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Introduction and Overview

The book The Yellow Pill describes the conceptual basis of an economic system different than the one that presently exists. These foundations include: (1) the real economic value lies in the objective properties of matter rather than in its human perception, and an economic system, when organized around this objective value, tends towards stability, (2) the problems in the current economic systems—both socialism and capitalism—arise from the existence of middlemen either in the form of global corporations or governments and (3) the economy and government should be localized in geography to administer the exchange of goods and services, while the exchange of knowledge—ideas and methods—must be globalized, thus creating two different kinds of trades: the local trade exchanges goods while the global trade exchanges ideas. This article will use these foundations to describe the Varṇa System of social organization, illustrating how this system is grounded in the above insights about the nature of economic systems, as well as on a theory of matter and cosmic structure.

What is the Varṇa System?

The Varṇa System is a description of the classes in society, defined based on the types of roles the classes play. The system is based on two kinds of trade—the exchange of goods and services carried out by the mercantile class called Vaiśya and the exchange of knowledge and methods carried out by an intellectual class called Brahmana. The exchange of ideas and methods, in this system, is globalized and unregulated by any government and all societies can take the best ideas and methods from wherever they are available, outside the control of a local government. The exchange of products and services, however, is localized and regulated by the local government—comprised of a class of people called Kshatriyas.

The higher rungs of society comprise of three main classes: (1) those who create and exchange ideas (Brahmana), (2) those who create and exchange goods and services (Vaiśya), and (3) those who regulate the process of goods and service exchange (Kshatriyas). The Varṇa System also recognizes a fourth class—called Sudra—which comprises of people that assist the above three classes, and are, therefore, “employed” by them for furthering their respective functions in society.

Thus, society is divided into employers and employed; the top three classes of people (Brahmana, Kshatriya, and Vaiśya) are employers and the fourth class (Sudra) is employees.

The Varṇa System in Modern Society

Many people today deride the Varṇa System as a “caste system” for two main reasons. First, the system has indeed degraded into a caste system (e.g. the son of a politician becomes a politician, creating dynastic politics, which today exists everywhere in the world). Second, they find the idea of a fourth class (Sudra)—which serves the other three classes—reprehensible because it reminds them of slavery when in fact this class represents employees rather than slaves.

More than 99% of the global population today is employees—the people who are paid to serve as clerks, accountants, managers, salesmen, housekeepers, artisans, craftsmen, and a wide variety of blue-collar workers in the industrial system. Even the intellectuals and academics who are employed by a business, or serve the government’s administration are employees. If you are an employer, then you belong to one of the top three classes, but if you are an employee then you belong to the fourth class. By that measure, most of the population today is Sudra.

However, as the number of independent employers has declined, while the population continues to grow, most employees have also become employers, creating steep hierarchies of organizational structure, in which the ownership and power gradually increase as one rises to higher rungs of the hierarchy, but there is still very limited ability to make independent decisions as a small business owner could and would.

There is nothing wrong with hierarchy per se because, in order to maintain order in society, there must be different classes that play different roles. However, when hierarchy steepens then human freedom reduces dramatically. Only a few people at the top rungs of society have the ability to make decisions, while everyone else follows. A steep hierarchy stifles the human spirit and innovation—as every organization admits. And yet, with the concentration of wealth and power, there is no other way to organize society than to create steep hierarchies that destroy human inventiveness.

The Concentration of Power and Independence

In modern society, independent intellectuals have almost disappeared. All academic work is today funded either by government projects on defense or financed by businesses for the sole purpose of profit. Such intellectuals, therefore, have little independence; they must support their employers or find alternative employment. They are not, therefore, Brahmana; they are in fact Sudra. Similarly, the managers in a corporation are not Vaiśya or Kshatriya because they have little independence. They execute the orders of their bosses, and the bosses follow the guidelines laid out by the majority stock owners of the company. Even the CEOs of a company are replaced if the stockholders don’t like them. The majority owners of the company stock are therefore the Vaiśya while everyone else is their employee.

Similarly, the bureaucrats of different government departments are not Kshatriya because they are employees of the government. In the modern system, the politicians who win elections could be called Kshatriya, but given that most of these politicians are controlled by big businesses, they cannot act independently. Effectively, they too are “employees” of the big businesses although they are compensated for their services through election campaign funds rather than through monthly salaries. All such politicians appear to be in a position of power, but they are actually servants of the corporate masters who command and dictate their actions.

Effectively, modern society has only two classes—Vaiśya and Sudra. By and large, the banking system, a few global corporate owners, and small or medium businesses are the Vaiśya—this constitutes less than 1% of the total population. The remaining 99% of the population is largely Sudra. Some of these Sudra might even be rich, and they can therefore employ other employees, but they are not independent. It is rare to find an independent ruler—a Kshatriya—and even more rare to find an independent thinker—a Brahmana. Whenever and wherever such people exist, they are oppressed, suppressed, and eliminated by the dominant Vaiśya and their employee Sudra.

While Brahmana were expected to freely exchange ideas in order to improve the living conditions of society at large, this control has now passed into the hands of corporations who control access to a variety of technologies for a profit. Similarly, instead of regulating the businesses, the governments are regulated by the businesses.

