relevant to more
than just our scholarly understanding of Asian philosophy: I hope
that its critique of subject—object dualism helps to challenge the
dualistic categories that have largely determined the development of
Western civilization since Aristotle,

Today the Great Divide in Western philosophy is between those who
see science as a model to be justified and emulated and those who see
the scientific mode of knowledge—whose concern for objectivity
makes it unavoidably dualistic—as only one mode of cognitive experi-
ence. Some of the most influential thinkers of the last century—
Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, and Heidegger are the ones most often
referred to in these pages—criticized these dualistic categories in
various ways. But their critiques have been more influential than any
positive vision that they and others have been able to offer. Despite
increasing suspicion about the merits of technocratic society and the |
dualistic mode of experiencing that undergirds it, there is no agree-
ment about what the root of the problem is and therefore what alter-
native there might be.

One way to become aware of our own presuppositions is to examine
the worldviews of other civilizations. The philosophies of India and
China are the most profound and subtle alternatives, but they present
us with a profusion of systems which, despite some notable sim-
ilarities, still seem to be poles apart in some important aspects of their
understanding of reality. Their preoccupation with attaining another
mode of experience stands in sharp contrast to the most influential
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strands of the Western tradition, which have rather sought to analyze
and control our usual mode of experiencing. What is most promising
about the Asian systems is that the alternative mode of experiencing
they emphasize is understood to be not only revelatory but also per-
sonally liberating. Yet, as soon as we look more closely, the surface
similarity among the systems seems to dissolve, for they characterize
this other mode in very different ways. That is the point at which this
study becomes relevant. If it can be demonstrated that beneath the
clash of ontological categories there is a fundamental agreement
about the nature of this alternative mode, our situation changes. In
place of an internecine feud among rival opposition parties, which
enervates them and keeps them from becoming genuine rivals to the
the incumbent government, we have a united front which must be
taken seriously. In my opinion, the nihilism of present Western
culture means that we cannot afford to ignore what the greatest philo-
sophical traditions of India and China may have to teach us.

PART ONE
TOWARD
A CORE
THEORY
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CHAPTER |
HOW MANY NONDUALITIES
ARE THERE!?

N o concept is more important in Asian philosophical and religious
thought than nonduality (Sanskrit advaya and advaita, Tibetan gNis-
med, Chinese pu-erh, Japanese fu-ni), and none is more ambiguous.
‘The term has been used in many different although related ways, and
to my knowledge the distinctions between these meanings have never
been fully clarified. These meanings are distinct, although they often
overlap in particular instances. This chapter distinguishes these dif
ferent meanings, explores the relationships among them, demon-
strates their importance for what I call “the nondualist systems,” and
reflects on the significance of all the above.

"The following types of nonduality are discussed here: the negation
of dualistic thinking, the nonplurality of the world, and the non-
difference of subject and object. In subsequent chapters, our attention
focuses primarily on the last of these three, although there will be
occasion to consider two other nondualities which are also closely
related: first, what has been called the identity of phenomena and
Absolute, or the Mahayina equation of samsara and nirvapa, which
can also be expressed as “the nonduality of duality and nonduality”;
second, the possibility of a mystical unity between God and man. No
doubt other nondualities can be distinguished, but most of them can
be subsumed under one or more of the above categories. As the
negative construction of the word in all languages suggests, the mean-
ing of each nonduality can be understood only by reference to the
particular duality that is being denied. We shall quickly see that each of
these negations has both an ontological and a soteriological function;

17
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the term is used to criticize our usual dualistic experience (or under-
standing of experience) as both delusive and unsatisfactory, and the
corresponding nondual mode is recommended as both veridical and

superior.

THE NEGATION OF DUALISTIC THINKING

It is because there is “is” that there is “is not”; it is because there is “is not” that there
is “is.” This being the situation, the sages do not approach things on this level, but

t the light of nature.
reflec ght of —Chuang Tzu!

Our first nonduality is a critique of “dualistic thinking,” t%lat is, of
thinking which differentiates that-which-is—thought-ab.out into two
opposed categories: being and nonbeing, success and failure, life a.nd
death, enlightenment and delusion, and so on. The problt.am with
such thinking is that, although distinctions are usually made in or.der
to choose one or the other, we cannot take one without the other since
they are interdependent; in affirming one half of the duality we
maintain the other as well.

Without relation to “good” there is no “bad,” in dependence on whic_h
we form the idea of “good.” Therefore “good” is unintelligible.. There is
no “good” unrelated to “bad”; yet we form our idea of “bad” in depen-
dence on it. There is therefore no “bad.” (Nagarjuna)®

This abstract point becomes more relevant when, for examp?e, we
consider the problem of how to live a “pure” life. The irflpl'icauon of
Nagarjuna's argument is that attempting to live a pure life involves a
preoccupation with impurity. In order to have only pure thoug.th and
actions, one must avoid impure ones, and this means determining tf)
which of the two categories each thought and action belongs. It is
generally claimed that this dichotomizing tendency of mind keeps us
from experiencing situations as they really are in themselves, when no
such dualistic categories as pure and impure, good and bad, and so
on, are applicable. These warnings are especially common in
Mahayina Buddhism:

Danaparamita {literally, perfect or transcendental generosity] means
relinquishment ... . of the dualism of opposites. It means tOtZ:ll relin-
quishment of ideas as to the dual nature of good and bad, being and
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non-being, love and aversion, void and not void, concentration and
distraction, pure and impure. By giving all of them up, we attain to a
state in which all opposites are seen as void.

Thinking in terms of being and non-being is called wrong thinking,
while not thinking in those terms is called right thinking. Similarly,
thinking in terms of good and evil is wrong; not to think so is right
thinking. The same applies to all the other categories of opposites—
sorrow and joy, beginning and end...all of which are called wrong
thinking, while to abstain from thinking in those categories is called
right thinking. (Hui Hai)?

The second passage contains a claim which negates itself, as Hui Hai
must have realized: dualistic thinking is criticized as wrong thinking,
but the distinction between right and wrong thinking is itself dualistic.
So, in fact, is the very distinction between dualistic and nondualistic
thinking, or between duality and nonduality generally. Carried to this
extreme, “the perfection of wisdom (prajaaparamita) should not be
viewed from duality nor from non-duality."* Therefore such teaching
naturally tends toward self-negation and paradox, due to its apparent
violation of logic, especially the law of identity:

Q: The Vimalakirti Nirdesa Sitra says: “Whosoever desires to reach
the Pure Land must first purify his mind.” What is the meaning of
this purifying of the mind?

A: It means purifying it to the point of ultimate purity.

Q: But what does that mean?

A: Itis a state beyond purity and impurity. . .. Purity pertains to a mind
which dwells upon nothing whatsoever. To attain this without so
much as a thought of purity arising is called absence of purity; and
to achieve that without giving that a thought is to be free from
absence of purity also. (Hui Hai)®

In other words, “purity is not purity; that is why it is purity.” This
paradox—A is not A, therefore it is A—is found in its clearest form in
the Prajfidparamita literature. The Diamond Sutra, for example con-
tains many instances:

Subhati, the so-called good virtues, the Tathagata says, are not good,
but are called good virtues.

Subhiiti, when [the Tathagata] expounds the dharma, there is really no
dharma to teach: but this is called teaching the dharma.®
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This paradox finds its “purest” philosophical expression in Médhya}-
mika. Nagarjuna insisted that the Buddha himself had no phllOSOPhl-
cal views, and his own approach was solely concerned to demonstrate
that all philosophical positions are self-contradictory and unteflable.
In the process he had occasion to employ the term §itnyatd (emptiness),
but woe to him who grasps this snake by the wrong end and talfes
¢anyata as making some positive assertion about the nature of reality:
“The spiritual conquerors have proclaimed $@nyatda to b'e the exhaus-
tion of all theories and views; those for whom Siinyatd is itself a the9w
they declare to be incurable.”” Insofar as the assertiO'n of any phllf)-
sophical position negates the opposite view, Midhyan_nka may be said
to have developed the critique of dualistic thinking to its most extreme
philosophical conclusions. Ch’an (Zen) took this one step further and
eliminated even Nagarjuna’s anti-philosophy:

The fundamental dharma of the dharma is that there are no dharmas,
yet that this dharma of no-dharma is in itself a dharma; and now that
the no-dharma dharma has been transmitted, how can the dharma of
the dharma be a dharma? (Huang Po)®

" The result of this was that no teaching whatsoever—not even anti-
teaching—remained to be taught. Instead, Ch’an masters used vari-
ous unconventional and illogical techniques to awaken a stud.erlt,
which in this context means to make the student let go of any dualities
that he or she still clings to.

But isn’t it the general nature of all reasoning to move .bfetween
assertion and negation, between “it is” and “it is not”? The critique of
dualistic thinking thus often expands to include all conceptual think-
ing or conceptualization.

You can never come to enlightenment through inference, cognition, gr
conceptualization. Cease clinging to all thou.ght-forms! I stress this,
because it is the central point of all Zen practice....

... You must melt down your delusions. ... The opinions you hold
and your worldly knowledge are your delusions. Included also lare
philosophical and moral concepts, no matter how lofty, as \_/V(-:ll as
religious beliefs and dogmas, not to mention innocent, t.:orTlmonp ace
thoughts. In short, all conceivable ideas are embraced x_wt}'nn the term
«delusions” and as such are a hindrance to the realization of your

Essential-nature. ' (Yasutani)®
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This expanded version of the critique seems to encompass all thinking
whatsoever, obliterating Hui Hai’s distinction between wrong thinking
and right thinking. Now the problem with dualistic categories is that
they are part of a conceptual grid which we normally but uncon-
sciously superimpose upon our immediate experience and which
deludes us by distorting that experience. Yasutani’s admonition is so
absolute that is seems to condemn all possible thought-processes, but
such a radical “inflation” only strengthens the obvious objection to
this type of critique: whether it is (more narrowly) dualistic thinking or
(more generally) conceptual thinking that is problematic and to be
rejected, what is the alternative? What kind of thinking remains? If all
language seems to dualize, in distinguishing subject from predicate/
attribute, how can there be such a thing as nondual, or nonconceptual,
thinking? Can we get along without dualistic categories? And even if
we can, is it desirable? The nature of any alternative—or is it no
thinking whatsoever?—needs to be explained, and its feasibility
defended. But the issue cannot be resolved at this stage in our inquiry.
We return to the question of nondual thought in chapter 4.

THE NONPLURALITY OF THE WORLD

What is here, the same is there; and what is there, the same is here. He goes from

death to death who sees any difference here.
By the mind alone is Brahman to be realized; then one does not see in It any
multiplicity whatsoever. He goes from death to death who sees any multiplicity in It.
—Katha Upanigad®

Itis due to the superimpositions of dualistic thinking that we experi-
ence the world itself dualistically in our second sense: as a collection of
discrete objects (one of them being me) causally interacting in space
and time. The negation of dualistic thinking leads to the negation of
this way of experiencing the world. This brings us to the second sense
of nonduality: that the world itself is nonplural, because all the things
“in” the world are not really distinct from each other but together
constitute some integral whole. The relation between these two senses
of nonduality is shown by Huang Po at the very beginning of his Chun
Chou record:

All the Buddhas and all sentient beings are nothing but the One Mind,
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beside which nothing exists. This mind, which is without beginning, is
unborn and undestructible, It is not green nor yellow, and has neither
form nor appearance. It does not belong to the categories of things
which exist or do not exist, nor can it be thought about in terms of new
or old. It is neither long nor short, big nor small, for it transcends all
limits, measures, names, traces and comparisons. It is that which .you
see before you—begin to reason about it and you at once fall into

error.1

This asserts more than that everything is composed of some indefina-
ble substance. The unity of everything “in” the world means that e?ch
thing is a manifestation of a “spiritual” whole because the .On_e 'N‘Imd
incorporates all consciousness and all minds. This whole—indivisible,
birthless, and deathless—has been designated by a variety of terms; as
well as the One Mind, there are the Tao, Brahman, the Dharmakaya,

and so on.

There is a beginning which contains everything.
Before heaven and earth it exists:
Calm! Formless!
It stands alone and does not change.
It pervades everywhere unhindered.
It might therefore be called the world’s mother. .
1 do not know its name; but I call it the Tao. (Tao T¢ Ching)'
Now, all this [universe] was then undifferentiated. It became differenti-
ated by name and form: it was known by such and such a name, and
such and such a form. Thus to this day this [universe] is differentiated
by name and form; [so it is said:] He has such a name and such a
form.” (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad)’®
Changes in one’s train of thought produce corresponding changes in
one’s conception of the external world. ...
As a thing is viewed, so it appears. ‘
To see things as a multiplicity, and so to cleave unto separateness, 1s to
err. (Padmasarhbhava)™

The mechanism of differentiation identified in this passage from .the
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad—ndmaripa (name and form), Yvhi(\:h is a
common Vedantic description of mayd—is also mentioned in the first
chapter of the Tao T¢ Ching (discussed in chapter 3), where it serves .the
same function in differentiating the Tao. Compare too the following
quotation from Chuang Tzu:
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‘The knowledge of the ancients was perfect. How perfect? At first, they
did not know that there were things. This is the most perfect knowledge;
nothing can be added. Next, they knew that there were things, but did
not yet make distinctions between them. Next they made distinctions
among them, but they did not yet pass judgements upon them. When
Jjudgements were passed, Tao was destroyed.!s

Thus we have passages from four different traditions—the Upani-
sads, Tibetan Buddhism, Taoism, and Zen—which explicitly affirm
the same relationship between these first two senses of nonduality:
that dualistic conceptual thinking is what causes us to experience a
pluralistic world.

If we compare the following two passages with the long quotation
from Huang Po at the beginning of this section, we have our first

encounter with a controversy that develops into a major theme of this
book:

This Self is that which has been described as not this, not this. It is
imperceptible, for It is not perceived; undecaying, for It never decays;
unattached, for It is never attached; unfettered, for It never feels pain
and never suffers injury. (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad)'

Gaze at it; there is nothing to see.

It is called the formless.

Heed it; there is nothing to hear.

It is called the soundless.

Grasp it; there is nothing to hold onto.

It is called the immaterial . ...

Invisible, it cannot be called by any name.

It returns again to nothingness.

Thus, we call it the form of the formless

The image of the imageless. (Tao T¢ Ching)"

These selections claim that the Atman/Tao is not perceptible. Huang
Po agrees that the One Mind is formless, colorless, and without
appearance, yet he also says “it is that which you see before you.” In the
next chapter Sarikara is quoted to the same effect: “the universe is an
unbroken series of perceptions of Brahman.” This brings us to the
inevitable question about the relationship between the nonplural
Atman/Tao/One Mind and the multiple sensible particulars of this
world. Are phenomena merely delusive maya (illusions) that obscure
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this attributeless Mind, or are they manifestations of It? Strictly speak-
ing, perhaps the former view cannot be said to maintain r'1o'nplurality
as the unity of phenomena, but rather postulates a monistic ground
that “underlies” them. This seems to create another duality—between
phenomena and Mind, between duality and nonduality.——which
becomes problematic, as we shall see. In contrast, the latter view doc?s
not necessarily imply monism at all, depending on how monism is
defined. A weaker version of pluralism, that there are many things,
may be compatible with a weaker version of monism, that t}.lere is only
one type of thing (e.g., Mind), of which the many particulars are
manifestations—a perspective which is important for understanding
Mahayana metaphysics. . .

The Upanisads and the Tao Té Ching also contain passages w%nch
imply another intermediate position between monism and pluralism:
that the Atman/Tao functions as a first cause which created the phe-
nomenal world and then pervades it as a kind of spiritual essence. The
first passage quoted above from the Brhadiranyaka Upanisad con-
tinues:

This Self has entered into these bodies up to the very tips of the nails,' as
a razor lies [hidden] in its case, or as fire, which sustains the world, [lies

hidden] in its source.'®
There is the same claim in the Katha Upanisad:

As the same nondual fire, after it has entered the world, becomes
different according to whatever it burns, so also the same nondual
Atman, dewlling in all beings, becomes different according to whatever
1t enters. And It exists also without. !

Such a view may be criticized as incomplete—as tending toward, b.ut
stopping short of, complete nonduality in the second sense; despite
differences in their perspective, neither Huang Po nor Sankara would
accept such a distinction between pervader and pervaded. Perhaps
the difference is due to the unrigorous nature of these early works, for
both the Tao T¢ Ching and the Upanisads are collections of mystical
insights rather than systematic philosophical works.

Itis noteworthy that, although there are many references to the Tao
in Taoist texts and to Atman/Brahman in Vedanta, there are fewer
such references in Buddhism. There is not even any agreed-upon
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term; a variety of expressions are used: dharmadhatu, dharmakdya,
lathatd, vijraptimatrata, and so on. These are all Mahayana terms; there
is no good equivalent in Pali Buddhism because early Buddism is
more pluralistic in its preoccupation with the interrelations of dhar-
mas. Generally, Buddhism, with the exception of Yogacara, is hesitant
to assert a nondual whole in this second sense, preferring to empha-
size that everything is empty (Sinya) while offering admonitions
against dualistic thinking. This inverse proportion is quite logical:
dualistic thinking in the broad sense includes any conceptual labeling,
hence one should not name even the nondual whole. After all, any Tao
that can be Tao'd is not the real Tao.

THE NONDIFFERENCE OF SUBJECT AND OBJECT

I came to realize clearly that mind is no other than mountains, rivers, and the great
wide earth, the sun and the moon and the stars.

—Dogen?

We have seen the connection between the first two dualities: it is
because of our dualistic ways of thinking that we perceive the world
pluralistically. The relationship between the corresponding non-
dualities is parallel: the world as a collection of discrete things (includ-
ing me) in space and time is not something objectively given, which we
merely observe passively; if our ways of thinking change, that world
changesalso for us. But there is still something lacking in this formula-
tion. By itself it is incomplete, for it leaves unclarified the relation
between the subject and the nondual world that the subject experi-
ences. It was stated earlier that the nondual whole is “spiritual”
because the One Mind includes my mind, but how consciousness
could be incorporated has not been explained. The world is not really
experienced as a whole if the subject that perceives it is still separate
from it in its observation of it. In this way the second sense of non-
duality, conceived objectively, is unstable and naturally tends to evolve
into a third sense. This third sense, like the other two, must be
understood as a negation. The dualism denied is our usual distinction
between subject and object, an experiencing self that is distinct from
what is experienced, be it sense-object, physical action, or mental
event. The corresponding nonduality is experience in which there is
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no such distinction between subject and object. However extraon‘ii-
nary and counterintuitive such nonduality may be, it is an essential
element of many Asian systems (and some Western ones,.of course).
Since the primary purpose of this work is to analyze this third sense of
nonduality, it is necessary to establish in detail the prevalence and
significance of this concept.

L]

We begin with Vedanta. Several of the most important passages in the
Upanisads assert this nonduality; for example, these famous ones
from the Brhadaranyaka:

Because when there is duality, as it were, then one smells sot?ething,
one sees something, one hears something, one speaks something, one
thinks something, one knows something. [But] when to the knower of
Brahman everything has become the Self, then what should one smell
and through what, what should one see and through what, [repeated
for hearing, speaking, thinking and knowing]? Through what should
one know That owing to which all this is known—through what, O
Maitreyi, should one know the Knower?

And when [it appears that] in deep sleep it does not see, yet it is seeing
though it does not see; for there is no cessation of the vision of the seer,
because the seer is imperishable. There is then, howeve‘r, no secgnd
thing separate from the seer that it could see. [.To 'emphasu'e the point,
this verse is repeated, in place of seeing substltut.mg sgrlnellmg, tasting,
speaking, hearing, thinking, touching and knowing.]

The nonduality of subject and object also constitutes .the heart of the
short 1§a Upanisad: “To the seer, all things have verily become the
Self: what delusion, what sorrow, can there be for him who beholds
that oneness?"22 The Taittiriya Upanisad concludes with it:

He [who knows Brahman] sits, singing the chant of the nonduality of
Brahman: “Ah! Ah! Ah!”

“] am food, I am food, I am food! I am the eater of food, l'am the eater
of food, 1 am the eater of food! I am the uniter, I am the uniter, lam the

uniter!

«_..He who eats food—I, as food, eat him."??

So many other passages could be cited that I can say, with no exaggera-
tion, that asserting this third sense of nonduality constitutes the cen-
tral claim of the Upanisads. It is most often expressed as the identity
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between Atman (the Self) and Brahman, implied by the most famous
mahavakya (great saying) of all: tat tvam asi (that thou art).2* Such an
interpretation is of course crucial to Advaita (lit., nondual) Vedanta,
and the great Advaitin philosopher Sarikara devoted an entire work to
expounding it, the short Vakyavrtti. A stanza from the Atmabodha gives
a clear and succinct expression of his view:

The distinction of the knower, knowledge, and the goal of knowledge
does not endure in the all-transcendent Self, Being of the nature of Bliss
that is Pure Consciousness, it shines of Itself.25

In his commentary on passages from the Brhadaranyaka quoted
above, Sankara insists that our usual sense of subject—object duality is
delusive:

When, in the waking or dream state, there is something else besides the
self, as it were, presented by ignorance, then one, thinking of oneself as
different from that something-—though there is nothing different from
the self, nor is there any self different from it—can see something.?8

The phrase “as it were” (Sanskrit, fva) emphasizes that the appearance
to the subject of something objective is what constitutes avidyd, igno-
rance or delusion. This claim is by no means unique to Vedanta; it is
found in virtually all the Asian philosophies that assert this third sense
of nonduality: our experience not only can be but already is and
always was nondual; any sense of a subject apart from that which is
experienced is anillusion. According to this view, it is not correct to say
that our usual experience is dualistic, for all experience is actually
nondual. The spiritual path involves eliminating only the delusion of
duality. However variously the different systems may otherwise
characterize this nondual reality, the goal is simply to realize and live
this nondual nature.

‘The foremost Advaitin of the twentieth century supports and re-
states the traditional Vedantic position on nonduality:

The duality of subject and object, the trinity of seer, sight and seen can
exist only if supported by the One. If one turns inward in search of that
One Reality, they fall away.

'The world is perceived as an apparent objective reality when the mind is
externalized, thereby abandoning its identity with the Self. When the
world is thus perceived the true nature of the Self is not revealed:;
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conversely, when the Self is realized the world ceases to appear as an
objective reality. (Ramana Maharshi)’

Advaita Vedanta clearly asserts nonduality in our third sense, to the
extent of making it the central tenet. The case of Buddhism is more
complicated. Ontologically, Pali Buddhism, which bases itself on what
are understood to be the original teachings of the Buddha, seems
pluralistic. Reality is understood to consist of a multitude of discrete,
particulars (dharmas). The self is analyzed away into five "‘heaps’
(skandhas) which the Abhidharma (the “higher dharma,” a philosoph-
ical abstract of the Buddha’s teachings) classifies and systematizes. So
early Buddhism, while critical of dualistic thinking, is not nondua.l in
the second, monistic, sense. Regarding the nondifference of subject
and object, the issue is less clear. While the second sense of nondlfality
logically implies some version of the third, it is not true thata denial of
the second sense implies a denial of the third. The world might b‘e a
composite of discrete experiences which are nondual in the third
sense. I am not acquainted with any passage in the Pali Canon.that
clearly asserts the nonduality of subject and object, as one finds in so
many Mahayana texts. But I have also found no denial of such non-
duality. One may view the andtman (no-self) doctrine of early Bl'.ld-
dhism as another way of making the same point; instead of asserting
that subject and object are one, the Buddha simply denies that the!'e is
a subject. These two formulations may well amount to the same th.mg,
although the latter may be criticized as ontologically lopsided: since
subject and object are interdependent, the subject cannot be elimi-
nated without transforming the nature of the object (and vice-versa, as
Advaita Vedanta was aware). This issue is discussed in chapter 6 as part
of a broader consideration of the ontological differences between
Buddhism and Vedanta. ‘
Mahayana Buddhism abounds in assertions of subject—object'non-
duality, despite the fact that the most important Mahayana p}.nloso_-
phy, Madhyamika, cannot be said to assert nonduality at al!,\s‘mce it
makes few (if any) positive claims but confines itself to refuting all
philosophical positions. Madhyamika is advayavéda (the theory of not-
two, here meaning neither of two alternative views, our first sense of
nonduality) rather than advaitavada (the theory of nondifference
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between subject and object, our third sense).?8 Prajid is understood to
be nondual knowledge, but this again is advaya, knowledge devoid of
views. Nagarjuna neither asserts nor denies the experience of non-
duality in the third sense, despite the fact that Madhyamika dialectic
criticizes the self-existence of both subject and object, since as relative
to each other they must both be unreal.

Nagarjuna holds that dependent origination is nothing else but the
coming to rest of the manifold of named things (prapasicopasama). When
the everyday mind and its contents are no longer active, the subject and
object of everyday transactions having faded out because the turmoil of
origination, decay, and death has been left behind completely, that is
final beatitude. (Candrakirti)?°

In comparison, Yogacara literature contains many explicit passages
asserting the identity of subject and object. These from Vasubandhu
are perhaps the best known:

Through the attainment of the state of Pure Consciousness, there is the
non-perception of the perceivable; and through the non-perception of
the perceivable (i.e., the object) there is the non-acquisition of the mind
(i.e., the subject).

Through the non-perception of these two, there arises the realization
of the Essence of Reality (dharmadhatu).3

Where there is an object there is a subject, but not where there is no
object. The absence of an object results in the absence also of a subject,
and not merely in that of grasping. It is thus that there arises the
cognition which is homogeneous, without object, indiscriminate and
supermundane. The tendencies to treat object and subject as distinct
and real entities are forsaken, and thought is established in just the true
nature of one’s thought. (Vasubandhu)®!

The Yogacara claim of cittamatra (mind-only), that only mind or con-
sciousness exists, predictably gave rise to the misinterpretation (cor-
rected in recent works) that Yogicara is a form of subjective idealism.
But subjectivism is not an aspect of any Buddhist school, nor, given
the vital role of the anatman doctrine, could it be. As these two
passages imply, for Yogicira the apparently objective world is not a
projection of my ego-consciousness. Rather, the delusive bifurcation
between subject and object arises within nondual Mind. So in the
parinispanna-svabhava (absolutely accomplished nature), which is the
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highest state of existence, experience is without subject—object duality.
In Yogacara the claim that experience is nondual, in all three of our
senses, attains full development and explicitness, and so it is fitting
that with that claim Buddhist philosophy may be said to have reached
its culmination. What followed were derivative elaborations and syn-
theses (popular in Chinese Buddhism, e.g., T'ien T’a.i and Hua Ye'n)
and the application of these philosophical perspectives to practice
(especially Pure Land, Ch’an, and tantric Buddhism). What is most
significant for us is that the third sense of nonduality, the non-
difference between subject and object, was essential to all of them.
(Hereafter, unless otherwise noted, the term nonduality will always
refer to this third sense.)

The nonduality of subject and object is also the central concept of
both Hindu and Buddhist tantra, according to S. B. Dasgupta:

The ultimate goal of both the schools is the perfect state of union—
union between the two aspects of the reality and the realization of the
nondual nature of the self and the not-self. The principle of Tantricism
being fundamentally the same everywhere, the superficial differences,
whatever these may be, supply only different tone and colour.

The synthesis or rather the unification of all duality in an absolute unity
is the real principle of union, which has been termed Yuganadd}fa ...the
real principle of Yuganaddha is the absence of the notion o.f duality as the
perceivable (grahya) and the perceiver (grahaka) and their perfect syn-
thesis in a unity.3?

Evans-Wentz’s translations of Tibetan Buddhist texts provide exam-
ples to support Dasgupta’s view. From the “Yoga of Knowing the
Mind,” attributed to Padmasarmbhava:

There being really no duality, pluralism is untrue.

Until duality is transcended and at-one-ment realized, enlighten-
ment cannot be attained. ) ’

The whole Sangsara and Nirvana, as an inseparable unity, are one’s

mind.... : ] .
The unenlightened externally see the externally-transitory dually.

We find this exemplified in the Mahamudra (Yoga of the Great Sym-
bol), which provides a set of graded meditations. The final two prac-
tices are, first, “the Yoga of Transmuting all Phenomena and Mind,
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which are inseparable, into At-one-ment (or Unity).” This involves
meditations on the nonduality between sleep and dreams, water and
ice, water and waves. Finally, there is “the Yoga of Non-Meditation,”
which simply signifies the end of effort, since with the above trans-
mutation into nonduality one has completed the Path: “one obtaineth
the Supreme Boon of the Great Symbol, the Unabiding State of
Nirvana.”%

More recently, the Italian scholar Guiseppe Tucci has summarized
the final objective of Tibetan Buddhist soteriology as follows:

Higher cognition is the penetrating to, and cognizing of, the true
nature of these appearances, of these forms created by our discursive
knowledge, these products of a false dichotomy between subject and
object.... The final objective remains the awakening of that higher
cognition, that shes rab, Sanskrit prajid, in the adept’s consciousness,
which enables him to survey the ultimate nature of all things with the
clarity of direct insight; in other words, the transcending of the sub-
ject—object dichotomy.?

In his voluminous writings on Zen, D. T. Suzuki repeatedly empha-
sized that the satori experience is the realization of nonduality. For
example, in the first series of his Essays on Zen Buddhism, during a
discussion of “original Mind,” he states that “there is no separation
between knower and known.” Zen is “the unfolding of a new world
hitherto unperceived in the confusion of the dualistically-trained
mind.”* There are many traditional Zen dialogues to support this:

Monk: “If Self-nature is pure, and belongs to no categories of duality
such as being and non-being, etc., where does this seeing take place?”

Chih of Yun-chu (8th Century): “There is seeing, but nothing seen.”

Monk: “If there is nothing seen, how can we say there is any seeing at
all?”

Chih: ”In fact there is no trace of seeing.”

Monk: “In such a seeing, whose seeing is it?”

Chih: "There is no seer, either.”

Another monk asked Wei-kuan: “Where is Tao?”
Kuan: “Right before us.”

Monk: “Why don't I see it?”

Kuan: “Because of your egotism you cannot see it.”
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Monk: “If I cannot see it because of my egotism, does your reverence
see it?” . ' ‘
Kuan: “As long as there is ‘I and thou’, this complicates the situation

and there is no seeing Tao.” ‘
. . , .. N
Monk: “When there is neither ‘I’ nor ‘thou’ is it seen?

Kuan: “When there is neither ‘I’ nor ‘thou’, who is here to see it?"37

What is arguably the most famous of all Zen stories—purporting to
describe how Hui Neng became the Sixth Patriarch——presents tl.le
Zen concept of “no mind” (Ch. wu-hsin, Jap. mushin), which asserts, in
effect, the nonduality of subject and object. According to the auto-
biographical first part of the Platform Sutra, Shen Hsiu, head r.nonk at
the Fifth Patriarch’s monastery, submitted a stanza comparing the
mind to a mirror which must be constantly wiped free of all concept-
dust. In response, Hui Neng composed a stanza denyin.g tbat there is
any such mind-mirror: “since all is empty from the beginning, whfar’e
can the dust alight?” The Fifth Patriarch publicly praised Sh‘efl ‘Hsm.s
verse as showing the proper way to practice, but privately crmc‘lzefi it
as revealing that Shen Hsiu had not yet become enlightened. His view
was still dualistic, conceiving of the mind as a mirror which reflects an
external world. Hui Neng’s verse points out that there is no such mind
apart from the world. ‘ '

In his explanation of “no mind,” D. T. Suzuki emphasizes the
significance of this story for Zen.

Hui Neng and his followers now came to use the new term cfzien-hsing
instead of the old k’an-ching [to keep an eye on purity]. chien-hsing means
“to look into the nature (of the Mind).” K’an and chien both relate to the
sense of sight, but the character ¥’an, which consists of a hand and an
eye, is to watch an object as independent of the spectator; the seen and
the seeing are two separate entities. Chien, composed of an eye alor}e on
two outstretched legs, signifies the pure act of seeing.... Thg seeing is
not reflecting on an object as if the seer had noth.ing to do with it. The
seeing, on the contrary, brings the seer and the object seen together, not
in mere identification but the becoming conscious of itself, or rather of
its working.3®

The teachings of contemporary Zen masters also support the cen-
trality of nonduality in Zen experience. Here are excerpts fr<_)m
Yasutani-roshi’s private interviews with Westerners during a medita-
tion retreat:
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There is a line a famous Zen master wrote at the time he became
enlightened which reads: “When I heard the temple bell ring, suddenly
there was nobell and no I, just sound.” In other words, he no longer was
aware of a distinction between himself, the bell, the sound, and the
universe, This is the state you have to reach.

Kensho [self-realization] is the direct awareness that you are more than
this puny body or limited mind. Stated negatively, it is the realization
that the universe is not external to you. Positively, it is experiencing the
universe as yourself?

Devotional Pure Land Buddhism, which emphasizes dependence

upon Amitabha to help one be reborn in Sukhavati (the Western
paradise of Mahayina), is not treated in detail in this work. But
Shinran’s development of Pure Land Buddhism into Shin Buddhism,
a school that has been more popular in Japan than Zen, is relevant to
my purpose. Shinran redefined Pure Land doctrine in the direction of
nonduality. Rebirth in the Pure Land is not a stepping-stone to nirvana
butis itself “complete unsurpassed enlightenment.” Faith for Shinran
was not merely belief in the power and benevolence of some external
force; in the words of one commentator, “The awakening of faith in
Shin Buddhism is an instant of pure egolessness.”® This happens
when we surrender to the infinite compassion of Amitabha, who is not
an external God or Buddha but Reality itself, which is also our own
true nature.

The Compassion of all the Buddhas, though transcending all the
categories of thought, including those of subject and object, appears to
our ego-oriented perception as a force which acts upon us externally—
as the Other Power [tariki]. This Shinran makes quite clear when he says
“What is called external power is as much as to say that there is no
discrimination of this or that.” To surrender to the Other Power means
to transcend the distinction between subject and object. As we identify
ourselves with Amida, so Amida identifies himself with us. (Sangha-
rakshita)!

Unfortunately, the emphasis upon tariki (Other Power) has too often
led to minimizing the importance of any personal meditation prac-
tice, continuing the traditional division between Pure Land and Zen,
which emphasizes jiriki (self-effort). This disagreement is due to a
misunderstanding: nonduality seems to imply the negation of the
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opposition between tariki and jiriki in an effort which is not identified
as either mine or another’s. We might say that the effort Amida exerts
to identify with me is at the same time my effort to identify with him.
None of the three classical Taoist texts—Tao T¢ Ching, Chuang Tzu, and
Lieh Tzu—is as definitive as Vedanta and Mahayina in denying sub-
ject—object duality. There are several passages in the Tao T¢ Ching (e.g.,
in chapter 13) which may hint at such nonduality, but they are unclear.
The Chuang Tzu is less ambiguous. “The perfect man has no self; the
spiritual man has no achievement; the true sage has no name.” “If
there is no other, there will be no 1. If thereis no I, there will be none to
make distinctions.”*2 In chapter 6, “The Great Teacher,” Nu Chii
teaches the Tao to Pu Liang I:

After three days, he [Pu Liang I began to be able to disregard all
worldly matters. After his having disregarded all worldly matters, seven
days later he was able to disregard all external things; after nine days, his
own existence. Having disregarded his own existence, he was
enlightened. .. was able to gain vision of the One...able to transcend
the distinction of past and present. .. able to enter into the realm where
life and death are no more.®

This and other passages refer to the negation of duality while in
meditative trance. We find the same in the Lieh Tzu, where Lieh Tzu
learns to “ride on the wind” by meditating until “Internal and Exter-
nal were blended into Unity.”* Such passages strongly imply, but do
not explicitly state, that the goal, the resulting experience of Tao, is also
nondual. Some other Chuang Tzu passages, however, are more explicit.
The first quotation in this chapter is from the Chuang Tzu, criticizing
dualistic thinking; it continues:

Thereupon, the “self” is also the “other”; the “other”is the “self”. ... But
really are there such distinctions as “self” and “other”, or are there no
such distinctions? When “self” and “other” lose their contrareity, there
we have the very essence of the Tao.

Chuang Tzu repeatedly urges: “Identify yourself with the infinite”;
“hide the universe in the universe.”* But how are we to do this? “With
the state of pure experience,” explains Fung Yu-lan in the introduc-
tion to his translation of the Chuang Tzu:
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In the state of pure experience, what is known as the union of the
individual with the whole is reached. In this state there is an unbroken
flux of experience, but the experiencer does not know it. He does not
know that there are things, to say nothing of making distinctions
between them. There is no separation of things, to say nothing to the
distinction between subject and object, between the “me” and the “non-
me.” So in this state of experience, there is nothing but the one, the
whole. 16

Another contemporary commentator, Chang Chung-yuan, agrees:
“the awareness of the identification and interpenetration of self and
nonself is the key that unlocks the mystery of Tao.”

Chih [intuitive knowledge] is the key word to understanding Tao and
unlocking all the secrets of nonbeing. In other words, intuitive knowl-
edge is pure self-consciousness through immediate, direct, primitive
penetration instead of by the methods that are derivative, inferential, or
rational. In the sphere of intuitive knowledge there is no separation
between the knower and the known; subject and object are identified. 4

Having established the significance of subject-object nonduality for
Taoism, the presentation of nondualities comes to an end. 1 have
offered a number of passages from Vedantic, Buddhist, and Taoist
sources and have referred to the opinions of many respected scholars
commenting on these traditions. The point of this exercise has been to
establish, indubitably and in detail, the central importance of the
concept of nonduality for these three traditions, which we now see can
well be called “nondualist traditions.” Various meanings of the term
nonduality have been determined. The chapter began by distinguish-
ing five such meanings and has analyzed three of them: the negation

of dualistic (more generally, conceptual) thinking, the nonplurality of

the world, and the nondifference of subject and object. Given the
interrelations among these three meanings, it is significant that all
three of them are important for all three of our nondualist traditions,
although there are differences in emphasis. For example, Buddhist
texts contain more admonitions against dualistic thinking and fewer
claims about the nonplurality of the world, as we have seen. Generally,
explicit assertions of subject—object nonduality are less common in
China than in metaphysical India, reflecting their different philo-
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sophical interests, and as a consequence Indian sources are cited more
often in the chapters that follow. My emphasis continues to be on the
third sense of nonduality, but the relationships among all three also
continue to be important. Many other passages could be quoted, and
other traditions incorporated, both non-Western (e.g., Sufism) and
Western (e.g., Plotinus and other examples of the philosophia perennis).
These are not included partly for reason of space but primarily
because our three nondual philosophies are the ones that have
developed the concept of nonduality in the greatest detail, providing
more than sufficient material on the topic.

When we put together the claims embodied in these three mean-
ings of nonduality, what do we end up with? Due to our dualistic,
conceptual ways of thinking, we experience the world as a collection of
discrete objects interacting in space and time. One of these objects is
me: I experience myself as a subject looking out at an external world
and anxious about my relationship with it. Expressed in this way, the
peculiarity of such an understanding becomes more obvious, for
certainly I must be “in” my world in a different way than this pen I am
writing with. The nondualist systems agree that this way of experienc-
ing is not the only posssible way, and not the best way, because it
involves delusion about the true nature both of the world and of
ourselves, and that delusion causes suffering. If our thinking
changes, if our dualistic ways of thinking are transformed in some as
yet unspecified manner, we shall experience the world as nonplural
and, most important of all, we shall overcome our alienation in realiz-
ing our nondual unity with it. This spiritual experience will reveal to
us for the first time our true nature, which is also the true nature of the
world: formless, indivisible, birthless and deathless, and beyond the
comprehension of the intellect. But we have also noticed what may be a
serious disagreement about the precise relationship between this
imperceptible One and sensible phenomena.

This is provocative, but of course it is not much. So far, it is too vague
to be very meaningtul, much less persuasive—only the bare bones of a
hypothesis, which needs much fleshing in to become a living theory.
Developing this hypothesis into a core doctrine of nonduality, finding
the common ground largely agreeable to all three nondualist systems,
is the concern of the next three chapters. Each one takes a specific
mode of our experience—perceiving, acting, and thinking—and

r
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asks: what does the claim about nonduality actually mean in this
context? For example, in the following chapter we attempt to deter-
mine what nondual perception is, by integrating what the nondualist
systems say about perception and by considering in what ways this is or
is not consistent with our own experience. :

In these three chapters, I hope to describe a theory about nondual
experience that not only is consistent with the major claims of Bud-
dhism, Vedinta, and Taoism but also speaks to our condition.



CHAPTER 2
NONDUAL PERCEPTION

Ee eye that I see God with is the same eye God sees me with.

My eye and God's eye are one and the same.

God is abstract being, pure perception, which is perceiving itself i itself.
) —Eckhart

THE REALITY OF APPEARANCE

Reality without appearances would be nothing, for there certainly is nothing
outside appearances. .
—F. H. Bradley, Appearance and Reality

According to many “illuminative” philosophies, both Eastern and
Western, sense-perceptions are delusive and must in some way be
transcended. This is particularly true for the nondualist Asian phi-
losophies discussed in Chapter One. For Sankara, the world as per-
ceived, although not illusory from a phenomenal point of view, must
ultimately be subrated and realized to be dream-like maya, for only
Brahman is really Real.! In the Fire Sermon, the Buddha states that
his disciples should have aversion to sense-organs, sense-objects,
sense-contact, and sense-consciousness, in which case passion will
fade away and liberation occurs. Such claims seem to be recommend-
ing the negation of sense-phenomena in order to experience a Reality
apart from them. This interpretation is consistent with a predisposi-
tion we have inherited from the Western metaphysical trédition,
Parmenides through Kant, to distinguish between the constantly
changing world of phenomena that the senses present to us and an
unchanging Reality “behind” them; the former is usually devalued in
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favor of the latter, whose nature it is the task of philosophy to deter-
mine. Plato’s Ideas (or Forms) are to be directly experienced by intel-
lect alone, purified of any relationship with the senses, thus
establishing a dichotomy that has had fateful consequences for West-
ern philosophy and Western culture. It has been just as fateful for the
Eastern tradition that this dichotomy did not occur, for as we shall see,
the nondualist systems look upon the conceptualizing mind as a “sixth
sense” which needs to be “transcended” at least as much as the other
five—perhaps more.

The problem with this usual interpretation is that many puzzling
passages, often attributable to the same sources, are incompatible with
such a blanket rejection of sense-perception. In the Vivekacidamani,
Sarikara makes a claim that seems inconsistent with his other views,
but perhaps it is just inconsistent with others’ views of him: “The
universe is an unbroken series of perceptions of Brahman; hence it is
in all respects nothing but Brahman.”? In one of the Honeyball sutras,
the Buddha teaches the monk Bahiya that the end of suffering—that
is, nirvana—is to be found in training himself so that “in the seen
there will be just the seen; in the h‘e'ard,'just the heard; in smelling,
touching, tasting, just smelling, touching, tasting; in the cognized,
Jjust the cognized.” Both these passages suggest that sense-percep-
tion itself is not the problem: rather, Reality is staring us in the face all
the time, but somehow we misperceive it.

How are we to reconcile these claims—by no means uncommon, as
we shall see—with those critical of the senses? 1 argue in this chapter
that what must be transcended is not sense-perception in toto but a
certain type of sense-perception which, because we are not usually
familiar with any alternative type, we tend to identify with sense-
perception generally. As the Buddha recommends and Sankara
implies, another kind of sense-perceiving can be developed that
reveals Reality—or, to be more exact, is Reality. (This is complicated by
the fact, to be discussed later, that this other way of perceiving might
not be termed sense-perception at all, since it can be argued that the
act of perception is relative to perceiver and to sense-object, both of
which are lacking in this other sense-perception. As a result, what
might be called “only-perception” turns out to be equivalent to no
perception. This is only the first example of a paradox that recurs
many times in this book.) The difference between these two types of
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sense-perception is the difference between dualistic and nondualistic
perception. The former, perception as we normally experience it (or
interpret it), is sense-perception in which there is a distinction between
the perceiver and the object perceived. The latter is nondual because
there is no such distinction; therefore it has sometimes been described
by denying (as Buddhism does) that there is a subject perceiving and
sometimes by denying (as Vedanta does) that there is an external,
objective world which is perceived. In such perception there is no
longer any distinction between internal (mind) and external (world),
or between corisciousness and its object.

This chapter develops this conception of nondual perception. The
second section examines in some detail the views of Buddhism and
Advaita Vedanta on the nature of perception, and on the basis of those
views constructs a theory or “core model” which, with some qualifica-
tion, is consistent with both nondualistic systems. In the following
section I ground these generalizations about perception with an
examination of hearing and seeing, using Berkeley and Hume to
develop this theory into a'more coherent claim. The fourth section
relates nondual perception to Western theories of perception, placesit
within contemporary epistemology as a version of phenomenalism,
considers how it fares against the objections usually raised against
phenomenalism, and reports on two psychological experiments into
meditation that seem to support the possibility of nondual perception.

The implication of this view is that the commonsense, apparently
objective world that we usually take for granted—which is understood
to be composed of discrete material objects causally interacting in
space and time—is a fiction the mind creates by superimposing its
thought-constructions upon perceptions. Such an approach is not
unfamiliar to modern Western philosophy, for it has some affinity
with the basic stance of Kant’s metaphysics. But there are two funda-
mental differences between such nonduality and Kantian meta-
physics. First, whether this thought-construction is due completely to
language acquisition and other socialization, or partly to innate fac-
ulties of the mind, the claim of the nondualist Asian systems is that this
process can be undone—quite literally deconstructed or “de-auto-
matized"—which is why their basic attitude is soteriological as much as
philosophical. Such deconstruction is possible because of the second
difference. One of the problems with Kant’s distinction between

-
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noumena (things-in-themselves) and phenomena (things as we experi-
ence them) is that, while maintaining that causality is a category
applicable only to phenomena, he also inferred that things-in-them-
selves must be the causes of phenomenal appearances. Nor can Kant
easily escape this inconsistency, for without some such view there is no
reason to postulate the existence of things-in-themselves at all, since he
believed that they cannot in principle ever be directly experienced.
The nondualist is not subject to such a criticism, since things-in-
themselves—what I call nondual percepts, in the case of perception—
are experienced immediately upon the cessation of thought-con-
struction. Such a view avoids the postulation of a Reality “behind”
Appearance. Rather, Reality is Appearance itself, although this of
course cannot be appearance as we normally understand it, which is
appearance of something. The nondualist explanation turns the usual
view upside down: it is our normal, commonsense understanding—in
which we distinguish between physical objects and their appearance
to us—that is guilty (as Berkeley and Nietzsche realized) of meta-
physically postulating a reality “behind” appearance. This was so
obvious to Berkeley that he was surprised when others did not accept
his critique of matter, that mysterious stuff we never actually experi-
ence. Like Vasubandhu long before him, he was denying not sensible
qualities, such as impermeability, but the self-existing substratum to
which they supposedly adhere. In this way the nondualist presents us
with the possibility of actually returning to things-in-themselves, per-
cepts as they are, before they have been thought-constructed into the
dualistic world of a subject confronting a materialized world of dis-
crete objects.

Soon after Berkeley there lived an English engraver and poet for
whom this was not just philosophy but life itself, and we shall have
occasion to quote him often in the pages that follow.

The whole creation will be consumed and appear infinite and holy,
whereas it now appears finite and corrupt.

This will come to pass by an improvement of sensual enjoyment.

But first the notion that man has a body distinct from his soul is to be
expunged....

If the doors of perception were cleansed, everything would appear to
man as it is, infinite. For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things
thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern. (William Blake)?
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PERCEPTION IN BUDDHISM AND ADVAITA VEDANTA

It was not until Kant that Western philosophy became truly aware of
the role of the mind in sense-perception: how the mind does not just
receive but interprets and synthesizes perceptions into the phe-
nomenal world we experience. That perception involves conception is
a commonplace of contemporary philosophy, although attention has
shifted from Kant’s Aristotelian categories to language as the means
by which this organization occurs. But Indian philosophy has been
aware of this since at least the time of the Buddha. Afier a brief
introduction to the Indian distinction between nirvikalpa and savi-
kalpa perception, I consider the view of Buddhism and Advaita
Vedanta on this issue. We shall see that Pali Buddhism emphasizes the
need to distinguish the “bare percept” from its conceptual and emo-
tional superimpositions. A more explicit statement that such a bare
percept is nondual is found in Mahayana Buddhism: it is part of the
Prajiidparamité claim that perception, like everything else, is Sinya
(empty); itis implied in the Madhyamika critique of all dualities, and it
is clearest in the Yogacara assertion that subject and object are not
distinct. The same nondual claim. will be found in Advaita, with a
subtle butsignificant difference. Just as Vedanta distinguishes sharply
between Brahman and the phenomenal world, so it distinguishes

~ between our usual dualistic perception and the nondual experience

of Brahman, which it does not call perception at all. We will need to
consider how important this disagreement with Buddhism is,
whether it points to a difference in experience or merely a difference
in describing the same nondual experience.

With one important exception (Ch’an or Zen, which as a school of
Mahayana was of course much influenced by Indian Buddhism), what
follows deals solely with Indian philosophy. We do not find much
reference to this topic in Taoism because Chinese philosophy, being
generally more pragmatic than Indian philosophy, was not as inter-
ested in epistemological questions. A similar view is perhaps implicit
in the first chapter of the Tao T¢ Ching, but, since it is little more than a
hint, discussion of that passage is postponed until the next chapter.

One of the main ways Indian philosophy acknowledges the role of
conception in perception is by making a distinction between savikalpa
and nirvikalpa perception. Our usual perception is sa-vikalpa (with
thought-construction), but there is the possibility of nir-vikalpa per-
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ception, which is “without thought-construction” because the bare
sensation is distinguished from all thought about it. The basis of both
Sanskrit terms is vikalpa, a compound from the prefix vi (discrimina-
tion or bifurcation) and the root kalpand (to construct mentally). This
distinction is found in most of the important Indian systems, Jainism
and the monotheistic schools of Vedanta being the main exceptions.
There is of course much disagreement over the psychology and
ontology of perception, but with the exception of Advaita Vedanta
(examined later) it is agreed that nirvikalpa and savikalpa are not
completely different types of perception, but earlier and later stages of
a complex process. For example, the pluralistic Nyaya system, as
developed by Gautama, defined nirvikalpa as “unassociated with a
name” (avyapadesya) and savikalpa as “well-defined” (vyavasayatmaka).
By its association with language all perception becomes “determi-
nate,” but this is necessarily preceded by an earlier stage when it is
unassociated, a “bare sensation.” “Nirvikalpa perception is the imme-
diate apprehension, the bare awareness, the direct sense-experience
which is undifferentiated and non-relational and is free from assimila-
tion, discrimination, analysis and synthesis.”® We can sense this bare
sensation, but as soon as we try to know it, this “raw unverbalized
experience” (William James) becomes associated with thought-con-
ception and hence determinate (savikalpa).

This summary of the dualistic Nyaya position raises two issues
important to the nondualist. First, what is the role of language in this
distinction between nirvikalpa and savikalpa perception? Do we
hypostatize a percept into an object by naming it, thus “identifying” it
as a member of a certain class of objects? And does a sense of self arise
in the same way—are the concepts of I and mine used to objectify
ourselves? Second, we can readily see that this indeterminate/
determinate distinction is not only epistemologically interesting but
also obviously has ethical implications, among others. For example,
there is a relationship between perception and the problem of craving.
Due to mental tendencies accumulated from the past, the mind is
prone to meddle with some percepts more than others and thus to
activate certain predispositions. This suggests that a permanent reso-
lution of the problem of craving might be related to an understanding
of nirvikalpa perception and the process by which it becomes savi-
kalpa.
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In this section my main concern is naturally with Mahayana Bud-
dhism and Advaita Vedanta, the two most important nondualistic
systems in India. But here there also seems to be an important parallel
with Yoga, which of the six orthodox Indian systems is the one most
concerned with describing the path to liberation. Patafijali’s Yoga Sutra
discusses the various stages of samadhi (yogic meditation) in great
detail, and one could make a strong case that his four preliminary
stages of samprajiidta samadhi actually “undo” savikalpa perception in
order to return to the bare nirvikalpa percept. This suggests that,
despite the overtly dualistic Sankhya metaphysics that Patafijali
adopts, the deeper asamprajiidta samadhi might actually be nondual, in
the sense that the meditator is no longer aware of any distinction
beween his own consciousness and the object of meditation. Sarntkkhya
metaphysics will be discussed further in chapters 5 and 7, but we now
return to our main concern. Since Vedanta as a system is antedated
and influenced by Buddhism, we consider the latter first.

Perception in Early Buddhism

Because the Buddha's concern was almost exclusively soteriological, it
is not surprising that the Pali sutras present no single, developed
theory of perception. However, they contain a wealth of epis-
temological material, much of it relating directly to perception, and,
although the terms nirvikalpa and savikalpa are not used, the distinc-
tion between perception with and without thought-construction is
clearly critical.®

A good account of this material is given in Edward Conze’s Buddhist
Thought in India. Conze summarizes the analysis of perception found
in the Pili Canon into “three levels of the apperception of stimuli, to
which three kinds of ‘sign’ correspond—the sign as (1) an object of
attention, as (2) a basis for recognition, and as (3) an occasion for
entrancement.” In the first stage, one “turns towards a stimulus’;
attention is directed to what I call the “bare percept,” an act both active
and passive because one chooses to turn toward it but one cannot
determine what the sensation will be. In the second stage, what has
been perceived is recognized, “as a sign of its being such and such a
part of the universe of discourse, and of habitually perceived and
named things.” So the “bare” visual percept is now seen as a womarn, or
a table, or whatever, with all the respective connotations. These con-
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notations are elaborated in the third stage, which “is marked by the
emotional and volitional adjustment to the ‘sign.’” The sign is now
interesting to us and awakens volitional tendencies; I am attracted to
the woman and wonder how I can meet her.

Of course, the whole sequence usually occurs so quickly that one is
unable to distinguish one stage from another. So we take this tripartite
series of distinct impersonal processes to be one simple mental event:
seeing an attractive woman. Normally we are not aware of what it is like
to experience just the first stage, for we never have experienced just
that by itself. But to build upon sense-perceptions in this way is
undesirable, according to the Buddha, and in the Majjhima Nikiya
he describes various methods for “restraining the senses.” Conze -
summarizes:

The task is to bring the process back to the initial point, before any
“superimpositions” have distorted the actual and initial datum. The
seemingly-innocuous phraseology of the formula which describes the
restraint of the senses opens up vast philosophical vistas, and involves a
huge philosophical programme which is gradually worked out over the
centuries in the Abhidharma and the Prajna-paramita. “He does not
seize on its appearance as man or woman, or its appearance as attrac-
tive, etc., which makes it into a basis for the defiling passions. But he stops
at what is actually seen.” Taken seriously, this must lead to an attempt to
distinguish the actual sense-datum from the later accretions which
memory, intellect, and imagination superimpose upon it.. .. “He seizes
only on that which is really there.”...This is the starting-point of the
considerations which in due course led to the concept of “Suchness”
[Tathatal, which takes a thing just such as it is, without adding to it or
subtracting from it.”

The second and third of Conze's stages of apperception describe
how a “bare” nirvikalpa percept becomes savikalpa, and the process of
“restraining the senses” is the means by which this apparently simple
mental event may be broken up into its three impersonal component
processes, thus deconstructing the savikalpa perception back into a
nirvikalpa one. The second state, “recognition,” obviously includes
the application of language to what is immediately presented by the
senses. The third stage, emotional and volitional response, will usually
become expression of craving (trsna). How these two factors interact
requires some discussion.
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According to Buddha, trsna is the cause of our suffering, but the
term refers not just to sensual desire but to attachment in general,
whether to sense-experience or nonsensuous mental events. The
above analysis of perception suggests that the fundamental problem
with such craving is epistemological, since it distorts one’s perception
of things. However, such attachment seems limited to what is imme-
diately presented to the senses. “I” can “seize on” a particular appear-
ance only because that appearance is now appearing. How can I grasp
at something that is not present any more? If there is some way to re-
present the appearance, I can retain and refer to “It.” Such “grasping
at a distance” is enabled by a system of re-presentation, that is, a
language. But language also widens the gulf between the I and the
grasped-at objects, because when the percept again appears, the re-
presentation (“urg,” let us say) does not disappear as having no more
function. It still represents the appearance. Now we know what the
appearance is: it s “urg” (name) or “an urg” (particular instance of a
universal). Now I experience the appearance through the representa-
tion, which is as it were superimposed upon it. The problem is that the
more successfully a system of representation functions, the less likely
we will be able to distinguish the representation from the appearance.

The above analysis presents a plausible view of how language func-
tions, but it is naive and inadequate by itself. Itis not really the case that
the presented world is divided up into “objects” which we later re-
present. Rather, we divide up the world in the way that we do—that is,
learn to notice what there is—using a system of representation. This is
the point of the distinction between nirvikalpa and savikalpa percep-
tion: savikalpa determinations are not simply “added on” to nirvikalpa
percepts, but they determine what the world is for us. John Searle, a
contemporary philosopher of language, explains this well:

I am not saying that language creates reality. Far from it. Rather, [ am
saying that what counts as reality . . .is a matter of the categories that we
impose on the world; and those categories are for the most part lin-
guistic. And furthermore: when we experience the world we experi-
ence it through linguistic categories that help to shape the experiences
themselves. The world doesn’t come to us already sliced up into objects
and experiences: what counts as an object is already a function of our
system of representation, and how we perceive the world in our experi-
ence is influenced by that system of representation. The mistake is to
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suppose that the application of language to the world consists of attach-
ing labels to objects that are, so to speak, self-identifying. On my view,
the world divides the way we divide it, and our main way of dividing
things up is in the language. Our concept of reality is a matter of our
linguistic categories.?

Like Kant, Searle doubts that it is possible to experience “things-in-
themselves” apart from linguistic categories, but the linguistic
approach seems to leave the door open in a way that Kant did not:
since language is learned, isn't it possible to “unlearn” it, as the
Buddha’s program for “restraint of the senses” suggests? If so, and if
Searle is right that language determines “what counts as reality,” then
the world experienced in such a way would be very different indeed
from the world as we normally perceive and understand it. If we take
Searle’s phrase literally, then the nirvikalpa elimination of language
implies that the category of real would no longer be applicable to any
particular—just as Mahayana, Advaita, and Taoism insist.
Language must also be related to the third stage of apperception,
which involves expressions of craving. In order to crave something 1
must be able to distinguish the object of my craving from other things,
and in order to do this most successfully a system of representation is
necessary. For example, it may be possible to crave a particular taste
without being able to identify it, but such craving is more likely to be
satisfied if I can re-present that flavor as “chocolate.” Searle’s account
implies that it is doubtful whether I would even notice the subtle
distinctions between types of chocolate without the vocabulary to
represent those distinctions, just as I am likely to see only “snow” in
Alaska, whereas an Eskimo would see a specific one of a dozen repre-
sentable types of “snow.” The vast number of possible conceptual
distinctions can thereby increase and refine our cravings. This does
not mean that craving is dependent upon our concept-formation. The
general view of the nondualist philosophies is rather that our system
of representation is at the mercy of our desires and in fact evolved to
help us satisfy and elaborate them. The motivation behind the par-
ticular way we “divide up” the world through language (hence trans-
forming nirvikalpa into savikalpa percepts) is, fundamentally, our
craving. This does not obviate Searle’s view. We do not first percep-
tually “pick out” objects and only later name them; rather, we learn to
notice them by naming them, and the motivation behind that naming
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was originally the assistance it gave in satisfying desires. That is not
contradictory to the nondualist view of perception, for what is impor-
tant to the nondualist is that the association of percept with craving
can be broken.

The passage from Conze quoted earlier seems to imply that stop-
ping at the “bare” nirvikalpa percept is the goal. However, Conze’s
understanding of the “initial datum” stage is that it is still dualistic:
“He seizes only on what is really there.” As we shall see, the Mahayana
view is that I can “let go” of the “seizing” too—that is, even the “I” can
be let go—and what is experienced then is the original thing-in-itself,
a nondual percept. The Abhidharmic view differs only in that the
thing-in-itself is not explicitly nondual but seems to be a set of objec-
tively existing dharmas. Conze does not see this because he follows
other commentators and understands Buddhism to recommend a
rejection of sense-experience. “Buddhism goes even further [than
condemning sense desire] and regards even sense-perceptions as
baneful.” But instead of supporting this with an analysis of the Pali
sutras, he immediately relates this “distrust of sense-objects” to the
European Neoplatonic tradition, quoting St. Gregory and St. Diony-
sius. In a footnote, he deals curtly with the fact that someone might
respond with the injunction of Seng-ts'an (the third Ch’an patriarch)
that we should “not be prejudiced against the six sense-objects.” His
answer is that Seng-ts'an is referring to a different and more advanced
stage. “In terms of the five levels [which he has earlier] distinguished,
we are here with the doors of deliverance on the third, whereas Seng-
ts'an speaks of the fourth.” The quotation in question is from Seng-
ts'an’s Hsin Hsin Ming (Awakening Faith in Mind), the relevant lines of
which are:

If you pursue appearances

You overlook the primal source
If you would walk the Single Way
Do not reject the sense domain

Accepting the world of senses
Conforms with true enlightenment!?

Seng-ts'an himself draws no distinction between any such levels, nor
do the many other Mahiyana sources which, as we shall see, could also
be cited to criticize Conze’s rejection of sense-perception. Conze
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would have difficulty justifying his view with the Mahayana texts, but
from the Pali Canon he could (although he does not) cite the Fire
Semon and the Sermon on the Marks of No-Self. Such passages do
seem to reject sense-experience, but they must be set against many
others in the Pili canon that recommend not loathing or disgust but
equanimity."!

Perhaps the strongest canonical evidence against Conze’s rejection
of the senses is in one of the Honeyball sutras where cognizing the
“bare” percept is equated with “the end of dubkha” (suffering).

Then, Bahiya, thus you must train yourself: “In the seen there will be
just the seen; in the heard, just the heard, in the muta [the sense
impressions from smelling, tasting, and touching], just the muta; in the
cognized, just the cognized.” That is how, O Bahiya, you must train
yourself. Now, when, Bahiya, in the seen there will be to you just the
seen, in the heard...just the cognized, then, Bahiya, you will have no
“thereby” (na tena); when you have no “thereby”, then Bahiya, you will
have no “therein” (na tattha); as you, Bahiya, will have no “therein” it
follows that you will have no “here” or “beyond” or “midway-between”.
This is just the end of dufkha.'? '

Traditional commentaries on this passage mention a number of con-
flicting interpretations, but it seems to be advocating a return to
nirvikalpa perception to reach “the end of dubhkha”—which is the
most common Pali description of nirvana. The sutra continues by
reporting that Bahiya, upon hearing this, attained nirvana almost
immediately. Other passages which advocate equanimity toward the
senses suggest that the return to “the first stage of apperception” is a
necessary part of the meditative path, but this passage goes further to
imply that such a return is sufficient for the attainment of nirvana. Itis
tempting to speculate on the meaning of na tena and na tattha and give
them a nondualist interpretation: “If in the seen there is just the seen,
then, O Bahiya, you will make no inferences on the basis of that ‘seen,’
and you will not see an object ‘therein.””

Passages such as these also shed a new light on the Buddha’s
repeated exhortation against “compounds” (sasskira), found even
in his last words: “Impermanent are all compound things; attain
perfection through diligence.” After the Buddha passed away, the
Abhidharma (higher dharma) developed his preference for the “non-
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compound” (asaiskdra) into an ontology which classified everything
that can be experienced into a fixed number of simple elements
(dharmas). All compounds (for example, the five skandhas or “aggre-

gates” that compose the self) may be deconstructed into these basic:

elements. This remains the most common interpretation of the
sarhskaras, but perhaps the Buddha was actually making an epis-

_temological point, criticizing compound savikalpa sense-experience

in favor of the noncompound nirvikalpa “bare” percept.

.

Perception in Mahayana Buddhism

It must be emphasized that no passage has been referred to in the Pali
Canon which explicitly asserts the nonduality of perceiver and per-
ceived, although I have tried to indicate some implications in this
direction. What these passages add up to is the claim, not that percep-
tion must be “transcended” (as Conze maintained), but that we should
return to the initial stage of perception, the unconstructed nirvikalpa
percept. Since resting with this is “the end of duhkha” and since the
anatman doctrine of Buddhism denies any self, it would seem that
such percepts must be nondual in the sense that there is no separate
consciousness aware of them. We find clearer assertions to this effect in
the paradoxical expressions of Mahayana, which uses the term $anyata
to suggest strongly, and in some cases to state explicitly, that percep-
tion is nondual.

Prajhaparamita. Sunyata is perhaps the most important term in
Mahayina, but it is not easy to translate. It comes from the root $a,
which means “to swell” in two senses: hollow or empty, and also full,
like the womb of a pregnant woman. Both are implied in the
Mahayana usage: the first denies any fixed self-nature to anything, the
second implies that this is also fullness and limitless possibility, for lack
of any fixed characteristics allows the infinite diversity of imperma-
nent phenomena. It has been unfortunate for Anglo-American Bud-
dhist studies that “emptiness” captures only the first sense, but I follow
the tradition.! \

The term is used in both Pili and Mahayana Buddhism, but dif-
ferently. Stinyata in Pali Buddhism generally means, first, that this
world of sarhisara is empty of value and should be negated in favor of
nirvana; and second, that both sarhsira and nirvana are empty of any
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self because all compounds are only clusters of dharma-elements. In
Mahayana, éGnyata means that the true nature of the world (tathata) is
empty of all description and predication; and that even all the
dharma-elements are empty of any self-existence because all “things”
are relative and conditioned by each other. The first Mahayana sense

* of $iinyati is already familiar to us from the distinction between

nirvikalpa and savikalpa perception. The second goes beyond the
Abhidharmic critique of compounds and entails, among other things,
the nonexistence of any self-subsisting object “behind” a percept.

Mafijusri: “What is the root of the imagination which constructs
something that is not actually there?”

Vimalakirti: “A perverted perception.”

Mafjuéri: “And what is the root of the perverted perception?”
Vimalakirti: “The fact that it has no support.”

Manjusri: “And what is the root of that?”

Vimalakirti: “This fact, that it has no support, it has no root at all. In
this way all dharmas are supported on roots that have no support.”

In itself, a perverted perception is §iinya because it has no support,
which means that it refers to nothing else, neither a perceived object
nor a perceiver. Such claims, which work out the implications of “the
restraint of the senses” that Conze mentioned earlier, are common in
the Prajiidparamita literature:

Moreover, Subhiiti, a Bodhisattva, beginning with the first thought of
enlightenment, practices the perfection of meditation. ... When he has
seen forms with his eye, he does not seize upon them as signs of realities
which concern him, nor is he interested in the accessory details. He sets
himself to restrain that which, if he does not restrain his organ of sight,
might give occasion for covetousness, sadness or other evil and un-
wholesome dharmas to reach his heart. He watches over the organ of
sight. And the same with the other five sense-organs—ear, nose,
tongue, body, mind.

... he remains the same unchanged, neither elated not cast down,
neither grateful nor thwarted. And why? Because he sees all dharmas as
empty (fanya) of marks of their own, without true reality, incomplete
and uncreated.

This passage accords well with Pali Buddhism until its last sentence,
when it goes further to explain that the equanimity of the Bodhisattva
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is due to his seeing all dharmas (including percepts) as $iinya, without
any reality of their own and referring to nothing else besides them-
selves. That is the experience of tathata, the “suchness” of things.

The Lord: . .. This prajiapdaramitd cannot be expounded, or learnt, or
distinguished, or considered, or stated, or reflected upon by means of
the skandhas, or by means of the elements, or by means of the sense-
fields. This is a consequence of the fact that all Dharmas are isolated,
absolutely isolated. Nor can prajiaparamita be understood otherwise
than by the skandhas, elements, and sense-fields. For just the very
skandhas, elements, and sense-fields are $anya, isolated, and calmly
quiet. It is thus that prajiiaparamitd and the skandhas, elements and
sense-fields are not two, nor divided. As a result of their emptiness,
isolatedness, and quietude they cannot be apprehended. The lack of a
basis of apprehension in all Dharmas, that is called prajidparamitd.
Where there is no perception, appellation, conception or conventional
expression, there one speaks of prajiiaparamita."*

Dharmas, because they are empty, cannot even be apprehended:
this seems to go beyond denying both perceiver and sense-object to
deny even the act of perception. Such a claim seems odd, but we find it
also in Nagarjuna. In his case the denial of perception is based upon
the fact that our understanding of perception is dependent upon the
reality of the perceiver and the perceived, both of which he also
denies. For Nagarjuna, the relativity of perceiver, perceived, and the
act of perception entails the unreality of all of them, that is, their lack
of self-existence. This does not, however, support the claim that we
must “transcend” perception for the sake of some other kind of
apprehension. Nagarjuna is rejecting perception as we understand it,
the dualistic act in which two self-existing entities are related together.
This raises the question whether what we have been describing as
“nondual perception” should be called perception at all. If the bare
nirvikalpa sensation does not provide some knowledge o someone
about something (and it cannot, since any inference is savikalpa),
perhaps the term perception no longer applies and should be reserved
only for thought-determined savikalpa percepts. This may explain
why some texts (such as the above) deny there is perception, some
assert there is nondual perception, and others paradoxically recom-
mend perceiving without perception—which may all be different

NONDUAL PERCEPTION 53

ways of describing the same sense-experience. We return to this point
at the end of this chapter.

The comprehension which takes place as a result of perception does not
imply an understanding of the reality (of the thing perceived). What you
perceive without perceiving—that is Nirvina, also known as deliver-
ance. (Surangama Sutra)l®

Madhyamika. The central tenet of Madhyamika Buddhism, that
sarhsdra is nirvana, is difficult to understand in any other way except as
asserting the two different ways of perceiving, dually and nondually.
The dualistic perception of a world of discrete objects (one of them
being me) which are created and destroyed constitutes sarhsara. Nagar-
Jjuna describes the cessation of this way of experiencing the world in the
last stanza of the Mitlamadhyamikakariki chapter on nirvana: “Ultimate
serenity is the coming to rest of all ways of taking things (sarvopalam-
bhopasama), the repose of all named things (prapasicopasama).” In a
footnote to his translation Sprung explains sarvopalambhopasama: “It is
not merely that ways of thinking about things change in nirvana, but that
the everyday way of perceiving, or ‘taking’, things ceases to function.”16

This well-known verse—as close as Nagarjuna comes to a “descrip-
tion” of nirvana—emphasizes the importance of ending prapasica.
The Sanskrit term prapasica (Pali, papaiica) is important in both Bud-
dhism and Vedanta, but its meaning is controversial. In Buddhism it
refers to some indeterminate “interface” between perception and
thought. Several times in the Pali Canon the Buddha mentions
papaica to describe what happens in the later stages of sense-cogni-
tion, and he says that his teaching is for those who delight in nispa-
padica, no prapafica. The Mahayana Lankavatara Siitra says that
Buddhas are “beyond all vikalpa and prapafica.” Etymology yields
pra+paic, “spreading out” in the sense of expansion and man-
ifoldness. This led the Theravadin scholar Nanananda, in his book on
prapafica, to define its primary meaning as “the tendency towards
proliferation in the realm of concepts.”" This is better than the ethical
interpretations of the traditional Pili commentaries,’® but there
remain two difficulties with such a definition: it loses any direct rela-
tion with perception, and prapaica becomes indistinguishable from
vikalpa. Both the Tibetan and Chinese Madhyamika exegetical tradi-
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tions understand the relation between vikalpa and prapafica as the
relation between the mental act of conceptualization, understood
subjectively, and its crystallized, objectively experienced counterpart.
Thus, in the terms of this chapter, prapaiica might be defined as “the
differentiation of the nondual world of nirvikalpa experience into the
discrete-objects-of-the-phenomenal world, which occurs due to sav-
ikalpa thought-construction.” This explains the important com-
pound prapafica-namaripa, since namaripa (name and form) here can
be understood to refer to the necessary relation between names and
forms (the Buddha describes them as inseparable),’® that we reify
forms by naming them. We shall meet with this interpretation of
nimariipa again, implied both in Sanikara’s concept of adhydsa (super-
imposition) and in the first chapter of the Tao T¢ Ching.

Itis significant that the earliest Vedantic references to prapafica and
praparicopasama are consistent with the above. The terms do not
appear in the first Upanisads, such as the Byhadaranyaka and the
Chandogya, which are usually considered to be pre-Buddhistic. The
two most important references are in the Svetdsvatara, and the
Mandikya. Svetasvatara V1.6 uses prapafica ontologically to denote the
objectified universe, understood as a phenomenal world of man-
ifoldness emanating from a creator God. Verse seven of the short
Mandikya describes turiya, the fourth and highest state of experience,
which is “all peace, all bliss, and nondual,” as prapaficopasama. “This
is atman, and this has to be realized.”

The great importance of prapaficopa$éama in Mahayana Buddhism
is indicated by the fact that it is not only a term for nirvana but the
preferred formulation for describing the Middle Way of Madhyamika.
In his commentary to Nagarjunas Mialamadhyamikakarika, Can-
drakirti states and repeats that nirvana is the cessation and nonfunc-
tioning of perceptions as signs of named things—in other words, that
in nirvana perceptions do not refer to any hypostatized object
“behind” the percept. “[When the wise are] cured by the balm of
unmediated seeing that such things are irrefragably without sub-
stance, then they realize directly and for themselves that it is the true
nature of such things not to be seen at all.”?® When we couple this with
the general Buddhist denial of a self, it amounts to an assertion that
nirvanic perception is nondual.

So nirvana is not even to be found “in” samhsira, for such a spatial
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metaphor is still dualistic. Rather, nirvana is the nondual “true nature”
of sarhsara, T. R. V. Murti expresses this well:

The transcendence of the Absolute must not be understood to mean
that there is an other that lies outside the world of phenomena. There
are not two sets of the real. The Absolute is the reality of the apparent; it is
their real nature.... The Absolute is the only real; it is identical with
phenomena. The difference between the two is epistemic and not real. 2!

“The reality of the apparent” does not mean a reality behind
appearance but that appearance is reality itself, as we realize if we do
not use appearance as a basis for vikalpa thought-construction and
prapafica thought-objectification. But we must be careful about
accepting any distinction between epistemic and real. In the non-
dualistic systems we are considering, epistemology and ontology can-
not be so easily distinguished: epistemic changes in our experience
amount to ontological changes as well, by revealing that things are
(and perhaps always have been) very different from what we thought
they were. In another well-known verse about the true nature of
things, Nagarjuna himself uses both praparica and nirvikalpa: “Not
dependent on anything other than itself, at peace, not manifested as
named things (praparicairapraparicitam), beyond thought-construction
(nirvikalpa), not of varying form—thus the way things are really is
spoken of."?? :

Yogdcara. Despite the above, we do not find in Madhyamika the clear
statement that nirvana is nondual cognition. That is because
Madhyamika declines to give any positive account about the nature of
reality. Reality is experienced when all dualizing categories—includ-
ing, no doubt, duality and nonduality—cease to function, so
Madhyamika confines itself to making a critique of those dualities:
cause and effect, perceiver and act of perception, sarhsara and nir-
vana, etc. In the terms of this chapter, Madhyamika is most aware of
the paradox that any claim of nonduality amounts to a savikalpa
attempt to describe the nirvikalpa. But it is not surprising that this

- exclusively negative critique should have been followed by an attempt

to characterize nirvana in a more positive manner than just “the end of
prapaiica,” and this we find in Yogacara and Vijhianavida Buddhism.
It is significant, then, that the cognitive nonduality of subject and



56 TOWARD A CORE THEORY

object constitutes the heart of the Yogacara position. Passages from
Vasubandhu denying the duality of perceiver and perceived are
quoted in chapter 1. Here is a fuller version of his clearest statement:

Aslong as consciousness does not abide in re-presentation-only, so long
does one not turn away from the tendency towards the two-fold grasp-
ing [perceiver and perceived]. As long as he places something before
him, taking it as a basis, saying: “This is just re-presentation-only”, so
long he does not abide in that alone.

But when cognition no longer apprehends an object, then it stands
firmly in consciousness-only, because, where there is nothing to grasp
there is no more grasping. It is thus there arises the cognition which is
homogeneous, without object, indiscriminate and supramundane. The
tendencies to treat object and subject as distinct and real entities are
forsaken, and thought is established in just the true nature of one’s own

thought.?®

The most detailed discussion of perception is found in the logical
treatises of the Sautrantika-Yogacarins Dignaga and Dharmakirt,
which begin by analyzing the process of perception into two familiar
moments: “the first indefinite (nirvikalpa) sensation and the following
thought-construction of a definite (savikalpa) image or idea and then
purposive action.” According to them, problems arise because we
confuse the two moments: mental construction converts the bare
sensation, itself independent of any association with language, into an
object that has a name. When one thinks he perceives such an object,
“he simply conceals, as it were, his imaginative faculty and puts to the
front his perceptive faculty,” thus missing the fact that the object which
is supposed to be immediately perceived is a creation of thought-
construction.? According to Stcherbatsky, the distinction between
these two moments is “one of the foundation stones upon which the
whole system of Dignaga is built: Whatever is cognized by the senses is
never subject to cognition by inference, and what is cognized by
inference can never be subject to cognition by the senses.” In accor-
dance with this, Dignaga and his successors accept only these two
pramanas (modes of knowledge): sensation, which directly cognizes
ultimate reality, and inference, including all conception, which indi-
rectly cognizes conditioned or empirical reality. The path to liberation
is again a return to the bare thing-in-itself, exclusive of all its relations
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and characteristics, which is “sense-perception shorn of all its mnemic
elements.”?5

This. di.ffers from Pali Buddhism by explicitly claiming not only that
such nirvikalpa sense-perception is the goal but also that is is nondual
Stcherbatsky concludes his translation of Dharmakirti’s “Sh0r£
Treatise of Logic” with the following note:

Thel trend of the discussion is to show that self-consciousness is not the
atmbu'te of a Soul, but it is immanent to every cognition without
exception ... our images are not constructed by the external world, but
the external world is constructed according to our images, that the’re is
no “act' of grasping” of the object by the intellect, that our idea of the
?bect is a unity to which two different aspects are imputed, the “grasp-
Ing” aspect (grahaka-akara) and the “grasped” aspect (grahya). P

The grasping aspect constitutes the sense of self, while the grasped

aspect' is the sense of a self-existing sense-object. How does this dif-
ferentiation occur?

From the standpoint of Tathata, there is no difference at all! But ham-
pered as we are by avidyd, all that we know is exclusively its indirect
appearance as differentiated by the construction of a difference of a
'SubJE(.:t an'd an object. Therefore the differentiation into cognition and
its .ob_]ect is made from the empirical point of view, but not from the
point of view of Absolute Reality (yathatathatam). ~(Jinendrabuddhi)6

Fro'm the highest point of view there has never been a differentiation
which is why sense-perception has really always been nondual. This,
does not need to be accepted on faith, for the claim that Reality is
composed of discrete moments of pure sensation is verifiable. Both
Dharmakirti and Kamalasila recommend that we prove this ourselves
by the: experiment of staring at a patch of color without thinking of
apythmg else, thus reducing consciousness to immobility. This will
give us the condition of pure sensation, although we can realize that

only alfterwards, when we begin to think again and reflect on what was
experienced.?’

Chan (Zen). Up to now, this chapter has discussed only Indian phi-
los_ophy, b‘ut we will see that Ch’an Buddhism, which synthesized
Mad'hyamlka and Yogacara with the Taoism indigenous to China, is
consistent with the above. Stanzas from the Hsin Hsin Ming of the th;rd
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Ch’an patriarch Seng-ts'an were quoted in response to C?nze’s treat-
ment of “the three stages of apperception”in early Buddhls'm. Huang
Pois also quoted, in chapter 1: “It [the One Mind]is that Wh.lch you sei
before you—begin to reason about it and you at once fall into t‘:‘rror.

Another early Ch’an master, Fa-yen Wen-i, said the same thing: “Real-
ity is right before you, and yet you are apt to tr:?nslate itinto a world of
names and forms.”28 In the sermons recorded in the Chun Chou Record

Huang Po elaborates on this:

If you students of the Way seek to progress through seeing: hearing,
feeling and knowing, when you are deprived of your perceptions, your
way to Mind will be cut off and you will find 'nowhere to enter. Onl?'
realize that, though real Mind is expressed in these perceptions, it
neither forms part of them nor is separate from them. You shoul_d not
start reasoning from these perceptions, nor allow then? to give rise to
conceptual thought; nor should you seek the One mind apart from
them or abandon them in your pursuit of the Dharma. Do not keep
them nor abandon them nor cleave to them. Above, belov{ an'd arou.nd
you, all is spontaneously existing, for there is nowhere which is outside
the Buddha-Mind.?®

This passage is strikingly similar to what the Buddha' SI:id tf,) Bahiya,:,
do not reject perceptions, but do not infer any “th‘erem or th.ereby
from them. This too stops short of clearly asserting nondu?lllty, but
elsewhere Huang Po denies any objective reality to sense-objects:

If you understand that these eighteen realms [the six. sense-organs,
-objects and -fields] have no objective existence, you.wﬂl blrfd. the six
harmoniously-blended “elements” into a single spiritual brilliance—
which is the One Mind.

It [the One Mind] is neither subjective nor objective, has no specific
location, is formless, and cannot vanish.

If an ordinary man, when he is about to die, coul(.i only see th.e five
elements of consciousness as void . . . his mind and envzronmer‘ual objects as
one—if he could really accomplish this, he would receive enlightenment
in a flash.%0

Similar passages from many other Chinese Ch’an a.md jaPanese Zen
masters could also be cited, but I confine myself to dlscussmg' the Ten
Oxherding Pictures of the twelfth-century master Kuc‘)-an Shih-yuan.
These well-known pictures, which illustrate the various degrees of
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enlightenment using the analogy of searching for an Ox, are also
explicit in claiming that what is sought is found in perception itself.
The third stage, “first glimpse of the Ox,” is the first “taste” of en-
lightenment. Kuo-an’s commentary on this picture gives instructions
on how this glimpse can be attained.

If he will but listen intently to everyday sounds, he will come to realiza-
tion and that instant see the very Source. The six senses are not different
from this true source. . . . when the inner vision is properly focused, one
comes to realize that that which is seen is identical with the true Source. 3!

Itis because nondual perception is the Ox that the Ox has never been
astray; as the verse says, “There stands the Ox, where could he hide?”
The highest degree of enlightenment is reflected in the ninth picture,
“Returning to the Source,” in which one realizes, paradoxically, that
one never left it. It depicts a flowering branch. “He observes the
waxing and waning of life in the world while abiding unassertively in a
state of unshakeable serenity. This [waxing and waning] is no phantom
or illusion” but is how the empty Source expresses itself32 As the
Prajnaparamita repeatedly says, form may be no other than emptiness
but emptiness is also no other than form. However, the verse to this
picture seems inconsistent with such a nondualist interpretation:

Itis as though he were now blind and deaf. Seated in his hut, he hankers
not for things outside. Streams meander on of themselves, red Aowers
naturally bloom red.

“As if blind and deaf” is a common phrase in Ch’an literature. Some-
times it refers to the deluded man who has no insight, but often it
praises those whose seeing and hearing are completely without any
sense of duality—whose seeing and hearing are sometimes described
as no-seeing and no-hearing. That is why the Ch’an master Hsiang-
yen could be enlightened by the sound of a pebble striking a bamboo:
he heard the nondual nirvikalpa sound, freed from any thoughts
about it. It is when we do not use $iinya perceptions as a basis for
thought-construction that nondual streams meander on and red
flowers bloom by themselves.

In concluding this discussion of perception in Buddhism, we
should notice a progression or development in the concept. The main
theme, that the “bare concept” must be distinguished from its con-
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ceptual and emotional superimpositions, was established in the Pali
sutras. The claim that such perception is nondual becomes explicit in
Mahayana, first negatively in the Madhyamika critique of all dualil‘:ics
as relative and hence §iinya, then positively in the Yogacara assertion
that subject and object are not distinct. With Ch’an we see that philo-
sophical claim put into practice. How meditation can lead to such
nondual experience is discussed further in chapter 6. The same
points could be made with reference to the tantric practices of Tibetan
Buddhism, which rest upon the identical philosophical foundation of
Madhyamika and Yogacara. It is no coincidence that the Vajrayz‘?na
technique of visualizing a deity is preliminary to the act of becoming

that deity.

Perception in Advaita Vedanta

As if echoing Huang Po’s declaration that the One Mind is what you
see before you if you do not reason about it, Sankara claims that our
perception of the universe is a continuous perception of Brahman,
although the ignorant do not know it. (Vivekaciidamani, v. 521, qu9ted
at the beginning of the chapter). Perhaps this is no coincidence, since
Gaudapada and Sankara are known to have been influenced by
Mahayana to the extent that both have been accused of being “hidden
Buddhists.” Even more important for us, it is likely Vedanta borrowed
the notion of prapaficopasama to conclude that the thing-in-itself
cognized in nondual nirvikalpa experience is Brahman

Although he had much to say about the pramanas (modes of knowl-
edge), $ankara, like the Buddha, developed no theory of perception.
There are differences of opinion in Advaita over exactly how an object
becomes manifest to a subject. The best traditional account, although
unsophisticated and generally deemed unsatisfactory, is found in the
Vedanta-paribhdsa of Dharmaraja Adhvarindra, which presents a the-
ory of abhedabhivyakti—that the manifestation of the object is “non
different” (abheda) from the consciousness underlying the subject. D. M.
Datta summarizes that view as follows:

The Advaitins view immediacy as the basic character of the Absolute
Consciousness, of which the knower, the known, and the process or
mechanism of knowledge are apparent differentiations due to igno-
rance. So, for them, immediacy is not generated by the knowing pro-
cess. The self's’ knowledge of an -external object is empirically
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describable, of course, in terms of the function of the mind, or internal
organ, and the sense concerned. In the light of this, the Advaitins say
that in every perception the mind flows out to the object through the
sense and assumes the form of the object and establishes thereby a sort
of identity between the mind and the object. But this process does not
generate consciousness or immediacy. It only destroys the imagined
barrier between the knower (which is nothing but the basic con-
sciousness delimited by the mind) and the object (which is also the same
consciousness delimited by the objective form) by a kind of identity
established between the two delimiting and differentiating factors.

So, for the Advaitin every sense perception is really the restoration of
the basic identity between the knower and the known, and the allowing
of the basic reality, i.e., consciousness, to reveal itself immediately.>4

This Platonic view—in which “the mind fows out to the object
through the sense”—is in striking contrast to the more dualistic mod-
ern understanding, according to which sense-data are processed and
perceived in the brain. As such, Datta’s account seems to support the
claim that perception is originally nondual. But such a conclusion
would be too quick. At least two qualifications are necessary.

First, the above account seems inconsistent in maintaining, on the
one hand, that basic identity is “restored” by the mind flowing out
through the senses, and, on the other, that this does not generate
immediacy but only destroys an “imagined barrier.” It would seem
that either the basic nondual consciousness is delimited by mind and
objective form, in which case there is a real barrier and restoration of
identity is necessary, or that barrier is imaginary and nondual con-
sciousness has never been delimited, which means that it is necessary
only to remove the “veil of ignorance”—which sounds like what we
have been describing as savikalpa thought-construction. According to
Advaitins, however, this inconsistency is only apparent and is due to
confusing the two standpoints or levels of truth basic to Advaita: the
vyavahdrika (empirical) and the paramarthika (transcendental). That
consciousness is delimited and restored is true only from the empirical
standpoint; from the transcendental perspective there has never been
any barrier or delimitation. Advaitins insist on distinguishing strictly
between these two standpoints, which parallel (and were influenced
by) the two truths of Mahayana, sasuvrtajiiana and paramarthajiiana.
But solving the above problem by distinguishing these two stand-
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points just transposes the difficulty into another di_m.ensi’on, for what
is the relationship between the two? The sharp distinction between
them—so extreme that they cannot be related back together, as we
shall see—brings us to the second qualification. '
In the Advaita system, it would not be correct to say that perception
is or can be nondual because by definition the nature of perception
(pratyaksa) is a vyavaharika issue only. The Advai?in does not refer to
nirvikalpa and savikalpa as two kinds of perception but reserves th.e
term pratyaksa for the latter only. Necessarily, th'en, ”perc'eptlon is
always dualistic. In response to Yogacira “mentalism, which as we
have seen denies the existence of an object distinct from our cognition,
$arikara defends a realistic epistemology: the object is inc?ependent of
our knowlege of it, for the two are utterly different. Objects depend
upon our awareness of them only to be revealed; that awareness does
not constitute them. Knowledge is nothing other than the elemenf of
revelation in our experience, although the “essence” of that revelation
is indeterminable since our very oneness with it means we are u1‘1r«:1ble
to understand it objectively. But we can see that our sense-cognition,
like all cognition, is due to vrttis, the modifications of the buddhi (t‘he
“internal organ” constituting the mind as we usually 1.1n(.i<.erstand lt?.
Because these vrtti-modifications always constitute limiting condi-
tions of one sort or another, the unlimited Brahman cannot be knowa-
ble through them. The only real (paramirthika)'is Brahman, the
thing-in-itself. Apparently turning the Yogacira view ‘up51de dOWl'-l,
Sankara argues that anything dependent upon being knqwn is
unreal, mere appearance. The empirical world of appearances 1s;eal,
but only as Brahman, only because it is grounded in Brahman.> .
The rest strikes a more familiar note. The ideal of pure knowledge is
to know the thing as it is, without the appearance of subjective repre-
sentations, and this happens only in the knowledge of Brahman,
when there is no distinction left between the knower and the knovt'n..
Nirvikalpa awareness (the preferred Vedantic term is aparohg‘an.ubh?ttz)
is not intuition of Brahman but itself is Brahman. Then the dlst.mctlon
between knower, knowing, and known is realized to be delusive, but
until then we must respect the empirical distinctions between them.
Advaitins sometimes express this by saying that, although only
Brahman is real, the empirical world nonetheless exists.
Thus the Advaitic view drives much more of a wedge than
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Mahayéina does between our usual sense-perception and the nondual
experience. But how significant is this difference? Is it perhaps merely
a linguistic one, over how to use the term pratyaksa? In his critique of
Yogacara, Sankara misses the point because he does not understand
the function of the Yogacara arguments. It has already been men-
tioned that Mahayana accepts the same distinction between empirical

" and transcendental that Advaita does (perhaps vice versa is more

accurate, since the Mahayana version came first), which is important
because it supports the possibility that both “two-truth” doctrines are
based upon the same nondual experience. Where they do differ is on
their attitude toward the empirical “lower truth.”

Madhyamika and Yogacara are concerned to demonstrate the self-
contradictory nature of our usual phenomenal world, including the
pramanas, because such a logical refutation is their way of devaluing
dualistic experience and paving the way for the nondual experience.
Unlike some later Advaitins (e. g Sriharsa, whose dialectic was much
influenced by Madhyamika), Sankara is not interested in refuting the
pramanas. He is content to accept them empirically and merely to
state that they have no application in the sphere of ultimate knowl-
edge, for when Brahman is realized the pramanas lose all authority as
a means of right knowledge.*® But Sankara can do this only because
he relies on $ruti (the Vedic scriptures) to establish the existence of
Brahman, whereas the Buddhist philosophers, not accepting such an
appeal to authority, need to analyze the relation between the two levels
of truth, logically refuting the lower for the sake of experiencing the
higher.

This means that the epistemological difference between them is
more apparent than real. Sankara’s defense of a realistic epistemology
does not refute Yogacara “mentalism,” as he thinks, for what he
criticizes is not the Buddhist empirical standpoint, but the Buddhist
means of moving logically from the empirical to the transcendental.
What is more important is the agreement of both sides that our usual
empirical experience is a dualistic lower truth and that the transcen-
dental is nondual. Advaitins often criticize Madhyamika for dismiss-
ing this phenomenal world as “empty,” whereas for them it exists; but
this is the same confusion of standpoints, for Advaita makes the
identical point in a different way by insisting that only Brahman is real.
The difference between them comes down to the fact that, for Advaita,
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the two standpoints are so sharply distinguished that they have no
commerce, whereas Mahayana—and this work, obviously—is more
concerned to understand the relation between them.

A number of aspects of the Advaita Vedanta system reveal its other-
wise deep affinity with Mahayana on this matter. A full consideration
of the most crucial issue, the relation between §tinyata and Brahman,
is reserved for later chapters, but we now turn to consider some of
those other aspects.

The veil of ignorance. ‘The claim of Datta’s passage, quoted above, is that
the realization of nondual consciousness requires only that the “veil of
ignorance” (ajfidna) be eradicated. As in Sankhya-Yoga, this veil is
destroyed by the buddhi in a mental modification (Brahmatmakdra-
rtti) that realizes the identity between the self and Brahman. What
distinguishes this vrtti from other limiting vrttis is that it then
becomes extinct by consuming itself. “Itis to the buddhi and not to the
Self which is immutable that the knowledge ‘I am Brahman’ belongs”
($ankara). But that knowledge is not yet the full nondual experience.

Brahman being self-effulgent, nothing is needed for its manifestation.
The mental mode coincident with It removes the veil of ajiiana but does
not objectify it. By no means can Brahman be an object of cognition.

... selfluminous Brahman is unveiled and is directly perceived as “I
am Brahman”; instantly, the Self is realized as indivisible, limitless Pure
Consciousness in nirvikalpa samadhi. This is illumination (prajad), or
immediate awareness (apardksanubhiti) beyond the distinction of the
knower and the known, the self and the not-self.?’

The importance of this for us is its claim that in order to realize
Brahman nothing needs to be gained or added; an obscuring veil
needs only to be removed. Since this veil includes the Brahmat-
makara-vrtti of the buddhi, this amounts to eliminating all savikalpa
thought-determinations. The result of this process is not a realization
that the ego-self “has,” for that would still be dualistic and Brahman is

nondual.

Self-luminosity. One of the most common descriptions of Brahman,
used twice in the previous quotation, is “self-luminous” (svayai-
prakasa). According to Surendranath Dasgupta, svayarmprakdsa in
Vedinta refers to “that which is never the object of a knowing act but
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yet is immediate and direct with us. Self-luminosity thus means the
ca!)acity of being ever present in all our acts of consciousness without
Pemg an object of consciousness.”?® Discussing a related matter—the
importance of luminosity (photism) in Tibetan Buddhism—Tucci
elaborates on what this means:

To understand these ideas better we need to recall the difference
between the luminosity we are considering here and that of, for exam-
pl(?, the sun’s rays. The sun’s rays enable us to see, in that they illuminate
objects, but they do not see themselves. The luminous cognitive states
on the other hand do not only illuminate what is cognizable inside and
outsififa of us, they also illuminate themselves as objects of luminous
cognition. Thus it comes about that in the cognitive process luminosity
and cognition belong essentially to each other. If the luminous states as
aresult of adventitious defilements do not illuminate the objects proper
tolthelals];’ they still possess as cognitive states this power within them-
selves.

Unlike Dasgupta, Tucci’s explanation refers to objects, but the point is
the same, since “objects that illuminate themselves” are not really
objects as usually understood. It is rather Tucci’s last sentence that
i!luminates where Vedianta and Mahayana differ, for Advaita dis-
tinguishes more sharply between self-luminous Brahman and per-
ception which is dualistic because of adventitious defilements.
Brahman is the self-luminous thing-in-itself because it is not depen-
dent on anything else for its manifestation—unlike all supposed
objects of consciousness, which, as dependent on a subject to be
conscious of them, are mere appearances. But what if “I” were to
realize that is true for all “my” experience right now?

S.uperimpositian. In his discussion of the “three stages of appercep-
tion” in Pali Buddhism, Conze twice uses the term “superimposition”
to describe the relation between the initial (nirvikalpa) sensation and
the succeeding thought-constructions of recognition and volitional
reaction. Superimposition is a fortuitous term for this tripartite process,
since one of Sarnkara’s major contributions is that he uses it to describe
the “relation” between Brahman and the phenomenal world.4
“Adhyasa [superimposition] is the apparent presentation by the mem-
ory of something previously perceived elsewhere.” This seems to echo
Dignaga’s emphasis on the role of the mnemic function in transform-
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ing nirvikalpa into savikalpa. To understand .adhyﬁs?x, there are the
well-known analogies of a snake that on closer inspection turns out to
be a coiled rope, and a silver coin that is actually a piece of mother-of-
pearl shell. The point of the analogy is tl'.u%t the pl.lenomenal W(?rlFl
may be viewed as due to such a superimposition. Takmg the plu_ra_hstl'c
universe of material objects to be real—which constitutes maya—is
like seeing a rope as a snake. Just as we would say afterward th:.n we had
really been seeing a rope, so “we” must actually be perceiving (02
“experiencing”) Brahman all the time,. although we are 1gnoranct1 of
it—exactly what Sankara says in the Vivekacidamani verse quoted at
the beginning of this chapter. The analogy‘would further_ seemhto
imply—indeed, it can hardly be meaningful otherwise—that
Brahman should not be characterized as transcenflcntal to sense-
perception, although of course “It” cannot be percelvtsd as an object.
In one sense, superimposition is an unfortunate term, since it su§gests
the Platonic Form or Kantian noumenon dualistically “behind” phe-
nomena—and that is the way it has sometimes been undersFooq. For
example: “Maya is energized and acts as a medium of the pr:}]lectlon of
this world of plurality on the nondual ground of 'Brahman. Perhaps
“on” here is meant only metaphorically, but it is a dgngerous meta-
phor. If Brahman is a nondual ground, the realization of Wh.lCh is
characterized by self-luminous immediacy, then it.can.not be pgo_].ected
upon because it is not something objectiye‘—an ObJCCEIOIll that Sankara
was quick to raise against his own definition of adhyasa in the pream-
ble of the Brahmasitrabhdsya. He replies that, although Brahman
cannot be an object of pure consciousness, it can still be.the.apparent
object of empirical (i.e., dualistic) consciousness‘. It is difficult to
understand what this could mean except as asserting the nonduality
of enlightened cognition.

Maya. Since maya is “the chief characteristitl: of the {deaita system”
(Radhakrishnan), it is significant for the clalm. of this .ch.apter that,
although maya is said to be indeterminable (amrva_cya), it is n_onetht.a-
less identified with “names and forms” (namartpa) tha}t in their
evolved state constitute the phenomenal world.*? “All variations are
due to the superimposition of names and form.s b?/ maya on immuta-
ble Brahman.”*? This conception of maya is so sllmllar to the Bu'ddhlst
usage of praparica that it suggests the former, like the latter, might be
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understood to be due to the savikalpa determination of nirvikalpa
percepts. In such statements as maya “is an appearance only” and “the
whole phenomenal world is the appearance of Brahman,” the fact
that appearance must ultimately be negated may be taken not as
referring to some transcendental realm apart from Sensory experi-
ence but as denying the apparent “objectivity” of sense-experience,
that there are discrete, self-existing objects.
Although scholars may argue about who influenced whom, the
cross-fertilization of the nondualist systems is undeniable here. Not
only do we find the term prapafica in the post-Buddha Upanisads, but
maya is also an important term in Mahayana. Madhyamika under-
stands maya in its more original meaning of “magic trick” and then
applies this to the world, whose objectivity is as delusive as the illusions
of a magician. Sankara makes maya more “concrete” when he also
describes it as a positive, beginningless material causal force responsi-
ble for creating the world. But, again, this may not be a significant
difference; in fact, it may clarify our understanding of prapaiica. To
identify maya and prapafica need not reduce maya to our imagina-
tion: it may serve the opposite function of expanding the effects of our
thought. If the objectivity of the world—that is, the objective world—
is due to our ways of thinking about it, it suggests that the significance
of our thought-processes is much greater than we usually believe, in a
way which also makes sense out of the doctrine of karma. Sanikara
agrees with Buddhism not only that avidya never belongs to anyone or
anything, but also (unlike Gaudapada) he seems to identify maya and
avidya. If there is no self that is deluded, if on the contrary the sense of
self is due to delusion, then avidya must be “transpersonal” and is
elevated to a more cosmic role; it is no longer merely our own personal
ways of thinking. Thus maya refers to the fact that the delusive objec-
tification of the world has a “collective” dimension which transcends
the delusion of particular individuals.

Four important aspects of the Advaita system have been briefly
discussed: the realization of Brahman as requiring only the eradica-
tion of the veil of ignorance, the nature of Brahman as “selflumi-
nous,” and Sarikara’s concepts of adhyasa and maya. In all four cases
we see significant parallels between the Advaita position and that
already developed in the Buddhist sections of this chapter. The dis-



68 TOWARD A CORE THEORY

agreements seem to concern linguistics—for example, how to use the
term pratyaksa—more than the relationship between dualistic sav-
ikalpa perception and nondual nirvikalpa perception/intuition. But
in fact the linguistic issue is only the surface of a more profound
difference to which we now return.

A person’s main character weakness is often the other side of his
greatest character asset, For instance, someone who shows great deter-
mination when that is necesssary is also likely to be unreasonably
stubborn when it is not. Sometimes the same is true for philosophical
systems. The strong point of Advaita is its uncompromising solution to
the problem of the relation between the Absolute and the phenomenal
world (a problem which does not exist for Mahayana, for it under-
stands the Absolute as nothing other than the “emptiness’ of phe-
nomena). For $Sankara, the problem of how the world was created does
not arise because, as for Nagarjuna, there never was a creation. But
unlike Mahayana, Sankara does away with this issue by sublating the
phenomenal world into illusory maya, which is completely devalued in
comparison with Brahman. The corresponding problem that arises
with this solution is the difficulty of characterizing the nature of maya,
which is neither real (since it has no existence apart from Brahman)
nor unreal (since it does project the world of appearance). It is not

surprising that maya is ultimately deemed indeterminable and inde-
finable, which in my opinion amounts to an admission of failure. The
problem has merely been pushed back one step: that which has been
postulated to understand the “relation” between the Absolute and the
phenomenal world cannot itself be understood. That Brahman both
does and does not incorporate maya is a problem that cannot in
principle be resolved in Advaita, but conceiving of Brahman as the
self-luminous nirvikalpa percept, the view defended in this chapter,
provides an explanation: the difference between maya and Brahman
is the difference between percepts bifurcated into subject and object
and those same percepts experienced nondualistically. This is why
Mahayana could equate sarhsara and nirvana. According to Maha-

yana, the nirvikalpa ground of perception remains the same whether

perceptions are “grasped” dualistically or realized to be nondual. But

Advaita Vedanta would not accept this form of “nonduality,” prefer-

ring to characterize Brahman as nirguna and beyond all perception.
In the end, it turns out to be difficult to distinguish such an
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unqualified being as Brahman from the §anyata of Mahayana, as we
shall see in chapters 5—6. But there is still an important differenée For
Mahayana, $tinyata is not a category distinct from phenofnena l;ut a
statement about their lack of self-nature. As the Prajiiparamita Heart
Sutra says, emptiness is not other than form. In Advaita, however, a
wedge has been driven between attributeless Being and p’henomer;a
between the higher and the lower truths. For Madhyamika, the “two-,
truths” doctrine is a shorthand way of expressing a differenc’e between
two modes of experience: what we normally experience as real is, from
the perspective of another experience, unreal. The two levels of’truth
salvage the truth of both experiences by subsuming the one below the
other.‘From the viewpoint of nondual experience, the dualistic lower
truth is untn'xe, but nonetheless we must all dwell in that delusion to
some extent in our everday lives—which is why it is not merely delu-
sion. As my analysis has shown, the problem with the Advaitic position
is .that these two truths have been sundered; that version of tr;]e doc-
trine l?as since become reified into a orthodoxy which paralyzes the
possibility of developing fresh ways to understand the oldytruths
Anyone who accepts the “perennial philosophy” will accept som(;
verson qf the two-truths doctrine, but the challenge for philosophy is
elucidating the relation between them. The simplest refutatii;nyof
such a split is to realize that there must be some relation or liberation
:voul(g not be possible, because we could never make the transition (or
.leap ) from delusion to enlightenment. This is not to overlook the
importance of the distinction between the two levels. The point of that
distinction is that we must not attempt to understand the transcen-
denta.l from the relative or empirical perspective. But that is not the
function of Mahayana analysis, which rather demonstrates the self:
contradict?ons of our empirical experience in order to undermine
our committment to it. Nor is this world liable to such an objection, for
my project is not to “extrapolate” from the lower truth to the higi]er
but to “interpolate” by using the traditional nondualist claims about,
the higher truth to examine our understanding of the lower.

NONDUAL HEARING AND SEEING

The Eye of Mar}, a little narrow orb, clos'd up & dark,
Scarcely beholding the Great Light, conversing with, the ground:



70 TOWARD A CORE THEORY

The Ear, a little shell, in small volutions shutting out True

] hending great as very small . ..
Harmonies & comprelending & —William Blake, Milton

The previous section established that the nonduality of pf‘erception isa
central tenet of some important Asian philosophies, partncu‘larl.y B.ud-
dhism and (with some qualifications) Advaita Vedanta. But it did little
to reduce the oddity of that claim, so incongruous with al.l our com-
mon sense. We need to elaborate on what such a clairr.1 might mean,
although without any hope of being able to grasp this matter com-
pletely. We cannot hope to understand nondual perception clearly

through concepts if our usual dualistic perception is delusive pre-

cisely because it is conceptualized. o

Almost everything said so far has referred to sense-perception in
general. These generalizations must now be grounded ina discussion
of the two most important senses. Since hearing is the easier of the two
to “understand” nondualistically, it is examined first. Although non-
dual hearing is by no means common, music is probably the medu'Jm
of most nondual experiences. The “silence” that non.dual hearl.ng
reveals will help us to understand better the difference in perspective
between Mahiayina Buddhism and Advaita Vedz'mta,' which are so
similar and yet also diametrically opposed. Our discussion of nondual
seeing will use the arguments of Berkeley and H1.1me to help‘us
understand the nondualist critique of the visual object as rf]ater‘lal,
discrete, and self-existing. In contrast, the nondual “Light-object” is a
$linya, self-luminous event.
-

... music heard so deeply

That it is not heard at all, but you are the music

hile the music lasts. .
Widetherm —T.S. Eliot, “The Dry Salvages

Chapter 1, in a discussion of nonduality in Zen, included sqme quota-
tions from a contemporary Japanese Zen master, Yasutani Hakuun.
These were from his dokusan (private interviews) with Western stude'nts.
One of those statements dealt specifically with the nature of hearing:

There is a line a famous Zen master wrote at the timfe he became
enlightened which reads: “When I heard the temple bell ring, suddenly
there was no bell and no I, just sound.” In other words, he nolonger was
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aware of a distinction between himself, the bell, the sound, and the
universe. This is the state you have to reach.

Yasutani elaborates on this in another dokusan with a different
student.

Usually when you hear a bell ringing you think, consciously or uncon-
sciously, “I am hearing a bell.” Three things are involved: I, a bell, and
hearing. But when the mind is ripe, that is, as free of discursive
thoughts as a sheet of pure white paper is unmarred by a blemish, there

is just the sound of the bell ringing. This is kensho [enlightenment or
self-realization. 44

While such nondual hearing can hardly be said to be common, nei-
ther isit confined to adherents of the nondualist Asian traditions. The
lines from T. S. Eliot quoted above clearly allude to a very similar
experience, and other examples could be cited. Eliot’s is especially
interesting because it refers to the medium by which most nondual
experiences probably occur. The experience described is unmistaka-
bly nondual. Not only is there no hearer, but-there is no objective
music that is heard. It doubtless records an experience that Eliot had,
perhaps many times, and that I suspect many people have had occa-
sionally. One literally becomes “absorbed” into the music; the sense of
a self that is doing the hearing fades, and at the same time the music
ceases to be something “out there.” Especially if the musical work is a
familiar one, we normally (and dualistically) hear each note or chord
in the context of the whole phrase, by remembering the previous notes
and anticipating the ones to come, as if the whole phrase were simul-
taneously present before us and we “read” it from beginning to end.

But this is an example of mnemic savikalpa determination of the

nirvikalpa sound. This changes in the nondual hearing: No matter
how well I may know the work, I cease to anticipate what is coming and

become that single note or chord which seems to dance “up and

down.” Music is the ideal medium for nondual experience, since we

listen to it for enjoyment—that is to say, we listen for no other reason or

intention outside itself; we do not need to assign the sounds a mean-
ing, which is to have them refer to something else. The sound need not

be a sound of something, and without any such thought-construction
we have “a pure sound, a bark without its dog” (Neruda). For those of
religious inclination, like Eliot, such moments of nondual hearing
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have a spiritual or mystical quality, but I suspect that for all those who
have had them they are cherished as a “heightening of consciousness.”
This is despite the fact that at the time one cannot be said to be aware of
oneself “enjoying” the music, for when I do become aware of myself as
enjoying, the nonduality of the experience has already faded away into
dualistic hearing and it cannot be brought back by any effort of will or
attention. Nondual experience cannot be repeated or produced by the
self because it is something that happens to the self—the sense of self
evaporates temporarily. One can only create conditions where this is
more likely to occur (e.g., meditation), but even then the expectation
of such an experience will interfere with its occurrence, as experi-
enced meditators know.

There is another aspect to nondual hearing, which is brought out
clearly in a letter by the recent French philosopher Simone Weil. She
wrote tht she was in the habit of reciting the “Our Father” in Greek
each morning with absolute attention—in other words, her prayer was
a meditation exercise.

At times the very first words tear my thoughts from my body and
transport it to a place outside space where there is neither perspective
nor point of view. The infinity of the ordinary expanses of perception is
replaced by an infinity to the second or sometimes the third degree. At
the same time, filling every part of this infinity of infinity, there is a
silence, a silence which is not an absence of sound but which is the object
of a positive sensation, more positive than that of sound. Noises, if there
are any, only reach me after crossing the silence.*’

It is not clear from this account whether Weil’s experience can be
called nondual, but it contains an aspect that pertains to nondual
hearing: along with the sound there is also an awareness of that-which
is beyond the sound, which in the context of sound is silence, butitisa
silence that is “heard”—“the sound of no sound,” we might say. (We
shall meet with this curious paradox in later chapters also. For exam-
ple, nondual action is “the action of nonaction”—Chinese, wei-wu-
wei—and nondual thinking has been called “the thought of no
thought.”) This is part of what Mahayana means by the “emptiness” of
phenomena: when a sound is experienced as not referring to any-
thing else (not the sound of a barking dog), then “in place of” (we
might say) an awareness of the thought-constructed referent (dog),
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there is instead an awareness of silence. This is how one is able to “stop
the sound of that distant temple-bell” (a common Zen koan); when
one becomes that nondual “bong!” one also becomes aware ;)f that
silence “beyond”—that is, the “emptiness of "—the sound. (This para-
gr-aph has thrice referred to an “awareness of silence,” but of course
this dualistic mode of expression should not be taken as implying that
tbe efxperience of the silence is dualistic. Rather, the nondualist posi-
tion is that the silence and the consciousness of the silence are not two.)
‘ What is the relation between the nondual sound and this silence thz;t
is also “heard”? The answer to this question reveals the difference in
perspective between Advaita and Mahayana. In Weil’s account the two
seem to be distinct: noises must cross this silence in order to be heard
Advaita, which" distinguishes the attributeless Absolute from ali
ephemeral phenomena, would agree with that: in this case, Brahman
corresponds to the “heard silence” and noise serves as an example of
delusive phenomena to which we cling by su perimposing names-and-
forms, with the consequence that we never “hear the silence” which is
a'lways there, unchanging. The answer of Mahayana is slightly but
sngniﬁc.ant.ly different. It accepts the above analysis with the proviso
that noise is not merely something that conceals silence but is itself an
expression or manifestation of the silence. Mahayina allows no duality
betweel'l the silence and the sound. From one perspective, we may say
that noise (or sound) is how the silence manifests itself ; from another
perspective, that silence is the “underside” of the sound, revealing that
the sound has no “self-essence” (svabha‘va). What is important is that
the same nondual experience can lend itself to both interpretations—
and others as well (discussed at greater length in chapters 6 and 7.)

For many years snow has covered the mountain,
This year the snow is the mountain.

—Dbgen

Vision, by far the most important sense, is also the most difficult one
to un'derstand nondualistically. That our understanding of experi-
ence is dualistic may be due to the fact that vision has tended to serve as
the “standard case” for perception generally and therefore as the
measure for all the other senses—and for knowledge as well, which is
why most languages abound in visual similes for knowing. We are



74 TOWARD A CORE THEORY

inclined to distinguish the “sound heard” from the “objective sound
over there,” because we follow the model of vision, which seems to
require a tripartite ontology, distinguishing the one who sees from the
visual appearance (which changes according to persp_ectwe) as well as
from the visual object (which is understood to persist }mchanged).
Vision provides us with a “co-temporaneous mamfold,.’ wh?reas all
other senses construct their perceptual “unities of a mamfold" outofa
temporal sequence of sensations. The predominance of vision thus
gives us a different sense of time than that of all the f)ther senses: the
present is not just the passing now but also a dimension where thl'ngs
can be observed to remain the same. “Only sight therefore provides
the sensual basis on which the mind may conceive the idefa of the
eternal, that which never changes and is always present.” This mak‘es
possible the philosophical distinction drawn b.y Plato and‘ Advaita
between Being and Becoming, the former conceived of as an immuta-
Dble reality that persists “behind” the deceptive world of change.
What do we actually see? This question throw.s us into the long-
raging philosophical controversy over whether it is correst to say tha,t,
we see physical objects or whether in fact t.here are only_ sense.-data
(e.g., an elliptical visual image) from V.Vh.lch the physical object (.a
round plate) is mentally constructed. It is important not to settle this
question linguistically by appealing to the ordinary usage of lan-
guage, for whether or not the bare nirvikalpa percept can be properly
said to be what we see, the issue is the relation between eye-con-
sciousness and thought: whether and in what way the.apparefxtly
objective physical world is constructed by their prapafica-interaction.
Normally—that is, in a nonphilosophical context—we k.now h9w to
answer readily enough: we see pens, cups, books.. .. physical ob.Jects,
which have weight, color, and so forth. If we delve into the meaning of
what it is for something to be a physical object, we find three charac-
teristics which are important to the nondualist because he wants to
deny them all: ' o
Matter. An equivalent for the “physical” in “physical object” is “mate-
rial.” That objects are material means that they are composed‘ of
matter. We take matter to be an independent, self-existing stu'ff, which
is real if anything is real, but our experience of this matter is largely
confined to two of its aspects: that it is the source of v1§ual images and
that it is impermeable. One material object is usually impermeable to
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another. The cup is solid to my touch; neither my finger not water can
penetrate through it, which is why it can function as a cup.

Self-existence. A physical object is self-existent. It has an existence of
its own which is not dependent on other objects or on subjects (a
consciousness that is aware “of” it), although it may be affected by
them. The cup conditions other objects and is affected by them, but it
still has its own existence until it is destroyed. This concept of svabhava
differs from that of Madhyamika, according to which nothing that has
self-existence could ever be changed or destroyed, but it does embody
the commonsense notion. The bubble may have a very short life, but it
nonetheless exists until it pops.

Persistence. A corollary of the previous characteristic is that the
object tends to persist unchanged unless affected externally by some-
thing else. It is easy to think of counterexamples to this, but they do
not refute the fact that this describes our usual notion of what an
object is like: it stays the same unless interfered with. The cup does not
change unless someone else chips it or drops it on the floor.

When the key characteristics of the visual object are specified in this

way, the arguments of the nondualist against its objectivity are pre-
dictable.

Against matter. Following the example of Berkeley, the nondualist can
deny that we ever see such a thing as matter or a material object; given
the nature of the eyes, all we can ever see is light. As Berkeley main-
tained in his New Theory of Vision, the notion of matter is a thought-
construct created by combining the perceptions due to sight (that is,
light) and touch (impermeability, etc.)?” Strictly speaking, we can
never see the impermeability of any object. That I see it as impermea-
ble is part of the savikalpa determination of the luminous nirvikalpa
percept. In his discussion of causality, Hume remarked that Adam
could not have inferred from the fluidity and transparency of water
that it would suffocate him.*® The nondualist would add that Adam
could not have inferred from the sight of water how it would feel to the
touch. Of course this relating-together of the senses must occur quite
early and is now so automatized or “subconscious” that it is normally
impossible to see “objects” as other than impermeable. Nonetheless,
the nondualist claims that this thought-constructed “unity of apper-
ception” can be undone.
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Such undoing must include eliminating the subject of percep.tion.
From his claim that we do not “see” distance, Berkeley too quickly
inferred that all visual objects are really in the mind, which he undt'ier-
stood subjectively. He would have done better to argl.xe as Hume did,
that in experience itself there is nothing corresponding to a self:

“I never catch myself at any time without a percepti?n, and can never
observe anything but the perception. ... Allour Partlcular perceptions
are different, and distinguishable . . . and may exist separately, and have
no need of anything to support their existence."*

By combining these two empiricist arguments—Berkeley against the
material object that is perceived, Hume against the subject that per-
ceives—the meaning of the claim that perception is nondual emerges

more clearly. ‘
If there is only light, with no physical objects to be seen and no seer

to see them, then light must be very different from what we normally '

take it to be and from the way phenomenalists usually describe sense-
data. Our usual understanding of light is dependent upon a C.ll'lallSth
ontology, which relegates it to the role of medi.um between object and
subject, mechanistically reflecting off the one into the eye of the other.
But if there is no such subject—object ontology, light must be reevalu-
ated to incorporate not only the object that it is believed to refer‘to, bl}t
also the consciousness which is usually believed to be aware of it. This
means that visual “things” are composed not of matter but of some-
thing which we might term “Light,” and such “Light-things” are $nya
because they do not “refer” to anything else (e.g., a material sub-
stratum) when they are experienced as they are in themselves, non-
dually. 7 . 3 o
The many references to light in the religious and 1llumx.nat1've”
traditions suggest this. For example, there is the “self-luminosity
(svayarprakasa) of Brahman:
The sun does not shine there, nor the moon and the stars, nor tl}ese
lightnings—not to speak of this fire. He shining, everywhere shines
after Him. By His light all this is lighted. \
[Brahman] is the Light of lights; It is that which they know who know
the Self.

They [knowers of Brahman] see everywhere the Supreme Light,'(v)vhich
shines in Brahman, which is all-pervading like the light of day.”
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A similar view of luminosity is central to the Tibetan tradition:

In the entire course of the religious experience of Tibetan man, in all of
its manifestations from Bon religion to Buddhism, a common funda-
mental truth is evident: photism, the great importance attached to light,
whether as a generative principle, as a symbol of su preme reality, or as a
visible, perceptible manifestation of that reality; light from which all
comes forth and which is present within ourselves.

... the connection between light and mind, which is defined as “non-
duality of the profound and the luminous,” characterizes the state of
transcendent consciousness. . . . the connection between sems [transcen-
dent nondual consciousness] and light, and the identity of these two
terms, forms the basis of Buddhist soteriology in Tibet.3!

Such luminosity of Mind is inconsistent with most Pili interpretations
of Buddhism, but in the Digha Nikdya there is a curious passage where
the Buddha says that in nirvana “there is this consciousness, without a
distinguishing mark, infinite and shining everywhere.” In the Angut-
tara Nikdya also the Buddha describes this consciousness as “lumi-
nous” (pabhassara) and freed from adventitious defilments.52 Many
other references, both Eastern and Western could of course be cited.
There is not a lack of such allusions but rather so many that we no
longer notice them and their significance is lost. We take the reference
as metaphoric, but perhaps it is literal. Maybe “the Great White Light”
of Bon and Tibetan Buddhism is nothing other than what light really
is, if it were “seen” as it is.

Aguainst self-existence. 1f visually there is only nondual Light and if
everything we now consider to be a material object is self-luminous,
this explains why according to the nondualist traditions there are no
sentient beings: there is only sentience. The concept of a sentient
being has meaning only in contrast to something nonsentient. In
place of this negated dualism (and its negated corollary, life versus
death), “all phenomena are like a dream, an illusion, a bubble and a
shadow, like dew and lightning,” as the Diamond Sutra concludes.
The Bodhisattva does not really save any sentient beings, because
there are none to save. On this point Sar'lkara, Lao Tzu, and the
Christian mystic Eckhart agree with Mahayana, Eckhart: “All crea-
tures in so far as they are creatures, as they ‘are in themselves’ (quod sunt
in et per se) are not even illusion, they are pure nothing.” Sankara: “This



78 TOWARD A CORE THEORY

whole multiplicity of production existing under name and f_orm, in so
far as it is Being itself is true. Of itself (svatas tu—thz%t is, as self-
existing) it is untrue.®® Chapter 5 of the Tao T¢ Ching describes th'e sage
as not humane, for he regards the people as “straw dogs”; there is only
the Tao, itself void like a bellows. There is §till some difference,
sharpest between Vedinta and Mahayana. For Saﬁkara., creaturf:s _are
true insofar as they are Being (Brahman)—a formulation Mahayana
would not accept since it denies any Being. Both explanations may t.>e
viewed as opposite solutions to the old problem of how some.thmg (in
this case, consciousness) can arise out of nothing (nonconscious .mat-
ter). In fact, their answers are the only two possible solutions: ether
there never was a “nothing”—that is, “matter” was never nonconscious
because it was always self-luminous (the Advaitic solution)—or sen-
tient beings are still nothing (the $§ainyata of Mahayana). As we shall see
later, these two formulations are not really opposed, for in the final
analysis the choice between them becomes linguistic. “It is Fiifﬁcult
indeed to distinguish between pure being and pure non-being as a
category” (Dasgupta).®*

Against persistence. We usually distinguish between th.e visual appear-
ance of an object, which changes as our perspective or the light
changes, and the object, which is believed to persist unchangid. If
there is no physical object, then there is nothing to “st.ay _the same and
the distinction we make between objects and their interactions—
between things and events—crumbles. It might be objec-ted‘that non-
dual Light may remain constant, but the sense of the same is (.hfferent in
the two cases. It is part of what we mean by a material object that its
staying-the-same does not need to be explained, for it is the nature of
what we understand as matter to do that unless disturbed in some way.
But the staying-the-same of a Light-thing must be an act?ve per-
sistence or enduring; its continued presence is an act, we might say.
This notion some Buddhist schools attempted to express in the claim
that Reality is momentary (ksanika)—a formulation which, I arg.ue
later, is only half true. Perhaps Heidegger makes the same point
better when he said that “things ‘thing.’” The nondualist experience is
not self-existing objects that interact causally, but empty events or
processes. The cup “dwells” on my desk. The concept 9f an objectis a
“shorthand” way of accounting for the fact that certain Light-events
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tend to persist and change in a predictable pattern. This stablity allows
us to relate these events causally and form expectations. In itself, such
a shorthand is obviously very useful, but when it becomes so auto-
matized that we forget it is shorthand, then we mis-take the persisting
event (e.g., the self-luminosity of Brahman) as a physical object (self-
existing matter).

According to the nondualist, then, what is seen? Instead of a self
existing, material object, which passively persists unchanged, there is
s$unya, self-luminous sentience, which actively dwells.

NONDUAL PHENOMENALISM

This chapter cannot conclude without showing the place of this theory
of nonduality in the context of Western epistemology and indicating,
although briefly, how it meets some objections that may be raised
against it. We will see that, in the terms of modern epistemology,
nondual perception is best understood as a version of phenom-
enalism. Nondual phenomenalism escapes some of the objections
that have been raised against other phenomenalistic theories, but not
the main difficulty: how to account for the role of the sense-organs.
Responding to this problem propels us into a deeper understanding
of the issues involved. But first I consider some contemporary objec-
tions to the notion of “pure sensation” without any conceptual super-
imposition.

L]

Although twentieth-century epistemology accepts that perception
involves conception, many philosophers have objected to the implica-
tion (e.g., in sense-datum theories) that our primary level of experi-
ence is composed of “pure sensations” stripped of any reference to
objects in the perceived world. They claim that such “bare percepts”
do not constitute the building blocks of our lived-in-world, for they are
the artificial products of intellectual analysis and could never be used
to reconstruct the intentional structures of conscious experience.
According to this view, introspection gives us no evidence of such
indeterminate percepts distinguishable from perceived objects, and
itis therefore correct to say that what we do immediately intuit in per-
ception is objects. This is in criticism of claims such as this one by
Berkeley:
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When I hear a coach drive along the street, immediately 1 perceive only
the sound; but, from the experience I have had that such a sound is
connected with a coach, I am said to hear a coach. It is nevertheless
evident that, in truth and strictness, nothing can be heard but sound and
the coach is not then properly perceived by sense, but suggested from
experience.”

Heidegger disagrees with Berkeley: “what we hear in the firstinstance
is never noises and sound-complexes, but the creaking wagon, the
motorcycle. . ., It requires a very artificial and complicated frame of
mind to ‘hear’ a ‘pure noise’.”*¢ Yet (to make Berkeley’s point), had I
never seen or heard one before, I would not be able to say that what I
am hearing is a motorcycle. So the issue is whether, once I am familiar
with motorcycles, there is a conscious inference from sensation to
perception, an inference that I can recognize through introspection.
Then the negative answer of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger is cer-
tainly the correct one: once I am familiar with “the sound of a motor-
cycle,” that sound is normally not distinguishable from its source; so
what I hear is the motorcycle. But rather than argue over the correct
use of the word hear, what is important here is that inference cannot be
denied; it is simply that the inference is so automatic that it is uncon-

scious.

Normally ... perceptual consciousness seems intuitive—that is, with-
out interpretation and quite unanalyzable; except in perceptual reduc-
tion its content almost always consists of ostensible objects. All the same,
psychological evidence shows that there is a range of subjective pro-
cesses. . . . Perceptual consciousness is introspectively a whole but must
be supposed to be a product of a range of selective, supplementary,
integrative or organizational, and quasi-interpretative processes acting
on a supposed basic sentience. But—and this is the point—both pro-
cesses and sentience are unconscious and so may plausibly be regarded as
cerebral activities or adjustments of the nervous system. However, since
we cannot as yet give any precise neurological statement of these pro-
cesses, we have to describe them as if they were conscious, basing the
description on the difference between the input to the senses and the
finished product, but this product (perceptual consciousness) does not
reveal within itself the processes that may be supposed to formit. (R.].
Hirst)3?

Here philosophy yields to psychology, and it is significant that one
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recent scientific study concludes that in perception the conceptual

element plays an even larger role than sensation:

Perception seems to be a matter of looking up information that has been
stored about objects and how they behave in various situations. The
retinal image does little more than select the relevant stored data. . . . We
can think of perception as being essentially the selection of the most
appropriate stored hypothesis according to current sensory data.
(Richard Gregory)38

Evaluated according to our everyday experience, this is not implausi-
ble. Our minds are usually so preoccupied with various intentions that
we do not so much observe objects as infer their presence on the basis
of the most cursory glance. Another way to describe such “intentional
perception” is to say that normally observation is selective.

It needs a chosen object, a definite task, an interest, a point of view, a
prob.lem.‘. .. A hungry animal...divides the environment into edible
and inedible things. An animal in flight sees roads to escape and hiding

places. . .. Generally speaking, objects change according to the needs of
the animal. (Karl Popper)

B‘ut what happens if one simply observes without any task, point of
view, or needs—as occurs during some types of meditation? If one
were able to let go of all intentions, might one come to perceive in a
very different way and realize something hitherto unnoticed about
those perceptions? It may be granted that the inferences we undeni-
ably make are unconscious at the moment we make them, for they are
not observable through normal introspection; but that does not imply
that they must remain unconscious and that there are no techniques
by which they may be brought to consciousness. We know from psy-
choanalysis that it is possible to re-expose to consciousness memories
and emotional responses which have been long repressed. There is no
rfeason to assume, as Hirst does, that the same is not true of percep-
tion. This of course does not settle the issue but makes it one that can
be resolved only empirically—that is, experientially—a turn which is
agreeable to the nondualist, who invites us to realize this for ourselves
in meditative saméadhi.

Most of the scientific research into meditation and samadhi has
been concerned with its physiology, but I am acquainted with two
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scientific experiments whose results seem to support the possibility of
nondual perception. These experiments were conductet'i by Dr.
Arthur J. Deikman, of the Austen Riggs Medical Centelt in Stock-
bridge, Massachusetts, and he reported on them in the Apr.ll 1963 and
February 1966 issues of The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease (from
whch I quote below). '

In both experiments the subjects (four in the first, six completed the
second) sat in a simple room with subdued lighting and were asked to
concentrate on a blue vase ten inches high; the number and length of
the sessions varied. After excluding those percepts readily explicable
in terms of such familiar concepts as after-images, phosphenes, and
stabilized retinal images, there remained certain unfamiliar Phe-
nomena experienced by all the subjects. The color of tl.ne vase shifted
to a deeper and more intense blue, frequently described as “m.or'e
vivid.” “The adjective ‘luminous’ was often applied to the vase, as if it
were a source of light.” “It was as if light were coming from it.” “It
started radiating. I was aware of what seemed like particles... [that]
seemed to be coming from the highlights there and right at me.”
Another effect was an instability in the shape of the vase. Its size
and/or shape changed; it appeared to become two-dimensional; and
there was “a diffusion or loss of its perceptual boundaries.” Often the
vase appeared to move: “rocking,” “drifting,” “wavering.” ‘.‘The out-
lines of the vase shift. At that point they seem almost literally to
dissolve entirely. .. and for it to be a kind of fluid blue...a very fluid
kind of thing...kind of moving.” “... Things seem to sharpen and
there is a different nature to the substance of things. It’s as though I'm
seeing between the molecules. .. the usual mass of solidity loses its
density or mass and becomes separate.”

Solid material such as myself, the vase and the table...seem .to pe
attributed then with this extra property of flexibility such as in its
natural, fluid state. It’s almost as though we are, myself and the vase and
the door, a form which has lost its Auidity the way water loses its property
of fluidity when it’s frozen.

All Deikman’s subjects reported that the vase lost its solidity and.rigid
boundaries, becoming more fluid and formless; yet, paradoxically,
this made it seem even more vivid and real to them. Subjects often
used the term “feeling” to describe these experiences, meaning not
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touch or emotion, “but rather perception that cannot be located in the
usual perceptual routes of sight, hearing, and the like.” The phe-
nomena observed were not replicable at will. “On different occasions
subjects would try to repeat an experience they had had and usually
found this very difficult, if not impossible. Indeed such attempts were
found to be an interference in the concentration process.”

The phenomenon most significant for us is also the one most
interesting to Deikman, for it is the first of the individual phenomena
discussed in the first report: the “merging experience” of Subject A,
who “from the very beginning reported striking alterations in her
perception of the vase and her relation to it.”

“One of the points that I remember most vividly is when I really began
to feel, you know, almost as though the blue and I were perhaps
merging, or that vase and I were. I almost got scared to the point where
I found myself bringing myself back in some way from it....It was as
though everything was sort of merging and I was somehow losing my
sense of consciousness almost.” This “merging” experience was charac-
teristic of all her meditation sessions, but she soon become familiar with
it and ceased to describe it as anything remarkable. Following the sixth
session she reported, “At one point it felt. .. as though the vase were in
my head rather than out there: I know it was out there but it seemed as
though it were almost a part of me.” “I think that I almost felt at that
moment as though, you know, the image is really in me, it's not out
there.” This phenomenon of “perceptual internalization” did not recur
although she stated that she hoped it would.

Inlater sessions Subject A described a “film of blue”—Ilater, a “mist”
and then “a sea of blue”—that developed as the boundaries of the vase
dissolved, covering the table on which the vase sat and the wall behind
it, giving them all a blue color. She experienced some anxiety in that “it
[this sea of blue] lost its boundaries and I might lose mine too. . .. I was
swimming in a sea of blue and I felt for a moment that I was going to
drown...“ Her anxiety seems similar to that often experienced by Zen
students just before self-realization (as we shall see in chapter 6). The
Zen solution is to “let go” and merge with that sea, which is the ego-
death that leads to enlightenment. Deikman adds: “despite the anx-
iety it occasioned, she felt that the experience was very desirable.”
Deikman mentions a later session, conducted after the end of the
experimental series, in which Subject A “reported that a diffuse blue



84 TOWARD A CORE THEORY

occupied the entire visual field and that she felt merged completely
with that diffuseness.”

Deikman’s second paper reports on another instance of “break-
down in the self-object distinction”:

It was also as though we were together, you know, instead of being a
table and a vase and me, my body and the chair, it all dissolved into a
bundle of something which had ... a great deal of energy to it but which
doesn’t form into anything but it only feels like a force.

Subject B in the first study experienced a different sequence of
perceptions that Deikman describes as “de-differentiation” and then
“transfiguration.” Looking out of the window after his sixth session,
he was unable to organize his visual impressions:

I don’t know how to describe it, it's scattered. Things look scattered all
over the lot, not being together in any way. When I look in the back-
ground there is much in the foreground that is kind of drawing my
attention. ... [later:] The view didn't organize itself in any way. For a
long time it resisted my attempt to organize it so I could talk about it.
There were no planes, one behind the other. There was no response to
certain patterns. Everything was working at the same intensity. .. I
didn’t see the order to it or anything and I couldn’t impose it, it resisted
my imposition of pattern, ‘

Deikman comments that this description “suggests that the experi-
ence resulted from a de-automatization of the structures ordinarily
providing visual organization of a landscape (30-50 feet).” But during
the next day’s session, Subject Bs perception of the landscape “might
be termed ‘transfigured.”” He mentioned very few objects or details
but instead talked in terms of pleasure, luminescence, and beautiful
movements. For example:

<. the building is a kind of very white. .. a kind of luminescence that
the fields have and the trees are really swaying, it's very nice.. . . lean way
over and bounce back with a nice spring-like movement . . .

-+ It's a perception filled with light and movement both of which are
very pleasurable. Nobody knows what a nice day it is except me.

Subject B later added: “It was coming in to me in a sense, I wasn’t
watching myself watching. ... the antithesis of being self-aware.”
In evaluating these results, Deikman considers a number of hypoth-
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eses that might be advanced to account for the phenomena: projec-
tion, hypnagogic state, hypnosis, sensory translation, sensory depriva-
tion, and unconscious suggestion (but “the very striking phenomena
reported were quite unexpected to the experimenter”). He rejects
these in favor of “de-automatization”:

Hartmann explicates the concept of automatization as follows: “In well
established achievements they (motor apparatuses) function automat-
ically: the integration of the somatic systems involved in the action is
automatized, and so is the integration of the individual mental acts
involved in it. With increasing exercise of the action its intermediate
steps disappear from consciousness...not only motor behaviour but
perception and thinking too show automatization.” “It is obvious that
automatization may have economic advantages in saving attention
cathexis in particular and simple cathexis of consciousness in gen-
eral....”...de-automatization is the undoing of automatization, pre-
sumably by reinvesting actions and percepts with attention.

To this may be added Deikman’s summary of the implications of the
first experiment,

The meditation procedure described in this report produces alterations
in the visual perception of sensory and formal properties of the object,
and alterations in ego-boundaries—all in the direction of Auidity and
breakdown of the usual subject—object differentiation. The phe-
nomena are consistent with the hypotheses that through contemplative
meditation de-automatization occurs and permits a different percep-
tual and cognitive experience. ... De-automatization is here conceived
as permitting the adult to attain a new, fresh perception of the world by
freeing him from a stereotyped organization built up over the years and
by allowing adult synthetic and associative functions access to fresh
materials, to create with them in a new way that represents an advance in
mental functioning. ... The struggle for creative insightin all fields may
be regarded as the effort to de-automatize the psychic structures that
organize cognition and perception.

In his second study, Deikman concludes:

If, as evidence indicates, our passage from infancy to adulthood is
accompanied by an organization of the perceptual and cognitive world
that has as its price the selection of some stimuli to the exclusion of
others, it is quite possible that a technique could be found to reverse or
undo, temporarily, the automatization that has restricted our com-



86 TOWARD A CORE THEORY

munication with reality to the active perception of only a small segment
of it. Such a process of de-automatization might then be followed by an
awareness of aspects of reality that were formerly unavailable to us.

If automatization provides a satisfactory account of the perceptual
process, then the claim of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger that what we
doimmediately hear is a motorcycle turns out to be not only consistent
with but even implied by the claim that nirvikalpa perception is
nondual. From the perspective of the nondualist, it is necessarily true
of the phenomenal everyday world that we do not distinguish between
the sound and the visual object, for that is part of what we mean by the
avidya (delusion) of dualistic perception. Then the difference between
the nondualist and most Western epistemologists is not over the
thought-constructed nature of phenomenal experience but over what
de-automatization (if that is possible) leads to—whether a merely
inexpressible sensation of no interest, or another mode of perceiving
that reveals something otherwise overlooked about the nature of
sense-perception. Deikman’s experiment suggests the latter.

Much of twentieth-century Western philosophy has been con-
cerned with this issue. For example, Husserl realized that all our
explicit experience of objects takes for granted an “unthought back-
ground” of practices and relations to other objects—a “basic horizon,”
as it were—and Wittgenstein came to the same conclusion regarding
the functioning of language. The usual response is epitomized by
Husserl’s attempt to analyze that horizon phenomenologically, which,
however understandable the effort may be, would amount to bringing
that background into the foreground, a feat no less extraordinary than
levitating by pulling on one’s shoelaces. For the nondualist traditions,
this analytic approach is self-defeating, since the prapafica-attempt to
grasp that background objectively also hypostatizes the subject in his
act of constituting the object. In such a manner we will never be able to
experience the nondual ground underlying them both. But if the
“unthought background” was once “thought”—if that horizon is a
sedimented set of beliefs, inferences, practices, and so on, that were
once conscious—then the possibility of de-automatization opens up a
completely different approach. Again, the best way to settle the issue is
not logically but experientially. -

r
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By definition, nonduality escapes the main problem for most Western
theories of perception: how I can ever have knowledge of things if
those things are separate from my mind. For example, direct realism,
which claims that we immediately perceive physical objects, cannot
account for how the subject (understood as mental) can reach some-
thing outside it and completely independent of it. It also cannot
explain error and illusion—why some perceptions are veridical and
some not, how the plate can be both round and oval. Hlusion is not a
problem for the nondualist, for the nirvikalpa percept is neither
veridical nor nonveridical; like the sense-datum, it cannot appear to
be anything other than it is. Questions of error and illusion arise only
with savikalpa determination—that is, in the phenomenal world.
Representational realism and causal theories wreck on the same
rock: having driven a wedge between what is actually experienced and
the object represented or causing the experience, they cannot there-
after bridge that gap to establish the independent existence of per-
ceived objects. Nonduality as developed in this chapter might be
viewed as an “idealist” theory of perception, for it denies the existence
of objects independent of the mind. But we must remember to dis-
tinguish such nonduality from subjective idealism, which reduces the
object to the subject, whereas our theory of nonduality denies the one
as much as the other. It is as wrong to say that the object is “in” the
mind as to say that consciousness resides “in” all physical objects. So
subjective idealism is no better a label than realism. I think that
nondual perception is better understood as a version of phe-
nomenalism: if we accept that (as Mahayana insists) emptiness does
not exist apart from form, then there are only nondual appearances.
Having come to this conclusion, I hasten to add that nonduality
must be distinguished from other phenomenalisms (e.g., sense-
datum theories) which take for granted a naive understanding of the
subject. Despite Hume, most versions tend to question only the
ontological status of the object and fail to realize that in perception the
nature of the perceiver is just as problematic. Because of this, the
nondualistic theory of perception avoids some of the difficulties that
plague other phenomenalistic accounts. A good example is the issue
of solipsism: the view that nothing exists except the self—which thus
can be aware only of its own experience—is a problem that lurks for all
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theories denying objectivity. Traditionally, to be argued into solipsism
is equivalent to being checkmated at chess, but the nondualist escapes
the mating net. Like subjective idealism, phenomenalism seems to
imply solipsism because it isolates the observer by deconstructing
other sentient beings into his own sense-data. But such a reduction is
not objectionable to the nondualist since the subject is also
deconstructed into “sense-data.” This avoids the problem of all the
data of consciousness becoming private: I may be the only one in the
universe, but only because I am the universe.

The phenomenalist must also answer difficult questions about the
status of the unmediated “sense-data” that the “self” is believed to
“have.” Are they physical or mental? Spatial and temporal? How long
do they last? The nondualist response is that such questions presup-
pose there are such “things” as “sense-data,” but to understand them
as something presented to a subject means the nirvikalpa percept has
already been processed into objectified savikalpa. Something about
nondual perception is always indeterminable by intellectual analysis,
for the presupposition of all such analyses is the dualistic need to
objectify what in this case cannot be grasped objectively. One question
that is meaningful is whether nondual percepts are physical or men-
tal. The nondualist answer is that they can be neither because they are
prior to the delusive bifurcation of mind from matter, which suggests
comparisons with the “neutral monism” of William James and
Bertrand Russell. _

A third and more contemporary objection to phenomenalism
transforms the phenomenalist’s ontological claim into a conceptual
thesis about language. Since (according to the argument) we cannot
determine the nature of perception empirically, what is at stake must
be what we mean when we talk about physical objects. Phenom-
enalism then becomes the claim that statements about physical objects
are (or should be) sets of conditional statements about “what we would
see if ...” But it is impossible to convert statements about physical
objects into hypothetical ones without losing an important part of the
meaning. The nondualist answer to this is, first, that nondualistic
phenomenalism in the Asian traditions is a claim which can be and is
settled empirically every time someone becomes enlightened. Non-
duality is not a theory about language but about how the world is
experienced without the superimpositions of language. Second, it
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may readily be granted that our normal beliefs about physical objects
extend beyond any translation into nondual percepts, for that addi-
tional belief in the self-existence of the perceived object (and the
perceiver) constitutes the delusion that needs to be overcome.

. The Problem of Sense-Organs

This Life's dim Windows of the Soul
Distorts the Heavens from Pole to Pole
And leads you to Believe a Lie
When you see with, not thro’, the Eye
That was born in a night to perish in a night
When the Soul slept in the beams of Light
—William Blake, The Everlasting Gospel

One difficulty for phenomenalism that nonduality does not escape is
accounting for the causal processes apparently involved in the phys-
iology of perception. When physical objects are deconstructed into
sensations (or bundles thereof), experience seems to be fragmented:
the Light-objects in this room persist only while there is cognition “of”
them, and they immediately disappear when my head turns the other
way—to reappear when I turn back. In order to avoid this
implausibility, phenomenalists sometimes postulate what Bertrand
Russell termed sensibilia—"objects which have the same metaphysical
and physical status as sense-data without necessarily being data to any
mind”—which Russell at one time considered to be “the ultimate
constituents of matter.”® Sensibilia of some sort are implied by the
nondualist claim that objects are self-luminous. But if nondual sen-
sibilia are self-luminous, why are sense-organs necessary at all? And
their necessity is hard to deny: if one has no eyes one cannot see at all,
dually or nondually.

This objection is too obvious to have been overlooked. Although the
nondualist’s answer is implied by everything else discussed in this
chapter, it still comes as a shock, revealing more clearly than anything
else how alien nondualist perception is, not only to Western epis-
temology but to all our common sense. For the nondualist bites the
bullet and denies that physiological processes are causes of percep-
tions. More baldly, sense-organs are no more necessary to perception
than sense-objects are, because both are §iinya. As the Heart Sutra
says, “there are...no eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body or mind.” A
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philosophical exposition and defense of this view is found in the third
chapter of the Malamadhyamikakdarika, where Nagajuna refutes the
reality of sense-organs, sense-objects, and the act of perception by
demonstrating their relativity to each other. Since they are all §@inya, to
believe that we perceive with the sense-organs is a delusion. Rather
than dismiss such a conclusion out of hand as nonsense (and at first
encounter it could have seemed no less so to Nagajuna and his con-
temporaries), we should consider whether our usual understanding
of the physiology of perception does in fact prove dualism, or whether
that understanding is the delusion which perpetuates our sense of
dualism.

To begin, let us remind ourselves that in nondual perception there
is no awareness that one is seeing with the eyes or hearing with the ears.
According to the ninth Oxherding Picture, the perceiving of an
enlightened person is “as though he were blind and deaf” in the sense
that “he absorbs himself so unselfconsciously in what he sees and
hears that his seeing is no-seeing and his hearing no-hearing.” To be
simultaneously aware of the sense-organ would mean that attention is
divided, hence the experience is dualistic and the Light-object (for
example) could not be completely self-luminous. This view is equally
agreeable to both Mahayana and Advaita, but Advaita quite under-
standably wants to distinguish between such transcendental experi-
ence and our usual perception, in which sense-consciousness is
dependent upon the contact between organ and object. But the only
way we can avoid splitting experience into two radically different
types, thus severing sarisara from nirvana, is to make the extraordi-
nary claim that we do not actually perceive with the sense-organs even
now.

How could anyone dare to suggest such a thing? The crucial point is
that the necessity of eyes for visual perception (for example) is not
something immediately experienced (nirvikalpa) but is an inference
(hence savikalpa)—however unavoidable that inference may be every
time I close my eyes. Wittgenstein made a similar claim in the Trac-
tatus:

Where in the world is a metaphysical subject to be found?
You will say that this is exactly like the case of the eye and the visual
field. But really you do not see the eye.
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And nothing in the visual field allows you to infer that it is seen by an
eye.!

Of course Wittgenstein is not arguing for nondual perception, but his
quotation may nonetheless shed light on Nigajuna’s otherwise pecu-
liar refutation of the sense-faculties: “Vision (darsana) does not see
itself. How can something which does not see itself see other things?”62
This odd argument is open to several interpretations, perhaps none of
which is immediately convincing. The obvious response is that it is
only because the eye does not see itself that is can see other things—an
objection that Nagirjuna immediately considers. But I think that
Wittgenstein points to what Nagarjuna is getting at: since the eye does
not see itself seeing other things, how do we know that we see with the
eye? It is circular to make my seeing dependent upon my eye, when
the conclusion that I see with my eye is an inference dependent upon
my seeing. We can never immediately see that it is the eye that is seeing,
but only infer it in various ways (e.g., from looking in a mirror).
However deeply automatized such a basic inference may be, still it is
nothing more than a savikalpa thought-construct. This argument also
implies something else important to the nondualist: that we have
never had any dualistic sense-experience. The sense of duality can
only be thought-constructed by juxtaposing one nondual experience
(e.g., an eye opening) with another (the experience of a selfluminous
Light-object).

Then to “transcend” all savikalpa-determinations is also to “tran-
scend” the sense-organs, but—we cannot stop yet— to transcend the
sense-organs becomes equivalent to transcending sense-perception
altogether. Our understanding of sense-perception is so relative to
sense-organs and sense-objects that if those are completely denied
then the concept of perception loses all meaning. Perception thus
inflated becomes perception denied: if (as this chapter argues) there is
what might be called perceiving-only (without sense-objects and sense-
organs), then there is no such thing as perception, and never has been.

Though there is no being of an object because of the knowledge of
perception-only, through this knowledge that there is no object, “per-
ception-only” is also refuted. When there is no being (of an object),
perception is not possible, so these are alike in this way. (Vasu-
bandhu)63
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So we end up with what was denied at the beginning of this chapter:
the necessity to transcend perception. But our route has been a
backward one; on this account, the way to transcend perception is to
nondually become it. We are not to negate perception for the sake of
some other faculty (e.g., intuition) but to realize that what we have
understood as perception (the act of relation between sense-organ
and sense-object) is in fact something very different. In other words,
what transcends perception is nothing other than the true nature of
perception itself.

What does such nondual perception/nonperception leave us with?
According to Mahayina and Advaita the world is maya because it is
like dreams and a magic show. As the Diamond Sutra concludes:

All phenomena are like a dream

An illusion, a bubble and a shadow,
Like dew and lightning.

Thus should you meditate upon them.

Other Prajidparamita texts compare perception to a mirage, for
nothing is ever created or destroyed. Maya, dreams, mirages, and
magic all have the same characteristic of seeming to be different than
they are, of presenting us with something that appears real when it is
really $inya. While sleeping we may dream that we are “in” a body and
using its sense-organs, but they are not actually necessary for the
dream experience. If that were also true for our “waking” lives, it
would explain the nondualist claim that the universe is Mind. It is also
consistent with the visualization exercises in Tibetan Vajrayana Bud-
dhism. It is common to meditate first on a physical object (e.g., a deity
depicted on a thangka mandala) and then to develop the ability to
visualize it in detail in the mind. Enlightenment occurs when the
student realizes that the physical object in the visual world and the
mentally visualized object in his or her mind are not essentially dif-
ferent from each other. Nondual perception, in refuting the self-
existence of Light-objects, implies that the physical object is no more
real than the visualized one. Denying the bedrock of objectivity
removes our grounds for distinguishing one from the other. Accord-
ing to our sympathies, either this is a self-refuting absurdity or it
points to the root of subject—object, mind—body dualism: the sharp
but delusive distinction we make between physical objects and mental
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events. Perhaps material objects are only thoughts that have been
concretized in some way.* Such speculations are hardly original, but
the claim of nondual perception gives us a different mode of approach
to them.

Yet to follow this logic too far and completely deny the role of the
sense-organs would be one-sided, to say the least. Like Advaita, Bud-
dhism also stresses the sense-organs' phenomenal (samurti, “lower
truth”) necessity. The doctrine of pratitya-samutpada (interdependent
origination), which explains all phenomena by relating them in a
causal continuum, identifies sensation as the effect of contact between
sense-organ and object. The crucial problem then becomes how to
understand the connection between these lower-truth, cause-and-
effect relationships and the higher-truth claim that nondual experi-
ence is unconditioned (nirvikalpa, tathata) without bifurcating the
two as Advaita does. Expressed in this way, the question becomes part
of the larger issue of causality. (A full examination of it is reserved for
Chapter 6.) '

The problem we face in trying to understand the role of sense-
organs cannot be distinguished from the more general difficulty of
understanding nondual perception philosophically. Because our
usual understanding of experience is dualistic, we can “think” non-
duality only in one of two incompatible ways. Either we conceive of
consciousness materialistically, as panpsychically residing “in” phys-
ical objects, or we idealistically reduce the object to an image “in” the
mind. Itis the first conception, in which the object somehow incorpo-
rates consciousness, that falters before the causal processes of the
sense-organs. The second conception, in explaining the sense-organs
too as objectified mental experience, reduces the material sense-
organs to mental percepts that are no more privileged than any other
percepts, thus escaping the difficulty. This is not to claim that the
second conception is valid whereas the firstis not. Both are inadequate
because they are based upon dualistic categories of understanding,
which unfortunately philosophy cannot hope to escape completely.
But the second conception does seem to shed more light upon this
problem. Like most philosophical answers, it also raises another ques-
tion: if it is true that sense-organs are not necessary, then why have
they materialized? What has caused their objectification?
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This chapter concludes by offering a speculative answer to that
question. _

The problem of sense-organs could be overlooked until now be-
cause the approach used has been almost completely “mentalist,” the
second of the two conceptions above. It is thought-construction that
transforms nirvikalpa into savikalpa perception, and so on. But even a
purely mentalist analysis can be accused of taking for granted a
Cartesian-type (now commonsense) mind-body dualism, for both the
idealist and the materialist starting-points presuppose the very dual-
ism they try to eliminate. As the previous paragraph implies, such a
mental—physical dualism is a corollary of the subject—object duality
being denied. The claim of subject—object nonduality is more consis-
tent with different approaches to the mind—body problem, such as the
neutral monism of James and Russell or Spinoza’s double-aspect
theory, according to which mind and body are different aspects of the
same substance. Adopting such a double-aspect approach would
require us to consider the process of thought-construction-and-pro-
jection from the material side as well. Does it have a physical correlate?

Man has no Body distinct from his Soul; for that call'd Body is a portion of
Soul discern’d by the five Senses, the chief inlets of Soul in this age.
: (William Blake)5®

Assoon as we ask the question in this way, something falls into place.
For what if not the sense-organs function to condition sensations? To
think that the sense-organs must merely receive sensations passively,
and that thought-construction occurs only in the brain, is an assump-
tion that, however deeply engrained, seems to presuppose some form
of mind—body dualism. A Spinozan double-aspect account raises the
possibility that our sense-organs are objectifications of our pra-
paiica—of our tendencies to thought-condition sensations. This is
consistent with the view of Tibetan Buddhism, according to which the
body is understood as what might be called materialized karma-potential
and the sense-organs are those parts of the body where such
sammskaras (karmic tendencies) tend to concentrate. That does not
mean one’s sarnskaras are fixed, for body as well as mind changes, but
it does suggest that vikalpa and prapafica may be more deeply
ingrained and more difficult to overcome than a purely mentalist
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analysis would suggest—just as the Advaita conception of maya as
materialized avidya suggests.

If this speculation is correct, then as the sense-organ changes so the
world will change. “The eye altering alters all. ... The sun’s light when
he unfolds it, depends upon the organ that beholds it.”86 Such a claim
is not original to Blake, but is part of the Neoplatonic tradition:

For one must come to sight with a seeing power akin and like to what is
seen. No eye even saw the sun without becoming sun-like, nor can a soul
see beauty without becoming beautiful. (Plotinus)%’

That belief is consistent with the tantric emphasis on the body as the
means of liberation, as the microcosm of the macrocosm. The Buddha
said that the whole world is in this fathom-long body. More recently,
Merleau-Ponty has argued that the human body and the perceived
world form a single system of intentional relations, that to experience
one is to experience the other, and that the body’s presence to the

~ world is what enables things to exist.®® Probably the most interesting

implication of such a double-aspect approach is that it gives us a
different perspective on the possibility of disembodied existence. If
the body and its sense-organs are objectifications of the ways we tend
to thought-condition perceptions, it raises the question whether a
mind which has freed itself from such automatized tendencies might
be able to function without a body. :



CHAPTER 3
NONDUAL ACTION

... at the still point, there the dance is,
But neither arrest nor movement. And do not call it fixity,
Where past and future are gathered. Neither movement [from nor towards,
Neither ascent nor decline. Except for the point, the still point,
There would be no dance, and there is only the dance.
—T. S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton”

If we are to find a parallel to nondual perception in nondual action, |

then it must be action in which there is also no bifurcation between
subject and object. Such nondual action requires that there be no
differentiation between agent and act; in other words, no awareness of
an agent as distinct from its actions. This chapter explores what that
might mean. The first section argues that the Taoist paradox of wei-
wu-wei (the action of nonaction) is a description of such nondual
action. It is highly significant that the same paradox is found in the
other two nondualist traditions, clearly enunciated in the Bhagavad-
gita and more fully developed in the Buddhist account of the Bodhi-
sattva’s path. Comparing these, we discover that the difference
between dualistic and nondualistic action involves intention. The
mental process of intending a result from an action devalues that act
into a means and functions as a superimposition that bifurcates the
nondual “psychic body” into a mind inhabiting a body, “a ghost in a
machine.” The second section supports this by demonstrating that
the bifurcating role of intentionality is one of the crucial claims in the
first chapter of the Tao T¢ Ching; that chapter is explicated in detail.
The third section makes comparisons with some recent analytic work
in Western philosophy of mind and suggests that, contrary to first
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appearances, its conclusions are consistent with and even support the
claim that action can be nondual. The last section evaluates two objec-
tions that might be raised against this concept of nondual action.

WEI-WU-WEI

Nondual action has just been defined as action in which there is no
awareness by an agent, the subject that is usually believed to do the
action, of being distinct from an objective action that is done. Chapter 2
gave us occasion to notice that nondual experience tends to be de-
scribed in one of two ways: either the subject incorporates the object,
or vice versa, In the present case the first alternative amounts to
denying that any action is performed. It can hardly be a coincidence
that we find precisely this claim in the wei-wu-wei of Taoism. Wei-wu-
wei is the central paradox of Taoism and as a concept is second in
importance only to the Tao itself, which incorporates it: Lao Tzu
describes the activity of someone who has realized the Tao as wu-wei.

Thus, the wise man deals with things through wu-wei and teaches
through no-words.

The ten thousand things flourish without interruption.

They grow by themselves, and no one possesses them. (Chap. 2)

The Tao is constant and wu-wei, yet nothing remains undone.

If rulers abide with it, all things reform themselves. (Chap. 37)
The highest virtue [¢£]is wu-wei and is purposeless [wei]. (Chap. 38)
To learn, one accumulates day by day.

To study Tao, one reduces day by day.

Less and less is done

Until wu-wei is achieved.

When wu-wei is done, nothing is left undone. (Chap. 48)!

That other Taoist paradoxes are susceptible to parallel expression—
“the morality of no morality,” “the knowledge of no knowledge,” and
so on—suggests that they derive from wu-wei, perhaps as more spe-
cific manifestations of its general pattern. As a paradox, wei-wu-wei
seems to be as difficult to understand as the ineffable Tao itself. A
number of interpretations have been offered, but they are unsatisfac-
tory without the more radical understanding of wu-wei as nondual
action. This is not to claim that nondual action is the only correct
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meaning, for it may be a mistake to assume that any one particular
interpretation must be the meaning of wu-wei. Here we might have a
case of what Wittgenstein called “family resemblances”; rather than
any one characteristic being common to all instances, sometimes
there is a cluster of overlapping characteristics.?

-

The simplest interpretation of wei-wu-wei is that it means doing
nothing, or, more practically, as little as possible. This may be under-
stood either politically or personally. The political interpretation sees
wu-wei as “the main precept behind the Lao Tzu’s conception of
government as the minimum amount of external interference pro-
jected onto the individual from those in power combined with an
environment most conducive to the individual’s quest for personal
fulfilment.”® If one leaves the people alone and lets them live their
own lives, social problems will resolve themselves—perhaps because
political interference is more often the cause of such problems than
their solution, as was certainly the case during the Warring States
period when Lao Tzu is believed to have lived. Such an explanation of
wu-wei is often part of a more general political interpretation of
Taoism, which however fits the Tao T¢ Ching better than the Chuang
Tzu.* This view of wu-wei is also consistent with the sole recorded
reference to wu-wei by Confucius:

The Master said, “If anyone could be said to have effected proper order
while remaining inactive [wu-wei], it was Shun. What was there for him
to do? He simply made himself respectful and took up his position
facing due south.”

By regulating his own conduct so that it reflects the moral order, the
Confucian ruler sets a positive example and thus is able to influence
his subordinates without coercing them. But this does not necessarily
imply wu-wei toward the people. The emphasis in Confucianism is
that the king reigns but does not rule. In the ideal administration, the
ruler does not personally attend to matters of government but
depends upon the charismatic influence of his virtue (¢8); this does not
mean that the king’s ministers do not need to act. In Taoism the
emphasis shifts from this need for a personal example to an anar-
chism that allows all social and political organization to evolve accord-
ing to the Tao. Unfortunately, both approaches are faced with the

NONDUAL ACTION 99

same problem. Despite the hopes of utopian anarchists and economic
conservatives, neither of these philosophies of government is very
practicable today. Perhaps such government might work in an
unthreatened traditional society, but I do not see how it could have
been successful in the cutthroat Warring States period, nor do I see a
place for it in our contemporary interdependent world, given its
complexity and rapid transformation.

The personal interpretation of wei-wu-wei as literally “doing
nothing” does not fare much better, and in fact this approach does not
seem to have been very common. In his commentary on the Chuang
Tzu, Kuo Hsiang criticized this view: “Hearing the theory of wu-wei,
some people think that lying down is better than walking. These
people are far wrong in understanding the ideas of Chuang Tzu."®
Nevertheless, Fung Yu-lan, after quoting this, went on to add:
“despite this criticism, it would seem that in their understanding of
Chuang Tzu such people were not far wrong.”” This reveals more
about Fung than Chuang, but I think that Fung is not completely
wrong. In fact, such a reading is consistent with the nondual inter-
pretation offered later, since complete “not acting” requires eliminat-
ing the sense of self, which is inclined to interfere. Noninterference is
not really possible unless one has dissipated the fog of expectations
and desires that keeps us from experiencing the world as it is in itself
(Tao), and the judgement that “something must be done” is usually
part of that fog. Josh Billings said that he was old and had had lots of
troubles—most of which never happened. Many, perhaps most of our
problems originate in our own minds, in an anxiety projected outward
into the environment.

What might be seen as a corollary of “doing nothing” is knowing
when to stop. Chapter 77 of the Tao T¢ Ching compares the course of
nature to a bow: “That which is at the top is pulled down; that which is
at the bottom is brought up. That which is overfull is reduced; that
which is deficient is supplemented.” Thus the man who abides in the
Tao never wants to reach an extreme, and because he knows the right
time to stop he is free from danger (chaps. 15 and 44). Nature, here
including man, is a succession of alternations: when one extreme is
reached a reversal occurs (chap. 40), as we see in such natural phe-
nomena as day/night and summer/winter—an insight later elabo-
rated into the complexities of the Yin—Yang school.
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A more common interpretation of wei-wu-wei sees it as action that
does not force but yields. This might be called “the action of passivity.”
Under the weight of a heavy snowfall, pine branches break off, but by
bending, the willow can drop its burden and spring up again. Chuang
Tzu gives the example of an intoxicated man who is not killed when he
falls out of his carriage because he does not resist the fall. This would
seem to be an argument for alcoholism, but “if such integrity of the
spirit can be got from wine, how much greater must be the integrity
that is got from Heaven.”® So wu-wei is a recommendation to be soft
and yielding, like water—Lao Tzu’s favorite metaphor. Often the
character I translated as “yielding,” joh, is translated as “weakness,”
but “weakness” has unavoidably negative connotations that do not
seem right in this context—especially since jok is usually (although not
always; see chaps. 8 and 66) a means to conquer in the end. It is
because water is the softest and most yielding thing that it is able to
overcome the hard and strong.

A corollary to this is that a very slight action may be enough to have
extraordinary results, if done at the right time. This is “contemplating
the difficult with the easy, working on the great with the small” (chap.
63). In particular, one should deal with potentially big problems
before they become big (chap. 64). The growth of the sapling is easy to
affect, but not that of a mature tree. Both of these points seem
undeniable, if limited, truisms. The challenge is knowing when and
how to apply them.

Probably the most common interpretation of wei-wu-wei is action
that is natural. Herlee G. Creel quotes several examples:

The natural is sufficient. If one strives, he fails. (Wang Pi)

The Taoist saint chooses this attitude in the conviction that only by so
doing the “natural” development of things will favour him.
(Duyvendak)

According to the theory of “having-no-activity,” a man should restrict
his activities to what is necessary and what is natural. “Necessary”
means necessary to the achievement of a certain purpose, and never
over-doing. “Natural” means following one’s Te with no arbitrary
effort. (Fung Yu-lan)"¥

The problem with such explanations is that they do not explain very

NONDUAL ACTION 101

much. As Creel asks, how can we distinguish natural from unnatural
action? The term is so pliable that it ends up meaning whatever one
wants it to mean, as those who check the ingredients in “natural food”
products know, Fung’s use of arbitrary just pushes the question one
step back, for how shall we distinguish arbitrary from not arbitrary?
Isn’t the passing of such dualistic judgement condemned in Taoist
literature? Wang Pi equates the natural with not striving, and others
with not making willful effort,!! but this too begs the question unless
some criterion is offered for distinguishing willful from nonwillful
action; otherwise we are left, like Fung, lying down. One suggested
criterion is spontaneity,'? but at best that can be only a necessary and
not a sufficient condition. The anger I spontaneously feel when
someone steps on my toe, or runs off with my wife, is not necessarily a
case of wu-wei.

None of the above is a refutation of the view that wei-wu-wei is
natural, nonwillful action and so on. The problem is rather that such
descriptions do not in themselves go far enough. But allied with the
proper criterion they may be valuable. In fact, the concept of nondual
action can be seen as such a criterion. The root irruption and distur-
bance of the natural order of things is man's self-consciousness, and
the return to Tao is conversely a realization of the ground of one’s
being, including one’s own consciousness. If consciousness of self is
the ultimate source of unnatural action, then natural action must be
that in which there is no such self-consciousness—in which there is no
awareness of the agent as being distinct from “his” act.

The main problem with understanding wei-wu-wei is that it is a
genuine paradox: the union of two contradictory concepts, nonaction
(“nothing is done...”) and action (“...and nothing remains
undone”). The resolution of this paradox must somehow combine
both, but how this can be anything other than a contradiction in terms
is difficult to understand. Some scholars have concluded that it is an
unresolvable contradiction. Creel, for example, decided that this
greatest Taoist paradox was probably unintentional, due to the jux-
taposition of two different aspects in early Taoism: an original “con-
templative aspect” and a subsequent “purposive aspect.” The first
denotes “an ‘attitude of genuine non-action, motivated by a lack of
desire to participate in the struggle of human affairs,” while the
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second is “a technique by means of which one who practices may gain
enhanced control over human affairs.” The former is merely passive
(hence “nonaction”), the latter is an attempt to act in and reform the
world (“action”), and as Creel emphasizes, these are not only different
but “logically and essentially they are incompatible.” Creel admits that
this interpretation is not to be found within the Taoist texts them-
selves, and he further recognizes that this puts him in the awkward
position of claiming that the more contemplative Chuang Tzu is earlier
than the compilation of the more purposive Lao Tzu. What is worse, he
must acknowledge that “we find ‘contemplative’ Taoism and ‘pur-
posive’ Taoism lying cheek by jowl, and sometimes scrambled in a
grand mixture, in the Lao Tzu and the Chuang Tzu,” which he tries to
Justify by saying that men are seldom wholly governed by logic.! I
think the problem is rather that, because Creel here is wholly gov-
erned by logic, he cannot understand that the paradox is resolved by a
particular experience—the realization of Tao—which cannot be
grasped so logically. As with the Vedantic realization of Brahman and
the Buddhist attainment of nirvana, this experience is nondual in the
sense that there is no differentiation between subject and object,
between self and world. The implication of this nonduality for action
is that there is no longer any bifurcation between an agent and the
objective action that is done. As usually understood, “action” requires
an active agent; “nonaction” implies a passive subject that does
nothing and/or yields. The “action of nonaction” occurs when there is
no “I” to be either active or passive, an experience that can be
expressed only paradoxically: “nothing is done, yet nothing remains
undone.” The simpler interpretations of wu-wei as noninterference
and yielding view not-acting as a kind of action; nondual action
reverses this and sees nonaction—that which does not change—*“in”
the action.

That wei-wu-wei means nondual action is suggested in the Chuang
Tzu, although less by its references to wu-wei than by its description of
another, very similar, paradox. In contrast to the twelve instances of
wu-wei in the Tao T¢ Ching, there are some fifty-six occurrences in the
Chuang Tzu, but only three of these occur in the seven “inner chap-
ters.” It is significant that two of these clearly describe more than
noninterference or yielding:
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Now you have a large tree and are anxious about its uselessness. Why do
you not plant it in the domain of non-existence, in a wide and barren
wild? By its side you may wander in nonaction [wu-wei], under it you
may sleep in happiness.

Tao has reality and evidence, but no action [wu-wei] or form.

Unconsciously, they stroll beyond the dirty world and wander in the
realm of nonaction [wu-wei}.

Even more important is the paradox we find in chapter 6, where Nu
Chii teaches the Tao to Pu Liang I:

Having disregarded his own existence, he [Pu Liang I] was enlightened
... gained vision of the One...was able to enter the realm where life
and death are no more. Then, to him, the destruction of life did not
mean death, nor the prolongation of life an addition to the duration of
his existence. He would follow anything; he would receive anything. To
him, everything was in destruction, everything was in construction.
This is called tranquillity-in-disturbance. Tranquillity in disturbance
means perfection.!

Here “tranquillity-in-disturbance” (or “Peace-in-Strife”)'® cannot mean a
lack of activity. Rather, there is an unchanging sense of peace in the
midst of continual destruction and construction—in that ceaseless
transformation which includes Pu Liang I's own activity. This is possi-
ble only because Pu Liang I first “disregarded his own existence,” thus
overcoming the duality between self and nonself and “gaining vision
of the One.”

It can hardly be a coincidence that we find precisely the same
paradox in the other traditions which maintain the nonduality of
subject and object. Not surprisingly, it is most common in Chinese
Buddhism, where Taoist influence is to be expected. But that wei-wu-
wei is a paradoxical synthesis of nonaction in action is more clearly
recognized in Buddhism, Seng Chao maintained in the Chao Lun that
action and nonaction are not exclusive: things in action are at the same
time always in nonaction; things in nonaction are always in action.'®
This claim is expounded in the first chapter, “On the Immutability of
Things,” but the point is so important to him that he repeats it in
chapter 4, “Nirvina is Nameless”: “Through nonaction, movement is
always quiescent. Through action, everything is acted upon, means
that quiescence is always in motion.”'” One of the earliest Ch’an texts,
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the Hsin Hsin Ming of the third patriarch, Seng-ts'an, states twice that
the awakened mind transcends the duality of rest and nonrest:

When rest and no rest cease to be,
Then even oneness disappears.

From small mind comes rest and unrest
But mind awakened transcends both.!8

Niu-tou Fa-yung, an important disciple of the fourth Ch’an
patriarch, expressed the same paradox using the Ch’an concept of
“no mind” (wu-hsin), in answer to the question whether the mind
should be brought to quiescence:

The moment when the mind is in action is the moment at which no-
mind acts. To talk about names and manifestations is useless, but a
direct approach easily reaches it. No-mind is that which s in action; it is
that constant action which does not act.’9

Although this understanding may be derived from Taoism, the Bud-
dhist conception of no-mind shows more clearly that such action
involves the denial of a subjective agent.

There are other instances of the paradox that definitely do not
derive from Taoism. Seng-ts'an’s poem echoes chapter 2 of Nagar-
Jjuna’s Malamadhyamikakarika, which concludes that both motion and
rest are incomprehensible and unreal ($tinya). Given the seminal role
of this text, which became the most important work of Mahayana
philosophy, it is possible that all subsequent Buddhist references are
traceable to it. (Full discussion of this claim must be reserved for
chapter 6, where it forms part of a larger examination of causality.) Yet
Nagarjuna did not write in isolation. His works are usually under-
stood to be a more systematic exposition and defense of claims found
in the Prajiaparamita, and we find the same paradox there. Just as all
dharmas are said to be unproduced and unborn, so suchness (tathata)
does not become, nor does it cease to become. A Bodhisattva neither
comes nor goes, for his coursing is a noncoursing. According to both
the Dasabhamika Sitra and Candrakirti’s Madhyamakavatara, begin-
ning with the eighth of the ten bhumis (the stages of a Bodhisattva’s
career), which is called acala (the immovable), the Bodhisattva works
without making any effort, Jjust like the moon, the sun, a wishing
Jewel, or the four primary elements. A characteristic of the tenth stage

r
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is that such a “celestial Bodhisattva” is both active and inactive:
although results are produced, he does nothing.2°

In Tibetan Buddhism, the “Yoga of the Mahamudra” (already
quoted in chapter 1) describes “the final state of quiescence” as follows:

Although while thus quiescent there is cognition of the [menFal]
motion [of thoughts arising and vanishing], nevertheless, t'he f‘nn}d
having attained its own condition of rest or calmness anq being indif
ferent to the motion, the state is called “The state wherein falleth the
partition separating motion from rest.” .

Thereby one recognizeth one-pointedness of mind.

This state is followed by an “Analysis of the ‘Moving’ and the ‘Non-
Moving,”” as a result of which

One cometh to know that neither is the “Moving” other than the
“Non-Moving,” nor the “Non-Moving” other than the “Moving.
If the real nature of the “Moving” and the “Non-Moving” be not

discovered by these analyses, one is to observe:— ‘
Whether the Intellect, which Vis looking on, is other than the
“Moving” and the “Non-Moving”; . )
Or whether it is the very self of the “Moving” and the “Non-
Moving.” '
Upon analysing, with the eyes of the SeltKnowing Intellect, one
discovereth nothing; the observer and the thing observed are found to

be inseparable.?!

Finally, probably the best-known example from India‘is a passage in
the Bhagavad-gita that explicitly describes action which is yet no-

action:

He who in action sees inaction and action in inaction‘—he is wise
among men,; he is a yogin, and he has apcomplished all his work.

Having abandoned attachment to the fruit o.f works, ever content
without any kind of dependence, he does nothing though he is ever
engaged in work.22

The Sanskrit word for action, karma, suggests that we might interpre.:t
these verses to recommend action which does not bring karmic
results. In answer to the Buddhist and Yogic emphasis on withdrawal
from the world of social obligation, the Gita claims that action too may
lead to Krishna because no karma accrues if an act is performed
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“without attachment to the fruit of action.” This does not disagree
with a nondualist interpretation of these verses but rather supple-
ments it. Lao Tzu, the Buddhists, and the Gita may be seen to be
describing different aspects of the same experience of nondual
action. The difference between the descriptions of Lao Tzu and the
Buddhists is in which half of the dualism of agent <> action is
eliminated. The Taoist wei-wu-wei is the denial of objective action,
while the Indian Buddhist concept of anatman and the no-mind of
Ch’an empbhasize the denial of an agent. The Taoist denies that I act;
the Buddhistdenies that 7 act. But to deny a subjective agent or to
deny an objective action amounts to the same thing, since each half of
the polarity is dependent on the other. The Gita passage implies how
this bifurcation occurs. The sense of dualism arises because action is
done with reference to the fruit of action—that is, because an act is
performed with some goal or aim in mind: 1 act in order to gain some
particular result. The Gita may be understood either (more narrowly)
as proscribing selfish action in favor of work “for the maintenance of
the world” or (more broadly) as showing the problem with all inten-
tional action. The Buddhist concept of karma, which emphasizes
intention, is another expression of the latter view: although “good
actions” may lead to pleasurable rebirth in the deva (god) realm, that is
still sathsira. One must act in such a way as to escape both good and
bad karmic consequences. Both good and bad karmic acts originate
from dualism. In the former, the self manipulates the world for its
own advantage; in the latter, the self consciously works for the benefit
of something or someone else. The only way to transcend the dualism
between the self and the other is to act without intention—that is,
without attachment to some projected goal to be obtained from the
action—in which case the agent can simply be the act.

According to Pili Buddhism, one of the three “doors to deliv-
erance” (vimoksa-mukhani) is “wishlessness” or “aimlessness.” The
other two, §inyata and animitta (“signlessness,” referring to percep-
tion without thought-construction) are discussed in chapter 2. The
Sanskrit term for the third, apranihita, literally means that one “places
nothing in front”; this is understood to recommend the absence of
intentions (dsaya) or plan (pranidhana). Mahayana retained all three
“doors”; “He [the Bodhisattva] should cognize the wishless, in that
no thought proceeds in him concerning the triple world” (Sat-
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asahasrika).®® For the dedicated Buddhist, the most problematic in-
tention—in one way necessary, but as self-defeating as any other—is
the desire for enlightenment itself. “Do not seek for Buddha outside”
emphasizes Ch’an, because as long as one seeks Buddha the true
Buddha cannot self-awaken. “If you seek a Buddha, you will be seized
by a Buddha-devil; if you seek a patriarch, you will be bound by a
patriarch devil; if you seek at all, all is suffering” (Rinzai),¢

The problem is that intentions are thoughts, which are “superim-
posed” upon actions in much the same way that thoughts are superim-
posed upon perception, as discussed in chapter 2. When superim-
posed upon perception, the superstructure of thought is delusive
because it causes a polarization between the subjective consciousness
that perceives and the external world that is perceived. In the present
case, the attachment to and identification with thought (i.e., the
projected goal) gives rise to a sense of duality between the mind that
intends (agent) and the body that is used to attain the intended result.

But how does the nonduality of agent and act resolve the paradox of
“the action of nonaction”? One may accept the negation of a subject,
in the absence of which the action can no longer be called something
“objective”; yet there is still an action of some sort. The answer is that,
when one completely becomes an action, there is no longer the
awareness that it is an action. Buber saw this:

For an action of the whole being does away with all partial actions and
thus also with all sensations of action (which depend entirely on the
limited nature of actions)—and hence it comes to resemble passivity.

This is the activity of the human being who has become whole: it has
been called not-doing, for nothing particular, nothing partial is at work
in man and thus nothing of him intrudes into the world. 28

As long as there is the sense of oneself as an agent distinct from one’s
action, that act can be only partial and there will be a sensation of
action due to the relation between them. In such a case there is a
perspective from which an act is observed to occur (or not to occur),
whereas in nondual action there is no sense of an ego-consciousness
outside the action. When one is the action, no residue of self-con-
sciousness remains to observe that action objectively. Then there is
wu-wei: a quiet center that does not change although activity con-
stantly occurs, as in Chuang Tzu's tranquillity-in-disturbance. Just as
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in nondual hearing there is awareness of an unchanging silence as the
ground from which all sounds arise, so in nondual action the act is
experienced as grounded in that which is peaceful and does not act.
In both these cases (and others to follow), to forget oneself and com-
pletely become something is also to realize its “emptiness” and thus to
“transcend” it.

Such an action can be experienced as nondual because it is com-
plete and whole in itself. It cannot be related to anything else, for such
relating is an act of thought, which shows that there is thinking as well
as acting and hence the action is only “partial.” If the nondual act is
complete in itself and does not refer to something else, then it is also
meaningless: that is, it simply is what it is, which is suchness (tathata).
This pinpoints the problem with intention, since it is the reference to
some goal to be derived from the act that gives the act meaning. In
contrast, the danaparamita (perfection of generosity) of Mahayana is a
complete giving in which the giver, the gift, and the recipient are all
realized to be empty ($tnya):

The supramundane perfection of giving ... consists in the threefold
purity. What is the threefold purity? Here a Bodhisattva gives a gift, and
he does not apprehend a self, a recipient, a gift; also no reward of his
giving. He surrenders that gift to all beings, but he apprehends neither
beings nor self. (Paficavimsatisahasrika)26

Such a “giving of no-giving” (as it might be termed) can be done
“without leaning on something” because there is no intention tied to
it. The best giving, like the best action generally, is so “free from
traces” (Tao T¢ Ching) that there is not even the sense that it is a gift.
Developing this “intentionless activity” (anabhogacarya) constitutes an
important part of the path of the Bodhisattva.

Nondual action becomes effortless because there is not the duality
of one part of oneself pushing another part—in the case of physical
activity, of an “I” which needs to exert itself in order to get the muscles
to move. Rather, I am the muscles. This gives insight into a number of
Zen koans, such as the following from the Mumonkan:

Master Shagen said, “Why is it that a man of great strength cannot lift
up his legs?”

And he also said, “We do not use the tongue to speak.” [or: “It is not
the tongue that we speak with.”]27
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This amounts to a denial of the mind—body dualism. However, this is
not materialism or behaviorism. Rather than negating the psyche, this
claims that the body itself is wholly psychic.

Yun Yen asked Tao Wu, “What does the Bodhisattva of Great Compas-
sion use so many hands and eyes for?”

Waussaid, “It’s like someone reaching back grasping for a pillow in the
middle of the night.”

Yen said, “I understand.”

Wu said, “How do you understand it?”

Yen said, "All over the body are hands and eyes.” (The Blue Cliff
Record)?8

'The Heart Sutra says that one who has realized the emptiness of all
things acts freely because he is “without hindrance in the mind.”
Clearly this is one way in which mental events interfere with nondual
action, by sometimes keeping one’s physical actions from responding
naturally to the situation. All athletes are aware of how anxiety can
cause a self-consciousness that interferes with the spontaneity of one’s
bodily reactions to the movement of a football or tennis ball, for
example. The nondual “psychic body,” which knows how to react
perfectly well by itself, suffers a kind of paralysis due to psychological
hindrances. Asian martial arts usually include some meditation in
their training in order to avoid this, so students can react spon-
taneously to attack without being paralyzed by fear and without
needing to deliberate first. Acccording to some Zeén masters; the first
aim of zazen (Zen meditation) is to develop such a “power of con-
centration” (joriki).

Joriki. .. is the power or strength which arises when the mind has been
unified and brought to one-pointedness through concentration. This is
more than the ability to concentrate in the usual sense of the word. Itisa
dynamic power which, once mobilized, enables us even in the most
sudden and unexpected situations to act instantly, without pausing
to collect our wits, and in a manner wholly appropriate to the circum-
stances. (Yasutani)??

However, the problem with dualistic action is not just “hindrance in
the mind” but intention in general:

Cultivation is of no use for the attainment of Tao. The only thing that
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one can do is to be free from defilement. When one’s mind is stained
with thought of life and death, or deliberate action, that is defilement.
The grasping of Truth is the function of everyday-mindedness. Every-
day-mindedness is free from intentional action, free from concepts of
right and wrong, taking and giving, the finite and the infinite. . . . All
our daily activities—walking, standing, sitting, lying down-—all
response to situations, our dealing with circumstances as they arise: all
this is Tao. (Ma-tsu)3¢

“Ordinary mind is the Tao” because, when daily activities are “free
from intentional action,” they are realized to be nondual. This gives
insight into how the “mindfulness of body” described in the Sati-
patthana Sitra, and Theravada vipassand practice in general, might
function. In the slow “walking meditation” of vipassand, for example,
one lets go of all intentions by concentrating on the act of walking
itself. This also suggests why Zen koans that ask “Why?” (e.g., “Why
did Bodhidharma come from the West?”) never receive a straight
answer. “Unmon said, “The world is vast and wide like this. Why do we
put on our seven-panel robe at the sound of the bell?”” (Mumonkan,
case 16). A contemporary Zen master commented thus on this koan:

Some of you are familiar with the last line of the mealtime sutra, “We
and this food and our eating are equally emipty.” If you can acknowl-
edge this fact, you will realize that when you put on your robe, there is
no reason or “why” in it. ... Try to search out this “why”. There is no
reason for the “why” in anything! When we stand up, there is no reason
“why”. We just stand up! When we eat, we just eat without any reason
“why”. When we put on the kesa [seven-piece robe], we just put it on.
Our life is a continuous just ... just. . . just.!

This passage clarifies what intentionless activity means. From the usual
perspective, it seems impossible to avoid intentions. We eat to satisfy
our hunger, for example, and even taking a walk can be said to have
relaxation as its purpose. In this way it is possible to find a purpose in
every activity. But the claim above is that even now actions such as
dressing and eating are not purposive. Intentionless activity does not
mean merely random and spontaneous action; it involves \realizing
the distinction between thought (intention) and action. The thought
(for example, “time to eat”) is whole and complete in itself; the act
(eating) is also whole and complete in itself. It is when each is not
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experienced wholly and discretely but only in relation to the other, the
first as if “superimposed” upon the second, that action seems inten-
tional and there is the sense of an agent/mind that uses the act/body
for the sake of something.

In answer to such stock questions as “What is the first principle of
Buddhism?” Zen masters such as Ma-tsu, Huang Po, and Lin Chi were
apt to strike the student or shout in his ear. If the Tao is noninten-
tional everyday-mind, such responses are not evasive. They are answers
to the question, demonstrations of “why” because they exemplify
nondual action, complete and whole in itself.

One day the World-Honoured One [Sakyamuni Buddha] ascended his
seat. Manjusristruck the gavel and said, “Clearly behold the Dharma of
the King of the Dharma; the Dharma of the King of Dharma is 4just
this!"”  (The Blue Cliff Record)®?

In his lecture on the first case of the Mumonkan, Yasutani-roshi
describes the actions of someone who has attained kenshé:

Wherever you may be born, and by whatever means, you will be able to
live with the spontaneity and joy of children at play—this is what
is meant by a “samadhi of innocent delight.” Samadhi is complete
absorption.3?

Complete absorption means that the self is completely absorbed in play,
in which case the self and its activity are nondual. The Sanskrit word
for play, lila, is often used in Vedanta to describe Saguna Brahman'’s
purpose in creating the phenomenal universe: that is, there is no
purpose outside the process itself. The dialectic of ignorance-and-
liberation is God playing hide-and-seek with Himself. The Semitic
religions, which do not accept reincarnation, generally look upon
spiritual life as a more serious business, our “one chance” to prepare
ourselves for God’s judgment. But the experience of some Western
mystics led them to a conclusion similar to that of the nondualists:

When [Jakob] Boehme is speaking of God’s life as it is in himself he
refers to it as “play.” ... Adam ought to have been content to play with
nature in Paradise. (Mysterium Magnum 16:10) Adam fell when this play
became serious business, that is, when nature was made an end instead
of a means.?

Meister Eckhart echoes the Zen masters:
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Po al!, you do, a.lcting from the core of your soul, without a single

h‘./V};ly. . ”{;};};15, if you ask a genuine person, that is, one who acts from
1s heart: “Why are you doing that?” —he will rep] in the onl i

way: “I do it because I do it!” b comy possible

EIT!le_]ust mfm] wants nothing, seeks nothing, and has no reason for
doing anythmg. As God, bavmg no motives, acts without them, so the
Just man acts without motives. As life lives on for its own sake, needing

30 re?:on for being, so the just man has no reason for doing what he
oes, '

\

CHAPTER ONE OF THE TAO TE CHING

-« - contracting our infinite senses
We behold multitude, or expanding, we behold as one,
As One Man all the Universal Family. ..

—William Blake, Jerusalem

The ‘pr-evious section developed the view that the difference between
duahs-tlc and nondualistic action is intentionality. That intentionality is
tl?e “hinge” between duality and nonduality is also emphasized in the
filfﬁcult ﬁr§t chapter of the Tao T¢ Ching, according to the traditional
tnterpretation. Despite its ambiguity, this succinct chapter (only fifty-
hine Chinese characters) is clearly the most important passage in all of
‘Taoism. 36 Scholars such as Wing-tsit Chan and Chang Chung-yuan?
go further to claim that chapter 1 is the key to the entire Tzo 77 Ching,;
all the rest may be inferred from it. Therefore it is all the mofe,
unfortunate that the importance of the concept of intention has been
obscured in some recent translations. To correct this, and to show how
v.vell a nondualistic interpretation of this chapter works, I present a
line-by-line explication of this crucial passage, demonstra’ting that the
ﬁ.rst eight lines are in a parallel structure because they refer to two
dlfferfent ways of experiencing: lines 1, 3,5,and 7 refer to the nondual
experience of Tao, and lines 2, 4, 6, and 8 to our more usual dualistic
way of experiencing the world. This parallel structure unfolds dialec-
tically: each succeeding pair of lines elaborates upon the issues that
are raised by the preceding pair. In the process of showing this, I
filscuss the two main controversies over this chapter: first, wheth’er
it should be interpreted cosmologically or ontologically/epistemo-
logical]y; second, whether lines 5 and 6 should be punctuated to
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translate yii as “desire/intention.” My main point is that the traditional
understanding of yii as “desire” or “intention” is an essential part of
the meaning. This is not an original claim, but why it is so important
does not seem to have been noticed. Wing-tsit Chan'’s criticism of such
an interpretation, that “intention interrupts the thought of the chap-
ter,” is a serious misreading of the text,*

But, when dealing with so laconic a passage, one must be especially
cautious about declaring any interpretation to be “the correct one.” Of
no text are deconstructive qualifications more relevant, and perhaps
the most we can ever expect to have are “strong misreadings.” In
Jjustification of what follows—indeed, of this whole work—I can do no
better than cite Heidegger: “Every interpretation is a dialogue with
the work, and with the saying. However, every dialogue becomes
halting and fruitless if it combines itself obdurately to nothing but
what is directly said.”?

The Tao that can be Tao’d is not the constant Tao

The name that can be named is not a constant name
Having-no-name is the source of heaven and earth
Having-names is the mother of the ten thousand things
Therefore always do not have intention in order to see the wonder
Always have intention in order to see the forms

These two thing have the same origin

Although different in name

Their sameness is called the mystery

From mystery to mystery: the gate of all wonder!40

How to translate Tao is a question which need not detain us, since
Chinese thought is now familiar enough that we can leave the term
untranslated and let it reverberate according to its usage in various
contexts. Literally, Tao combines the character for “head” with a
radical meaning “the way” or “the path”; thus a literal translation is
“the Supreme Way.” As one would expect, the earliest sense of the
radical seems to have been a road or path, and only later did the more
metaphoric and metaphysical meanings arise, enabling Tao (like its
Greek counterpart logos) to be translated, although not very well, as
Truth, Reason, Nature, and so on. The philosophical issue of what the
Tao is cannot, of course, be evaded and will need to be discussed.

A common translation of the first line is: “The Tao that can be
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spoken of is not the eternal Tao.” There are two problems with such a
rendering. First, translating ch’ang as “eternal” implies a metaphysical
bias toward unchanging permanence which is not in the original.
Eternal would be a suitable characterization of the Indian purusa or
Nirguna Brahman, but, given the Chinese empbhasis on the reality of
changing phenomena, not for the Tao. The word constant (or invaria-
ble) is preferable because it is more ambiguous, leaving more pos-
sibilities open—for example, that the Tao is to be understood not
diachronically but synchronically, as some pattern in the flux of
change. This brings us to the second point. To describe the Tao as an
ineffable metaphysical principle is to exclude another part of the
meaning, that the path (here temporal as much as spatial) which can
be followed is not the true path. Putting these two together, we have
something like: “The Tao which is spoken about/followed is not the
real Tao.” Why not? Why cannot the Tao be Tao’d? This is answered in
the second line, which drives a wedge between the Tao and all
attempts to characterize it. Names—Ilater it becomes clear that this
means language generally—are not “constant” in the way that the Tao
is; so, conversely, that which can be named can’t be the Tao. The
namelessness of the Tao, our inability to characterize it, is declared to
be its primary characteristic—a paradox that is self-stultifying only
insofar as we are confined within the bounds of language, whereas the
claim is evidently that there is a reality “outside” language which is
inaccessible to it but not necessarily to us. That the Tao is unnameable
is repeatedly emphasized in later chapters; for example, 32 (“The
constant Tao is unnameable™) and 41 (“The Tao, when hidden, has no
name”).

This issue of the ineffability of the Tao has been much discussed. 4!
It is clear that Lao Tzu is, among other things, denying a represen-
tative theory of truth.#2 But so, for example, does Wittgenstein, with-
out postulating any spiritual Absolute. So it is necessary to say more to
uncover the meaning of Lao Tzu’s claim. Given the brevity of this
chapter, and the “pre-philosophical” nature of the whole work, one
cannot expect any textual exegesis to reveal a complete metaphysical
theory implicit in this passage or in the ones that follow. So here we
may benefit from a comparison with the other nondualist systems
discussed in this work, which also emphasize the ineffability of the
Absolute and go further to link that ineffability with the nonduality of
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subject and object—a nonduality that is also found in Taoism,
especially in Chuang Tzu, but which is not explicitin the Tao T¢ Ching.
As discussed in chapter 2, Madhyamika characterizes (or, more pre-
cisely, explains why we cannot characterize) nirvana as “the coming-
to-rest of the manifold of named things,” in which we realize that our
usual way of perceiving the world—as a collection of discrete named
things—is just one way of “taking” it. Yogacara Buddhism is more
explicit in asserting that the true nature of things is nondual. The
apparent bifurcation of subject from object is due to grasping at
phenomena: that-which-is-grasped is reified into an object, and that-
which-grasps becomes the sense of an autonomous self. What is most
relevant to us at the moment is that our main way of grasping is
through language. The object is a creation of thought-construction,
which converts the bare nirvikalpa sensation into a determinate image
associated with 2 name. We have understood Sarikara’s explanation of
maya as adhyasa—name and form superimposed upon Brahman—
in the same way. Ch’an Buddhism too asserts nonduality and criticizes
language as deceptive: “Reality is right before you, and yet you are apt
to translate it into a world of names and forms” (Fa-yen Wen-i). With
the exception of Vedanta, all of the above were well-received in China
and greatly influenced its thought—Ilargely because the similarities
between Buddhism and Taoism were so deep. Ch’an, of course, was a
result of their convergence and as a living tradition is therefore
especially valuable in interpreting Taoism “after the fact.”

The factor common to all these schools is that they link the inef
fability of the Absolute (however otherwise “characterized”) with its
nonduality: the problem with any attempt to describe the nondual
Absolute is that it amounts to dualistically separating oneself from it.
Later I argue that the above nondualities are phenomenologically
equivalent; here the important point is that, although we do not find
an explicit denial of subject—object duality in the Tao T¢ Ching, such a
claim is quite consistent with its claims and is particularly helpful in
explicating the first chapter. The Tao can then be understood as the
totality of what-is, which is both ontologically and epistemologically
prior to any duality that arises within it. Then to give the Tao a name is
to try to determine that whose nature is indeterminate, to objectify
that which cannot be objectified because it is what there is before any
bifurcation into subject and object. If the goal is to experience that
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nondual Tao, this also amounts to an indictment of all philosophy.
Philosophy originates in the awareness that the apparently objective
and matter-of-fact reality of the world is in fact problematical, and in
our uncertainty as to how we relate to it. We realize that our everyday
understanding of the world is just an understanding, and philosophy
is the resulting search for the correct understanding, an attempt to
construct that set of categories which when superimposed upon real-
ity will “mirror” it precisely. Thought thus distinguishes itself from the
world in order to divine the world’s structure—but in the process it
perpetuates the dualism between “inner” conscious mind and “outer”
objective world, which dualism is the root problem to be overcome,
according to our nondualist systems. The “spirituality” of the Tao, like
the Brahman of Vedinta and the Dharmakaya, and so on, of
Mahayana, arises from the fact that these nondual Absolutes cannot
be understood reductively as some material substratum but are the
source of all consciousness as well. All of these negate ego-self because
the individual consciouness usually understood to be the essence or
property of that self is finally realized to be but an aspect or “reflec-
tion” of an all-encompassing consciousness.

If the first line is understood as “the Path that can be followed,” the
emphasis becomes different. The problem with attempting to “follow”
the Tao is the self-conscious and hence dualistic effort involved. Ifone
is truly harmonized—that is, one—with the nondual Tao, the Way
will not be experienced as something external to oneself, as a path
that either is or is not being followed. From this perspective, the
Tao should be understood not as a timeless Absolute but as the
natural course of things; and trying to follow the natural course of
things is to be no longer natural. That is the point of the famous mondo
between Ch’an masters Chao-chou (Jap., Joshi) and Nan-ch’iian
(Nansen):

Chao-chou: “What is the Tao?”

Nan-ch’ian: “Ordinary mind is the Tao.”

Chao-chou: “How should I try to follow it [more literally, ‘turn
towards it']?” \

Nan-ch’ttan: “If you try to turn towards it, it will turn away from you,”*3

In summary, I'am suggesting that the first two lines be taken as
describing two different ways of experiencing—nondual and dual,
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respectively. The role of language in the bifurcation of the Tao into
subject and object is elaborated in lines 3 and 4:

Having-no-name is the source of heaven and earth
Having-names is the mother of the ten thousand things

Since the Tao is what has no name, these two lines parallel the first
two. But they are more controversial. Should they be taken cos-
mologically, as a cosmogonic myth describing the creation of the
phenomenal world, or ontologically/epistemologically, as I have been
doing?** Given that the ambiguity of this laconic text is obviously
intentional, 1 see no reason to conclude that these interpretations
must be mutually exclusive. But the ontological/epistemological
approach does seem more revealing. That the Tao is the source of
heaven and earth means that the Tao is everything, a totality which
incorporates the entire universe. In contrast, “having-names” is the
mother of “the ten thousand things,” the common Chinese idiom for
all the things in the world—that is, the sum total of all the particulars
that exist. At first glance the distinction between the two is not clear.
But if the “source” of line three is understood as what heaven and
earth really are, then the Tao as their source is the universe appre-
hended nondually; the claim is that this is how the universe may be
experienced when we “take” it without names. In contrast to this,
language-acquisition is identified as the process that gives birth to our
phenomenal world of multiplicity, breaking up the primordial whole
into objects—one of which is the subject, since the sense of self is also
reified in the process. These objects are then perceived as distinct
from each other but as interacting causally in space and time. This
interpretation is obliquely supported by another term for the Tao,
used in later chapters: p’o, or “the Uncarved Block,” to use Waley's
felicitous expression; chapter 37 refers twice to “the unnameable p’0.”
So lines 3 and 4 make another distinction between nonduality and
duality, contrasting the nameless “ground” of everything with the
multiplicity of various objects “in” the world. But, as I pointed out in
chapter 1, this nonduality also implies the nondifference of subject
and object, for “my” world cannot be a whole unless it incorporates
“my” consciousness as well.

But why do we name? What motivates us to carve up the Uncarved
Block? This is explained in the next pair of lines:
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"Therefore always do not have intention in order to see the wonder
Always have intention in order to see the forms

More idiomatically: whenever you let go of all intentions, you will
experience the wonder; whenever you have intentions, you will see
forms. These lines are the heart of the chapter. The parallel structure
continues: the first concerns the Tao and the second refers to the
manifold phenomenal world. This becomes evident when we clarify
the meaning of the key terms. “Wonder” is miao, also translated
“subtlety” (Wing-tsit Chan, following Wang Pi), “secrets” (D. C. Lau),
and “inner worniders” (Charles Fu). What is unquestionable in all cases
is that miao has connotations of spirituality and holiness. It refers to
the “spiritual” way of apprehending reality, which is the experience of
Tao, or, better (because less dualistic), Tao-experience. “Forms” is
chiao, which has been translated in even more different ways: “out-
come” (Wing-tsit Chan), “manifestations” (Chang Chung-yuan),
““manifest forms” (Lin Yutang), “outer fringe” (Giles), “borders”
(Bodde), “ultimate results” (Waley), “the obvious” (Nagatomo). That
the original image for chiao seems to have been “edges” s felicitous for
my interpretation, for how do we divide up the undifferentiated Tao
into multiple forms? We distinguish one thing from another by de-
termining it, in the etymological sense of perceiving where it termi-
nates. The edge is where an object comes to an end. To de-fine
something is to differentiate its form from another form, or from the
formless. But the Tao itself has no edges or borders. The Tao is
infinite and in-determinate, because it is all-encompassing. Somiaoisa
spiritual experience of the Tao, and chiao is the world experienced as a
collection of discrete forms.

“Intention,”yu', is often translated “desire,” but I think “intention” is
to be preferred because it is more general and captures a meaning that
“desire” misses—unless one understands the term broadly, as in
“desiring to do something.” Yet lines 5 and 6 are susceptible to an
entirely different translation, according to how they are punctuated.
If a comma is read between the wy-and yii, rather than after the yii,
they become:

v

Therefore let there always be nonbeing, so one may see the wonder
Let there always be being, so one may see the forms

The former version, using “intention/desire,” is more traditional,

r
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deriving ultimately from Wang Pi and Ho-shang- K’tmg Recer}tly
Wing-tsit Chan has followed Wang An-shih and Su Ch éin preferring
the latter version: “I have also departed from tradition bec;ﬁause. the
idea of desires interrupts the thought of the chapter.”> But this misses
Lao Tzu’s point. As Chang Chung-yuan points out:

Su Ch’é did not understand that through wu yii, or without intention or
non-willing, one is freed from conceptua}liza‘ltion ar}d released to the
total identity of the seer and the seen, which is the hx‘ghest st':l‘ge of tl}:e
mystery of Tao....Then one will achieve what” Taoists cal.l wu c;c u
wang” or “both things and myself are forgotten.” Once one is fnzg rom
both subjectivity and objectivity, one can enter the gate of Tao.

Before elaborating on this, itis important to designate the limits Qf the
controversy. Both readings are possible because both are consistent
with other claims made in subsequent chapters. More than consistent,
both claims are essential to Lao Tzu’s conception of the Tao. For
example, chapters 11 and 40 both refer to non.bein’g as in some sense
prior to being,*” and “no intention” is emphasized ‘m C:hapter§ 34 and
37. So the controversy is reduced to the less sngmﬁc'ant' issue of
whether, as Wing-tsit Chan claims, the concept of desire/intention
disrupts the meaning of the first chapter. In V\{hat follows I argue tl.xat,
on the contrary, yi as “intention” is essential for a full understanding
of Lao Tzu’s point.

Let me summarize where we are. What is it that keeps me from
experiencing the “wonder” (miao) of Tao? Lao T%u has alre‘ady
pointed to names. In naming, 1 determine something as a thln.g,
distinguishing it both from its contextual grounfl and from me, its
“grasper.” If the name itself is not part of the t}}mg, bu't §or'ne.thmtg
subjective, then I do not apprehend just the thing, as it is in l.tsel ,
when I see it as “a pen” or as “a cup.” Then why do I name? What is the
link between naming and intentions? In order to answer this, we need
to understand the relationship between language and causality: how
causality is built into language itself. . o |

In chapter 2, John Searle was quoted to point out tbat na“mmg is not
just a matter of pinning labels on self-identifying objects. The. world
doesn’t come to us already sliced up into objects and experiences:
what counts as an object is already a function of our system of repre-
sentation, and how we perceive the world in our experiences is influ-
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enced by that system of representation.” When naming, I do not first
see a thing and then decide to call it a “door”; learning to callit a door
is how I pick it out from the nirvikalpa visual manifold and notice it.
We divide up the world and come to see it as a collection of objects by
giving names to those objects. But now we may take a further step.
How does language “mean”? As Wittgenstein has shown, a name
should not be understood merely as a label. Names usually imply
functions, because we cannot understand how language works until
we see its connection with our behavior. The meaning of a word is
usually to be discovered in how itis used, what “form of life” it is part
of. “We may say: only someone who already knows how to do some-
thing with it can significantly ask a name.”*® Since language is an
integral part of our life, the only way we can determine whether a
person truly “understands” certain language patterns is by observing
his behavior. A person shows that he understands the meaning of door
not by being able to give a verbal definition, but by being able to use it
in the appropriate way for going in and coming out. To understand
that “that” (pointing) is “a door” includes understanding the function
of a door, which defines one’s causal relationship with “that.”

In looking about my office, I see many things—books, blackboard,
cup, pens, chalk, chairs, and so on. To experience the room in this
way (an effect of prapaiica) is to perceive it as a set of things ready-to-
hand to be used in the appropriate ways. Heidegger’s concept of
auhanden®® (utensils) is helpful here. In our usual day-to-day living
what we experience are not objects just “simply there,” but utensils
available to be used. The full nondual presence of a pen is not
perceived as it is in itself because “I” am busy utilizing “it” to write
these words, and the paper is also not perceived fully but just uti-
lized as something to write on, the desk is used to support the
paper, the cup to drink from when I am thirsty, and so on. Assoonas [
identify something as, for example, “a piece of chalk,” its function—
that is, my relationship with it, where it fits into my web of inten-
tions—is established, and at that point I usually put it in its “place”
and then pay no more attention to it until I need to write on
the blackboard. As I argued in chapter 2, seeing in this way is some-
thing we have learned to do, although we are not usually aware of
the fact. We are not normally conscious of the difference between
that which is actually perceived by the eye and the functions sub-
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Jectively implied by the name; the two are experienced together.
Only with the “wondrous experience” of Tao do I realize that 1 ha‘ve
F)een seeing things as..., rather than as they are in themselves, which
is Tao. ] ’

‘ Heidegger concludes that we most immediately experience the
world as a “totality of destinations” (purposes) which ultimately refers
Pack to me. But it is important not to hypostatize this me. If the Tao
is nondual, it is not the “I" that names and intends, but rather the
reverse: subjectivity—the sense of a subjective consciousness that is
fiomg the seeing, acting, and so on—arises because of the naming and
mte.nding. Without these activities—for example, in Taoist “mind-
fasting”—the self evaporates. (Such mind-fasting is discussed in the
Chuang Tzu—for example, that of Pu Liang I in chapter 6—but there
are only oblique references to meditation in the Tao 7¢ Ching—e.g., in
chapter 10.) b

Why do we tend to see objects as utensils—that is, causally? Insofar
as I have desires and intentions, I will need to manipulate the world in
or.der to get what I want. Such manipulation requires me to ask what
will produce the desired effect. In fact, that tendency to manipulation
may be seen as the root of the concept of causality.

The idea.of cause has its roots in purposive activity and is employed in
the ﬁrs.t instance when we are concerned to produce or to prevent
something. To discover the cause of something is to discover what has to
be attested by our activity in order to produce or to prevent that thing;
but once the “cause” comes to be applied to natural events, the notion ot’"
filtermg the course of events tends to be dropped. “Cause”’ is then used
in a nox}-practical, purely diagnostic way in cases where we have no
interest in altering events or power to alter them. (Nowell-Smith)%!

. So causality is built into language. Names do not simply cover things
like a blaxllket of snow resting on the roof of a house. Learning a
language is learning to make causal connections, learning to see the
world as a collection of utensils used to accomplish certain ends. The
same point may be made in terms of conceptualizing: thought-con-
struction (vikalpa, praparfica) is also causality-construction. In this
way, craving, conceptualizing, and causality work together to sustain
the dualistic sense of a self “in” an objective world (fig.1). Further
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NAMING Language as Causal CAUSALITY
Organization of World

Figure 1
development of this is reserved for the discussion of causality in
chapter 6; now we return to the Tao Té Ching.

If the above is true, and intentions are “built into” language, then
the concept of intention by no means interrupts the thoug_ht of .the
first chapter, as Wing-tsit Chan claims. On the contrary, intention
becomes the crucial point. To ignore this is to miss Lao Tzu’s logic.
The first two lines distinguish the ineffable Tao from the ev_eryday
world of named things. The second pair declare thaf the Tao is wh.at
everything really is, but that language split_s up t.hlS whqle by dis-
tinguishing one thing from another. The thlrc'l pair .explam .why we
name by connecting language with our web of intentional action and
they claim that we can return to the nondual Tao-experience by
letting go of our intentions. '

Having completed differentiating these two modes of experience,
the next two lines emphasize their unity:

These two things [miao and chiao] have the same origin
Although different in name

There is no specifiable difference between nirvana and the everyday
world, said Nagarjuna; the limits of the one are also the limits of the
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other.®2 The same is true for the Tao and our world of multiplicity.
They are two ways of apprehending the same reality. To experience
the wonder of Tao is to apprehend this reality nondually. To experi-
ence the world as we usually do is to perceive that reality fragmented
into the ten thousand things, one of which is me, the subject who is
really the first hypostatized object. There are other similarities
between the Tao and the nondual Absolutes of Indian philosophy, but
we should also notice an important difference. For Vedanta, ulti-
mately only Brahman is real, for the changing phenomenal world is
eventually subrated into illusory maya. But Lao Tzu grants reality to
the forms also, since the world of named things is one way the Tao
manifests itself. Indian philosophy generally is more “otherworldly”
in wanting to negate completely the phenomenal world for the sake of
a changeless Absolute, whereas the more pragmatic Chinese ideal, as
in this passage, is to understand the relation between both ways of
experiencing so as to be able to move back and forth freely from one
mode to the other.

Yet this very distinction between two modes of experience, and their
subsequent identification, is valid only from the perspective of one of
those modes. That they are different only in name shows this, for
names do not apply to the Tao itself. This means that the sage who is
fully harmonized with the Tao will see only the Tao and everything as
a manifestation of the Tao. One who has realized the Tao may feel
alienated from it, but from his perspective there is always only the Tao
and we have never been apart from it.

Their sameness is called the mystery
From mystery to further mystery: the gate of all wonder!

The relation between these two modes, the nondual Tao and named
multiplicity, the fact that reality has two aspects and yet is one, is here
declared to be a great mystery. Perhaps there is a hint too that this is an
essential mystery which can never be fathomed. For in order to under-
stand it, would we not need to stand outside the relation and see it
objectively? And according to this chapter we cannot do that: there is
no third mode.
To conclude this section, the first chapter of the Tao T¢ Ching may be -

summarized as follows. Lines 1, 3, 5, and 7 describe the nameless Tao,
the source of heaven and earth, which is reality apprehended as a
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“spiritual” (miao) whole. Such Tao-experience can occur when one has
no intentions, in which case there is no self in the usual sense and
experience is nondual. Lines 2, 4, 6, and 8 refer tf) the d'ualistic
everyday world, which is perceived as a collection of interacting but
discrete things. We experience the world in this way due to language
and intention, which mental processes are not the activities that a self
does but rather are what create and sustain the illusory sense of a self.

INTENTIONALITY AND FREEDOM

Recent Western work in the philosophy of mind has developed the
view that the continuity of consciousness is maintained not by mem-
ory, as the earlier empiricists believed, but by the stream of int'entlonal
action. Stuart Hampshire argues for this in Thought and Action:

British empiricists since Hume have tried, to their own dissatisfzj.lctipn,
to represent the continuity of a person’s consciousness as some binding
thread of memory running through the separate data of consciousness.
But within the trajectory of an action, with its guiding intention, the‘re is
already a continuity through change, and, if it is true that a conscious
person is necessarily engaged upon some action, however trivial, this
known continuity is interrupted only by sleep and by other forms (?f
unconsciousness. . .. I do distinguish myself, as the inner core that is
the source of directed effort, from all my passing states, and it is this
sense of myself as the source of meaningful action that gives me the
sense of my continuity from the present into the future. o

... aconscious mind is always and necessarily envisaging possibilities
of action, of finding means towards ends, as a body is‘ always and
necessarily occupying a certain position. To be a conscious human
being, and therefore a thinking being, is to have intentions and plaqs, to
be trying to bring about a certain effect. We are theref(_)re always actively
following what is happening now as leading into what is to_happen next.
Because intentional action is ineliminable from our notion of experi-
ence, so also is temporal order.%®

This seems to contradict what was maintained in the first two
sections of this chapter, but the disagreement masks a deeper agree-
ment. If we take the “conscious mind” of the second passage to mean
“consciousness (or awareness) of self,” then such a view about the
relation between “the sense of myself” and intentional action is consis-
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tent with what has been claimed in this chapter. The only significant
difference is that, because Hampshire believes intentional action to be
“ineliminable from our notion of experience,” he does not envision
the possibility of nondual action as a result of eliminating “the source
of directed effort.” If intentional action were eliminable, then the
implication of Hampshire’s position is that the sense of self is also thus
eliminable—precisely what I have argued. Hampshire is wrong when
he claims that “a conscious mind is always and necessarily envisaging
possibilities of action,” for there is the counterexample of medita-
tion—an example very much to the point, since it is generally agreed
to be a very important part, perhaps the most important part, of the
path for those who wish to experience nonduality. It may be objected
that even in meditation one has intentions and makes efforts to
concentrate on something, but, as we shall see later, this is no longer
the case in the deeper stages of meditation, for in samadhi the sense of
self evaporates, precisely because all effort and intention cease.
Hampshire’s account seems valid as an explanation of the usual
dualistic way of understanding experience, but it does not amount to
acritique of nonduality. On the contrary, if one accepts (as Hampshire
would not) a distinction between sense of self and nondual experi-
ence, then his account would agree with this chapter in explaining the
difference between dualistic and nondual experience as due to inten-
tionality. In this sense, Hampshire’s view of action as intentional corre-
sponds to Wittgenstein’s and Heidegger's view of perception as
conceptual (discussed in chapter 2). Both are consistent with—
indeed, implied by —the account of nonduality presented here, for
they are descriptions of everyday experience that account for why
experience seems dualistic. They should not be taken prima facie as
refutations of the possibility of nondual experience.

There is still a serious problem with Hampshire’s account. Explain-
ing the continuity of consciousness as due to intentionality takes for
granted what we usually take for granted, some sort of causal rela-
tionship between intentions and actions. However, Hume pointed
out, as a corollary to his critique of the causal relation, that no one can
hope to understand how volition produces motion in our limbs: “That
their motion follows the command of the will is a matter of common
experience, like other natural events: but the power or energy by
which this is effected, like that in other natural events, is unknown and
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inconceivable.”5* In other words, the relationship between intention
and action, which normally we readily accept, is really inexplicable.
The implication of this is that intentionality—the sense of myself as
the source of meaningful action, to use Hampshire’s words—cannot
provide my continuity through change, for that continuity between
guiding intention and an action is itself philosophically problemat-
ical. One might be inclined to say that only consciousness can bridge
the gap; however, then one has not explained the continuity of con-
sciousness but merely postulated it ad hoc to resolve the difficulty.

This gap is a problem for those who, like Hampshire, presuppose a
dualistic account of experience and therefore must attribyte some
type of reality to “the sense of myself”—thus reifying consciousness
into a self, in effect. But having accepted Hume’s critique, one cannot
thereafter bring back the self through the back door, as it were, as
“continuity of consciousness.” This inexplicable relation between
intention and action is not a problem for the nondualist, who accepts
that the consciousness of the self is actually illusory and agrees that a
fictive self has been postulated in order to bridge the “gap.” The
nondualist can accept this “gap” between thought and action—in fact
he can deny any causal link, as we see in chapter 6—and this is why
actions have always been nondual, even when not realized as such.

Hampshire might try to bridge that gap between thought and
action by agreeing on the one hand that the relation is incomprehensi-
ble yet asserting on the other that, as we experience in daily life, it is
undeniable. As Hume said, “That their motion follows the command
of the will is a matter of common experience.” But that this is undenia-
ble is not true, as the history of the mind—body problem indicates.
Nietzsche, for example, denies that intention is the cause of an event,
and he reverses Hume by extrapolating this denial of volition into a
denial of the causal relation generally:

Critique of the concept “cause” ... We have absolutely no experience of a
cause; psychologically considered, we derive the entire concept from
the subjective conviction that we are causes, namely, that the arm
moves— But that is an error. We separate ourselves, the doers, from the
deed, and we make use of this pattern everywhere—we seek a doer for
every event. What is it we have done? We have misunderstood the
feeling of strength, tension, resistance, a muscular feeling that is
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already the beginning of the act, as the cause, or we have taken the will

to do this or that for a cause because the action follows upon it. ..
—In Summa: an event is neither effected nor does it effect. Cause is a

capacity to produce effects that has been super-added to the events—

-+ - Only because we have introduced subjects, “doers”, into things does
it appear that all events are the consequences of compulsion exerted
upon subjects—exerted by whom? again by a “doer”. Cause and
effect—a dangerous concept as long as one thinks of something that
causes and something upon which an effect is produced.

... When one has grasped that the “subject” is not something that
creates effects, but only a fiction, much follows.

It is only after the model of the subject that we have invented the
reality of things and projected them into the medley of sensations. If we
no longer believe in the effective subject, then belief also disappears in
effective things, in reciprocation, cause and effect between those phe-
nomena that we call things. ... At last, the “thing-in-itself” also disap-
pears, because this is fundamentally the conception of a “subject-in-
itself”. ... If we give up the concept “subject” and “object”, then also the
concept “substance”—and as a consequence also the various modifica-
tions of it, e.g., “matter”, “spirit”, and other hypothetical entities, “the
eternity and immutability of matter”, etc. We have got rid of materiality.

As soon as we imagine someone who is responsible for our being thus
and thus, etc. (God, nature), and therefore attribute to him the inten-
tion that we should exist and be happy or wretched, we corrupt for
ourselves the innocence of becoming. We then have someone who wants to
achieve something through us and with us.5

Nietzsche is quoted at some length because these passages not only
deny intention but also relate that denial to the negation of other
entities whose existence the nondualist also rejects: cause and effect,
subject and object, substance, matter, personal God. Qur sense of
being a subject is connected with the discrimination that intentionality
“causes” certain events but not others. The point most immediately
relevant is that, for Nietzsche, intention and the will in general are
epiphenomena and not the true cause of an action.

Such a denial of volition (by no means uncommon)® is usually
understood to imply determinism, but the concept of nondual action
suggests an alternative that escapes the usual dilemma of freedom
versus determinism. The usual formulations of that problem are
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dualistic in presupposing a conscious subject whose actions either are
completely determined by a causal chain (the strongest causal influ-
ence reaps the effect) or are free from a causal chain (or rather free
from complete determination, since totally uncaused, random choice
does not seem to provide freedom in any meaningful sense). Both
alternatives assume the existence of a conscious self distinct from its
actions and existent outside the causal chain, although its actions may
be totally determined by external causes. But the nondualist claim
that there is no self does not imply unimpeded determinism, for if
there is no subject then there are also no “objective” causal factors.
The deterministic view implies a self helpless before causal influences
that struggle among themselves to see which is strongest, rather like
medieval knights competing to see who will win the hapless lady; but
if there is no hapless consciousness here then the situation must be
understood differently. Hobbes said that “liberty or freedom signifies
properly the absence of opposition”®” and that captures our common-
sense notion of freedom from. This means that the concept of freedom
is dualistic in two senses. Free is dependent upon its opposite, becom-
ing the negation of unfree, and moreover that opposite is dualistic in
the sense that one thing constrains another. If there is no “other” to be
opposed, as in nondualistic experience, such dualistic concepts do not
apply. In later chapters I argue that the nondualist denial of self (as in
Buddhism) is equivalent to asserting that there is only the Self (as in
Vedanta). We would normally infer that the former implies complete
determinism, the latter absolute freedom. However, if the universe is a

whole (Brahman, Tao, Vijhaptimatrati, etc.) and if, as Hua Yen Bud-

dhism develops in its image of Indra’s Net, each particular is not
isolated but contains and manifests that whole, then whenever “I” act
it is not “I” but the whole universe that acts—or, rather, is the action.
And if we accept that the universe is self-caused, then it acts freely
whenever anything is done. Thus, from the nondualist perspective,
complete determinism turns out to be equivalent to absolute free-
dom.58

But a disclaimer is necessary. Despite everything argued in this
chapter about nondual action, I do not want to deny that, from
another point of view, thoughts and actions are related to each other
causally. From a “phenomenal” perspective they certainly condition
each other. My point is that, when one “forgets oneself” and becomes a
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nondual action, there is no longer any awareness that the action is
determined: it is experienced as spontaneous and “self-caused.” The
paradoxical relationship between these two viewpoints is discussed in
chapter 6, which evaluates the implications of nonduality for causation
generally by considering the Madhyamika equivalence between
seamless conditionality and unconditioned freedom.

TWO OBJECTIONS CONSIDERED

We cannot conclude without evaluating two objections against the
concept of nondual action as it has been developed in this chapter.
The first is a critique of the notion of anabhogacarya (Sanskrit, “inten-
tionless activity”), while the second questions the value and indeed the
possibility of acintyakarma (Sanskrit, “activity transcending thought”).
The first objection is that blanket recommendation of intentionless
activity overlooks a distinction, at least as old as Aristotle, between two
different types of activity, which he calls poiesis and praxis. Poiesis refers
to the productive arts, which are engaged in means directed toward an
end (e.g., flute-making), whereas praxis describes the performing arts,
in which the activity is an end in itself (e.g., flute-playing).* This
distinction is valid for all activity, and all discussion of intentionless
activity can apply only to the latter. If one is to make good flutes, then
one’s actions must be directed towards an end—that is, must be
intentional.
The reply to this objection is that the distinction between poiesis
and praxis, although valuable up to a point, becomes questionable
when pushed. The result is that the distinction between them may be
located within intentionless activity, within praxis in the broad sense.
Even flute-playing may be understood as a means to an end, such as
making money or impressing others, but of course it may be an end in
itself. However, poiesis may be viewed in the same way. If the flute-
maker is not thinking about the money to be made from selling the
flute or about impressing others with his craftsmanship, then his work
can be praxis too. Drilling a perfectly sized hole can be an end in itself
just as playing a perfectly pitched note can be. In both cases we can
?magine an audience of apprentices admiring their master’s skill. This
1s not to deny that there is a different kind of “product” in the two
cases, but if the flute-maker is not thinking about the finished product
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and what will be done with it, then there is no relevant difference in
the acts themselves. From the nondualist standpoint, the experienced
flute-maker can become one with the act of flute-making just as the
master flutist can become one with his flute-playing. v

There are a number of passages in the Chuang Tzu that illustrate the
nondual ¢ of such craftspeople—butcher, wheelwright, boatman,
and so forth. For example:

Ch'ing, the chief carpenter, was carving wood into a stand for hanging
musical instruments. When finished, the work appeared to those who
saw it as though of supernatural execution. And the prince of Lu asked
him, saying, “What mystery is there in your art?”

“No mystery, Your Highness,” replied Ch'ing; “and yet there is some-
thing. When I am about to make such a stand, I guard against any
diminution of my vital power. 1 first reduce my mind to absolute
quiescence. Three days in this condition, and I become oblivious of any
reward to be gained. Five days, and I become oblivious of any fame to be
acquired. Seven days, and I become unconscious of my four limbs and
my physical frame. Then, with no thought of the Court present in my
mind, my skill becomes concentrated, and all disturbing elements from
without are gone. ... I bring my own natural capacity in relation with
that of the wood.®

One might expect some such process of preparation by a flute-player
before an important concert, but here it is experienced by the equiv-
alent of a flute-maker. It supports the idea that the distinction
between poiesis and praxis is one that is to be found within the
intentionless activity of praxis in the broad sense. :

This answer contains the seeds of a reply to the next objection. The
second objection is that eliminating intention—driving a wedge
between action and all thought—seems hardly possible and is cer-
tainly not desirable. To act in such a way would mean to live aimlessly,
with no direction or meaning at all. Moreover, “activity transcending
thought” is likely to be more willful and selfish, giving greater free-
dom to instinctive and indiscriminate drives, than action that has been
deliberated and mediated by moral principles. We need intentions
because we must reflect on what we do, and before we act.

However, as mentioned earlier, nondual action does not imply
wanton, merely spontaneous activity like that of a spoiled child. The
point is more subtle. The objection assumes that acculturation intro-
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duces ethical factors (e.g., a superego) that condition our instinctive
selfishness, but nonduality, in denying an ego-self, eliminates the basis
of selfishness. (This is the essence of the Taoist response to Confucian
morality.) It is true that “activity transcending thought” negates any
meaning to life, in the sense that life’s acts do not gain their meaning

- from referring to something outside themselves. But from another

perspective, that meaning may be found within the action and per-
ceptions themselves, which are experienced as fully satisfying. Only
thus can each moment be complete in itself.

In order to determine whether nondual life may be said to have any
goal or direction, we must again distinguish between two perspec-
tives. From one perspective it is true that life does not have a direction,
but then, as above, life does not need a direction. The present may be
fulfilling without deriving its meaning from being projected toward
some future state of affairs. From another perspective, however, life
can still have a pattern without having a direction dualistically
imposed upon it. As Unmon said, when the bell sounds we put on our
robes and go to the meditation hall. There is the nondual sound
“bong!”, there is the nondual thought “time to sit,” and there is the
nondual activity of dressing and walking. I venture to suggest that
those who learn to live in such a way often become aware of a pattern
developing in their lives which is more profound and meaningful than
any they could have created for themselves.

It may be objected here that, while such “activity transcending
thought” may be possible in the protected environment of a monas-
tery, where the sequence of activities is determined, it is not possible
for the rest of us, who as laypeople are constantly required to make
decisions and choose between possible intentions. This issue will be
taken up in the following chapter. But here it is necessary to say that
for the person who experiences nondually, decisions too are made
differently. Choosing between pros and cons is not such a problem
because the appropriate choice is much clearer, perhaps arising more
spontaneously from what are normally called “subconscious” parts of
the mind. Of course, to express the matter in this way is to take for
granted the causal relation between decision and actions that was
questioned earlier. We may make the same point in a less dualistic way
by pointing out that how decisions are actually made is no less myste-
rious than how intentions “cause” actions. Seng-tsan’s Hsin Hsin Ming,
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cited in the first section of this chapter, begins with the.much-q.uc?ted
lines: “The Supreme Way [Tao] is not difficult, it 51m'ply dlsllke.s
choosing.” But how can we escape the dilemma of choice? .Only if
nondual decisions make themselves. That brings us to the topic of the

next chapter.

CHAPTER 4
NONDUAL THINKING

I never think—my thoughts think for me.
—Lamartine

Chapters 2 and 3 constitute a radical critique not only of perception
and action but also of thinking. Chapter 2 discussed how language
and thought usually distort our perception by reifying nondual per-
cepts into an objective world distinct from the perceiving con-
sciousness. Chapter 3 argued that intention bifurcates the nondual
action of our “psychic body” in a similar way. In both cases it has been
claimed that the superimposition of thought obscures the true nature
of the experience. If one also considers the emphasis on meditation in
the nondualist Asian traditions, one might conclude that the act of
thinking is nothing but an interference that distorts reality; therefore
we should strive to eliminate or minimize it. But this inference would
be just as wrong as believing that sense-perception or physical activity
must be “transcended.” None of these should be rejected, but their
actual nature must be realized. The linkage between perception/
conception and action/intention may be explored from either side. If
concepts veil the nondual nature of percepts, and if intentions do the
same for nondual actions, perhaps percepts and actions also obscure
the true nature of thinking. When the thought-forming activity of the
mind is used primarily in a system of representation and intention,
then something fundamental about the nature of thoughts is
obscured too. Our thought-processes are usually preoccupied with
creating and maintaining the apparently objective world, with phys-
ically and psychologically protecting the sense of self, and with obtain-
ing desired objects, but we should not assume that these indicate the
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limits of thought processes. Perhaps such dualistic activites tell us
nothing about the nature of thinking in itself. “Thought is best when
the mind is gathered into herself, and none of these things trouble
her—neither sounds nor sights nor pain, nor any pleasure—when
she has as little as possible to do with the body and has no bodily sense
or feeling, but is aspiring after being” (Plato).! Just as there is nondual
perception and action, so there may be nondual thinking—which also
would be radically different from our usual understanding of thinking.

In Zen, the fifth of the Ten Oxherding Pictures describes a stage of
enlightenment in which one realizes that thoughts too should not be
rejected. “Enlightenment brings the realization that thoughts are not
unreal since even they arise from our True-nature. It is only because
delusion still remains that they are imagined to be unreal.”? A Zen
master once began a sesshin I attended by saying that those striving
for enlightenment should look upon thoughts as the enemy to be
fought, but then he qualified this by adding that thoughts were not
really an enemy, as we would understand when we came to self-
realization; only temporarily in our meditation practice must they be
treated as such. This implies that the problem is, not thoughts per se,
but a certain way of thinking. According to the record of his own
enlightenment experience, the same Zen master struck his bed and
exclaimed: “Ha, ha, ha! There’s no reasoning here, no reasoning at
alll”® But what kind of thinking is left if we eliminate reasoning?
Sometimes the type of thinking that is criticized is called conceptual
thinking or conceptualizing, but exactly what these terms refer to is not
clear, especially if an alternative mode of thinking is supposed. If
conceptual thinking means “thinking that uses concepts,” it is diffi-
cult, indeed impossible to conceive of what thinking without concepts
could be, and it is unlikely that that would be satisfactory even if it were
possible. The main concern of this chapter, then, is to characterize the
difference between reasoning/conceptualizing and whatever type of
thinking is supposed to occur after enlightenment.

In the previous two chapters, nondual perception and nondual
action were elucidated by taking familiar concepts from the non-
dualist traditions and interpreting them nondualistically. In the case
of perception these were prapaiica and the common Indian distinc-
tion between savikalpa and nirvikalpa perception. In the case of
action, there was the Taoist paradox of wei-wu-wei. In this chapter the
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equivalent is the Mahayina concept of prajna, which is discussed in
the first section. The second section argues that thinking may be
realized to be “unsupported” (without a thinker) when thoughts do
not “link up in a series” (Hui Neng). Just as dualistic perception and
action are both due to thought-superimposition, so the “empty”

~ nature of thoughts and their true origin are overlooked as long as

thoughts are superimposed upon each other—which is what we under-
stand as the act of thinking that “I” dualistically do. The third section
uses this view to understand the creative process in art and science,
and the fourth discusses parallels to prajia in Western philosophy,
focusing on the later work of Martin Heidegger. The conclusion re-
Hects briefly on the implications of nondual thinking for philosophy.

PRAJNA

By now the parallel pattern is clear. In order to conflate the subject—
object relation, nondual thinking must negate any thinker distinct
from the thoughts that are thought. When we look for an equivalent to
such nondual thinking in Asian thought, the term which comes
closest is prajiid, a Sanskrit term used to describe the “wisdom” that is
sa.id to come with enlightenment or to constitute enlightenment. This
wisdom is not something that can be gained or grasped, however, for it
has no objective content; instead, it is often described as knowing in
which there is no distinction between the knower, that which is known,
and the act of knowing. This concept of prajiia was developed most in
Mahayana Buddhism, especially in the vast prajiaparamita (“tran-
scendental prajia”) literature. Yet, despite innumerable references to
it: prajiia was treated much like its counterpart in early Buddhism,
nirvana: both were recommended more than explained. For an analy-
sis of the concept we turn to D. T. Suzuki, who begins his paper on
“Reason and Intuition in Buddhist Philosophy” by distinguishing
between prajiia and the more usual vijfidna:

Prajiida goes beyond vijiiana. We make use of vijfiana in our world of the
senses and intellect, which is characterized by dualism in the sense that
there is the one who sees and there is the other that is seen—the two
standing in opposition. In prajia this differentiation does not take
place: what is seen and the one who sees are identical; the seer is the
seen and the seen is the seer.’
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Prajiia is indeed the most fundamental experience. On it all other
experiences are based, but we ought not regard it as something separate
from the latter which can be picked out and pointed to as a specifically
qualifiable experience. It is pure experience beyond differentiation.?

In a chart he lists the various counterbalancing characteristics of
prajiia and vijiiana, the “non-duality” of the former contrasting with
the “duality” of the latter.® The title of Suzuki’s paper derives from his
translation of these terms. Vijiiana, which is sometimes rendered as
“conceptual thinking” or “conceptualizing,” he translates as “reason
or discursive understanding.” In contrast, prajiii is translated, per-
haps unfortunately, as “intuition.” The philosophical meaning of
intuition is “the immediate apprehension of an object by the mind
without the intervention of any reasoning process”’—as in Spinoza’s
scientia intuitiva, the third and highest form of knowledge, the percep-
tion of a thing “through its essence alone,” which does not consist in
being convinced by reasons but in an immediate union with the thing
itself, In this sense Suzuki’s term is appropriate and even fortuitous for
the viewpoint of this chapter. However, “intuition” is unfortunate in
the sense that it more commonly suggests another faculty of mind
apart from the intellect, whereas the function of the “intuition” here is
nothing more than the function of the intellect when it is experienced
nondually. As Suzuki repeatedly emphasizes, prajna underlies
vijiana:
If we think that there is a thing denoted as prajiia and another denoted
as vijiiana and that they are forever separated and not to be brought to
the state of unification, we shall be completely on the wrong track.
Vijfiana cannot work without having prajfid behind it; parts are parts of
the whole; parts never exist by themselves, for if they did they would not
be parts—they would even cease to exist.3

The etymologies of vijidna and prajna are revealing. They have the
same root fiid@ (to know). The vi- prefix of vijiiana (also in vi-kalpa and
vi-tarka) signifies “separation or differentiation.” Hence vijidna refers
to knowing that functions by discriminating one thing from another.
In contrast, the pra- prefix of prajfia means “being born or springing
up”—presumably referring to a more spontaneous type of knowingin
which the thought no longer seems to be the product of a subject but
is experienced as arising from a deeper nondual source. In such
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kflowing the thought and that which thinks the thought are not
distinguishable. This claim is explicit in the Mahamudra passage
quoted in chapter 3, that the Moving (the thought, according to
Evans-Wentz's commentary) and the Non-Moving (mind) are one:

One cometh to know that neither is the “Moving” other than the
“Non-Moving,” nor the “Non-Moving” other than the “Moving”. ...

If the real nature of the “Moving” and the “Non-Moving” be not
discovered by these analyses, one is to observe:—

Whether the Intellect, which is looking on, is other than the “Mov-
ing” and the “Non-Moving";

Or whether itis the very self of the “Moving” and the “Non-Moving”.

Upon analysing, with the eyes of the Self-Knowing Intellect, one

dis§overeth nothing; the observer and the thing observed are found to
be inseparable.®

This passage was cited in chapter 3 as another example of the wei-wu-
wei paradox; later we shall see in what way nondual thinking might
also .be an instance of wu-wei, paradoxically being both active and
passive. o

If thought and thinker are indistinguishable, then it is impossible
to observe one’s own thoughts objectively. The Siksasamuccaya of San-
tideva contains a meditation on thought that dwells on this point:

For thought, Kasyapa, cannot be apprehended, inside or outside, or in
between both. For thought is immaterial, invisible, non-resisting, in-
conceivable, unsupported and homeless. Thought has never been seen
by any of the Buddhas, nor do they see it, nor will they see it.... A
thqught is like the stream of a river, without any staying power; as soon
as it is produced it breaks up and disappears....A thought is like
lightning, it breaks up in a moment and does not stay on. ...

Searching for thought all round, he does not see it within or with-
out....Can then thought review thought? No, thought cannot review
thought. As the blade of a sword cannot cut itself, as a finger-tip cannot
touch itself, so a thought cannot see itself,!?

But this seems contradicted by our experience. Surely thought can
review itself, for that happens often, whenever we ponder the logical
implications of some thought as part of a sequence of reasoning. The
point of the passage must be that the various thought-elements of
such a sequence do not coexist at the same time. At any moment there
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can be only one thought. A “review” of that thought, or any other
thought that arises, is a completely new thought. The next section
explores the implications of this.

AN UNSUPPORTED THOUGHT

It thinks, one ought to say. We become aware of certain representations whifh do
not depend on us; others depend on us, or at least so we believe; where is the

boundary? One should say, it thinks, just as one says, it rains.
' —Lichtenberg

In the Western philosophical tradition, the self as thinker has been C(?n-
sidered even less dubitable than the self as perceiver or agent, which
means that the corresponding denial of a thinker is even more radical
than the denial of a perceiver or an agent. Modern philosophy begins
with Descartes’ postulation of the subject which functions autono-
mously as its own criterion of truth, and this subject is founded on t}.le
_ fact that the act of thinking requires a thinker, an “I” to be doing it.

What of thinking? I find here that thought is an attribute that l?elongs‘to
me: it alone cannot be separated from me. L am, I exist, that is certa.m.
But how often? Just when I think; for it might possibly be .the case if I
ceased entirely to think, that I should likewise cease to exist.... I am,
however, a real thing and really exist; but what thing? 1 have answered: a
thing which thinks."

Descartes argues that it is self-contradictory to doubt one’s own exis-
tence. “For it is so evident of itself that it is I who doubts, who
understands, and who desires, that there is no reason here to add
anything to explain it.”'? But as a proof, this begs the question: to
assume that “I” am doubting my own existence is to go beyond what is
empirically given. What is experienced is thoughts, some of VflhiCh
involve the concept “I,” but from this itis illegitimate to infer a .thmker
distinct from the thought. No cogito can be derived from cogitans.

In reaction, Hume's conception of the mind (quoted in chapter 2)
denies the existence of any identifiable self and emphasizes the
“intentionality” of all consciousness, by which he means that con-
sciousness always has a content:

I never catch myself at any time without a perception, and can never
observe anything but the perception. When my perceptions are
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removed for any time, as by sound sleep, so long am I insensible to
myself, and may truly be said not to exist.”?

That the “I-consciousness” is intentional in this sense (not the same
sense of “intentionality” discussed in chapter 3) is a notion essential to
the nondualist position, for this is implied by the nondualist’s claim
that there is no autonomous self (“I...") distinguishable from its
experience (“I am aware of ..."). John Levy has elaborated this con-
cept of intentionality into what is perhaps the classic argument against
subject—object duality. The importance of the following passage can
hardly be overemphasized:

When I am conscious of an object, that is, of a notion or a percept, that
object alone is present. When I am conscious of my perceiving, what
alone presents itself to consciousness is the notion that I perceive the
object: and therefore the notion of my being the perceiver also con-
stitutes an object of consciousness. From this, a most important fact
emerges: the so-called subject who thinks, and its apparent object, have
no immediate relation.

...the notion, I am reading, does not occur while we are thus
absorbed [in reading a book]: it occurs only when our attention
wavers. ... a little reflection will show that even when we are not thus
absorbed for any appreciable lapse of time, the subject who afterwards
lays claim to the action was not present to consciousness when the
action was taking place. The idea of our being the agent occurs to us
as a separate thought, which is to say that it forms an entirely fresh
object of consciousness. And since, at the time of the occurrence, we
were present as neither the thinker, the agent, the percipient, nor the
enjoyer, no subsequent claim on our part could alter the position. . ..

If the notions of subject and object are both the separate objects of
consciousness, neither term has any real significance. An object, in the
absence of a subject, cannot be what is normally called an object; and
the subject, in the absence of an object, cannot be what is normally
called the subject. It is in memory that the two notions seem to combine
to form an entirely new notion, I am the perceiver or the thinker."4

From this, Levy later concludes: “Memory and the consciousness of
individual existence are therefore synonymous.”!s

- When I am conscious of a percept, only the percept is present, and
when I am conscious of a thought, there is only that thought: from
this modest and undeniable premise, the most extraordinary con-
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sequences follow. It implies what the Japanese Zen master Dogen
claimed to have realized, that “mind is no other than mountains,
rivers, and the great wide earth, the sun and the moon and the
stars.” 16 Originally, there is no distinction between “internal” (mental)
and “external” (physical), which means that trees and rocks and
clouds, if they are not juxtaposed in memory with the “I” concept, will
be experienced to be as much “my mind” as thought and feelings.

Levy develops a point stressed in Advaita but often misunderstood:
although there.is only the Self, that Self cannot be known, for to know it
is to make it into an object. What is usually overlooked about this point
is that our usual sense of self is the result of just such an objectification.
The sense of subject—object duality arises not only from a simple
bifurcation between grasper and grasped. The subject must also be
“grasped” in an objectification whereby I identify my consciousness
with thought (including memory), a body, and its possessions—all of
which are objects lacking the most essential characteristic of Self,
consciousness. According to Sankara this is the primary superimposi-
tion, the fundamental ignorance that needs to be overcome.

Levy’s emphasis on memory as the source of duality is consistent
with Sankara’s reference to it in his definition of adhyasa, quoted in
chapter 2 and restated here: Superimposition is the apprehension of
something in the present as different than it actually is, due to the
interference of memory-traces. There is a parallel in the Lankdvatara
Siatra: “When the triple world is surveyed by the Bodhisattva, he
perceives that its existence is due to memory (literally, ‘perfuming’]
that has been accumulated since the beginningless past, but wrongly
interpreted.”!” The usual function of memory as superimposition is to
interpret the perception so that it is seen as—in this case, as an object
presented to a subject. Levy’s argument is of paramount importance
for the nondualist. We have already applied it, in effect, in developing
models of nondual perception (memory-superimposition as savi-
kalpa determination) and nondual action (memory-superimposition
as intention) in the two previous chapters. But the most important
implications of Levy’s argument are for nondual thinking. For what if
memory were not there to relate together the distinct notions of
percept and subject? Or (it amounts to the same thing) if the memory-
trace were experienced as it is, “an entirely fresh object of conscious-
ness” quite distinct from the other thoughts and percepts upon which
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it is usually superimposed? The significance of the Siksasamuccaya
passage quoted at the end of the section on prajiia becomes obvious. If
memory “wrongly interpreted” is equivalent to what Levy calls indi-
vidual existence because it is a case of “thought reviewing thought,”
then the experience of each thought as autonomous will eliminat,e
that sense of individual existence—in our terms, would dissolve the
sense of subject—object duality.

Nietzsche came to the conclusion that each thought is autonomous

!Jy developing the implications of his remarks (quoted in chapter 3) on
intention and causality:

“Causality” eludes us; to suppose a direct causal link between thoughts,
as logic does—that is the consequence of the crudest and clumsiest
observation.

‘.‘Thinking”, as epistemologists conceive it, simply does not occur: it is
quite an arbitrary fiction, arrived at by selecting one element from the
process and eliminating all the rest, an artificial arrangement for the
purpose of intelligibility—

The “spirit”, something that thinks: ... this conception is a second
derivative of that false introspection which believes in “thinking”: first
an act is imagined which simply does not occur, “thinking”, and sec-
ondly a subject-substratum in which every act of thinking, and nothing
else, has its origin: that is to say, both the deed and the doer are fictions.

We believe that thoughts as they succeed one another in our minds
stand in some kind of causal relatipn: the logician especially, who
actually speaks of nothing but instaZces which never occur in reality,
has grown accustomed to the prejudice that thoughts cause thoughts . . .

In summa: everything of which we become conscious is a terminal
phenomenon, an end—and causes nothing; every successive phenom-
enon in consciousness is completely atomistic.'8

Nietzsche relates the denial of a thinker to a denial of the process of
thinking. Why, after all, do we believe that there is an act of thinking?
Because that act is what the thinker does: stringing thoughts together
by forming new thoughts on the basis of the old thoughts. If there is
no such thinker then there need be no such act. That leaves only
thoughts, one at a time, although the succession may be rapid.

The significance of Nietzsche’s remarks for us is that we find the
same claim in the Asian nondualist philosophies, particularly evident
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in Mahayana. In the Platform Sutra, the Sixth Ch’an Patriarch Hui

Neng explains what prajia is:
To know our mind is to obtain liberation. To obtain liberation is to
attain Samadhi of Prajna, which is “thoughtlessness’. What is “thought-
lessness”? “Thoughtlessness” is to see and know all Dharmas [things]
with a mind free from attachment. When in use it pervades everywhere,
and yet it sticks nowhere. ... When our mind works freely without any
hindrance, and is at liberty to “come” or to “go”, we attain Samadhi of
Prajia, or liberation. Such a state is called the function of “thoughtless-
ness”. But to refrain from thinking of anything, so that all thoughts are
suppressed, is to be Dharma-ridden, and this is an erroneous view. 19

The term thoughtlessness would seem to recommend a mind free from
any thoughts, but Hui Neng denies this. Instead, thoughtlessness is
the function of a mind free from any attachment. The implication is
that for someone who is liberated thoughts still arise, but there is no
clinging to them when they do. Why the term thoughtlessness can be
used to characterize such a state of mind will become clear in a
moment. But the question that arises first is how one can ever be
attached to thoughits if, as the Siksasamuccaya says, a thought has no
staying power, if like lightning it breaks up in a moment and disap-
pears. Hui Neng answers this later when he says more about “how to
think”:

In the exercise of our thinking faculty, let the past be dead. If we allow
our thoughts, past, present and future, to link up in a series, we put ourselves
under restraint. On the other hand, if we never let our mind attach to
anything, we shall gain liberation.*°

We cling to a thought by linking up thoughts in a series, rather than
letting each thought arise spontaneously and independently. The
effect of such linking is that the nondual nature of each individual
thought is obscured. This is not to deny that thoughts also stand in a
causal relationship; from another point of view, it is undeniable that
previous thoughts somehow condition later ones. But when one “for-
gets oneself” and becomes a nondual thought, there is no longer any
awareness that the thought is caused. Then it arises spontaneously, as
if “self-caused.” (This relationship is discussed further in chapter 6,
which considers the paradoxical Madhyamika equivalence between
pratitya-samutpada conditionality and the Unconditioned.)
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According to the autobiographical first part of the Platform Sutra,
Hui Neng became deeply enlightened and realized that all things in
the universe are his self-nature when his teacher read him a line from
Fhe Diamond Sutra: “Let your mind (or thought) arise without fixing
it anywhere.”? The passage just prior to this one—which Hui Neng
must also have heard—puts this in context. Edward Conze translates
it as follows: '

Therefore then, Subhati, the Bodhisattva should produce an unsup-
ported thought, a thought which is nowhere supported, which is not
supported (apratisthiti) by forms, sounds, smells, tastes, touchables, or
objects of mind. ... And why? What is supported has no support.22

A thought is “unsupported” when it is not experienced as arising in
dependence upon anything else. It is not experienced as “caused” by
another thought (which is a “mind-object”) and of course it is not
“produced” by a thinker, since the Bodhisattva realizes that “thinkers”
(like ego-selves generally) do not exist. Such an “unsupported
thought,” then, is prajia, arising by itself nondually.

Hui Neng’s grandson-in-the-Dharma Ma-tsu agrees with Hui
Neng and the Diamond Sutra: “So with former thoughts, later
thoughts, and thoughts in between: the thoughts follow one another
without being linked together. Each one is absolutely tranquil.”23
That each such unsupported thought is absolutely tranquil is a new
point, although perhaps implicit in Hui Neng’s use of the term
thoughtlessness. When one loses sense of self and completely
becom'es an unsupported thought, there is again the paradox of wei-
wu-wei, in which action and passivity are combined. As the
Mahamudri claims, there is the movement of nondual thought, butat
the same time there is an awareness of no movement. That is why such
an experience can just as well be described as thoughtlessness. The
later Ch’an master Kuei-shan Ling-yu referred to this as “thoughtless
thought”: “Through concentration a devotee may gain thoughtless
thought. Thereby he is suddenly enlightened and realizes his original
nature.”?* Thoughtless thought is not a mind completely void of any
Fhoughts. Rather, “one (nondual) thought is thoughtless thought,”
Just as one nondual sound is soundless sound (chap. 2) and one
nondual action is actionless action (chap. 3).

Buddhism describes this awareness o