The Philosophical Basis of the Varṇa System

The Varṇa system combines the Trickle-Up and Trickle-Down economic models commonly talked about in modern economics. The goods and services trickle up while knowledge trickles down. In terms of conventional economic goods, services, and capital, the Varṇa System is a Trickle-Up system in which the Sudra serve the Vaisya, the Vaisya are taxed by the Kshatriya, and the Kshatriya provide welfare to the Brahmana. In return, the Brahmana enrich the society with ideas and methods, and this knowledge gradually trickles down from Kshatriya to Vaisya and ultimately to Sudra. Thus, in terms of material goods and services, the economic value trickles up, but in terms of material ideas and methods, the economic value trickles down.

This system is based on the understanding that material objects are created from ideas, and these ideas exist in matter as the design and organization which creates value. The scientific basis of the Varṇa system is a hierarchical theory of space, in which the world exists as a tree, the root of which is the original idea, from which trunks, branches, twigs, and fruits gradually emerge through a process of diversification of ideas. Thus, all material objects are produced from ideas, by adding to them more and more ideas. At some point in this diversification, the ideas begin to manifest as sensations and objects for the senses. This is the point at which we call these ideas “material objects”. Such objects, however, are not all that exists in nature; quite specifically, these objects are like the fruits on a tree, underlying which are twigs, branches, trunks, and a root, which are not sensually perceivable. The world thus exists as an inverted tree in which the roots are above and the fruits are below.

The society too is organized hierarchically and the Brahmana (who deal in the exchange of knowledge) are higher than the Kshatriya (who provide administration), who are higher than the Vaisya (who perform the job of production of consumable goods). The Sudra are those who provide useful services to the three classes of society. Society in this view has three main functions—business, government, and knowledge—held by the three upper classes. The fourth class of people assists and supports the performance of the above three functions.

Who Owns Ideas?

Ideas exist eternally and are discovered by humans. By discovery, humans do not become owners of the idea because the idea can simultaneously exist in many minds. The house or car is simultaneously possessed by many people. Therefore, a human cannot own ideas, although they can own the specific expressions of those ideas, due to which we can assert copyrights on their expressions of ideas, but we cannot assert a patent on the idea itself. The distinction between the patent and copyright can be traced to the distinction between minds and senses: a patent aims to prevent others from using ideas, whereas a copyright only aims to protect the creator of an instance of an idea from continued use and updates to the instance.

Ideas, however, are owned by another society—called the demigods—which can delegate those ideas to the human society. The universe in the Vedic system comprises many tiers, called planetary systems. The Earth planet is a part of the bhūloka, and its residents can own sense perceivable instances of ideas. But higher than the bhūloka are six other planetary systems called bhuvarloka (the owners of sensations), svargaloka (the owners of senses), maharloka (the owners of mind or ideas), janaloka (the owners of intellect or judgments), tapaloka (the owners of ego or intentions), and satyaloka (the owners of virtues and moral values).

Vedic Cosmology is Essential to Understand Varṇa

The triad of bhūloka, bhuvarloka, and svargaloka is often called the “three worlds” although worlds above and below these worlds also exist. The svargaloka includes the nine planets—Sun, Moon, Jupiter, Saturn, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Rahu, and Ketu—and the system of stars above it. The svargaloka extends all the way to the polestar and includes the residence of Kṣīrodakaśāyī Viṣṇu just above it, who is also called Paramātma because he resides in all atoms. He is the ultimate controller of the material objects, the sensations, and the senses that are used to create and control the objects and sensations.

Above these three worlds is maharloka, the realm of the mind or all ideas which are controlled by a form of Lord Viṣṇu called Aniruddha. Higher than the mind is intelligence and is controlled by the residents of janaloka under the supervision of another form of Lord Viṣṇu called Pradyumna. Higher than the intelligence is the ego which is controlled by the residents of tapaloka under the supervision of a form of Lord Viṣṇu called Saṅkarṣaṇa. And higher than the ego is mahattattva which is controlled by the residents of satyaloka under the supervision of a form of Lord Viṣṇu called Vāsudeva.

The residents of bhuvarloka have the patent over all sensations such as the colors red, blue, and yellow. The residents of svargaloka have patents on all senses, which are the properties such as color, taste, smell, sound, and touch. The residents of maharloka have the patent over all ideas or object concepts such as ‘table’, ‘chair’, ‘house’, etc. The residents of janaloka have the patent over all judgments such as which ideas are fundamental versus which ideas are non-fundamental. During a partial devastation, the living beings of maharloka move to the janaloka which means only fundamental ideas remain, and all non-fundamental ideas are destroyed. The residents of tapaloka have the ownership of all intentions or goals. And the residents of satyaloka are the owners of all moral values. The residents of bhūloka—e.g. living beings on Earth—can assert ownership of material property—e.g. our bodies, houses, cars, tables, chairs, etc. But since these objects are produced out of sensations, senses, ideas, judgments, intents, and values—which we don’t own—even the ownership of objects depends on the support of the living beings in the higher planets (and ultimately to the different forms of Lord Viṣṇu who supervises these living beings) who must allow their “patents” for our use.

The Role of Brahmana in the Society

The role of Brahmana in human society is to obtain the patent licenses owned by the higher rungs of the cosmic society by which appropriate sensations, properties, ideas, judgments, intents, and moral values can be brought into the bhūloka. When such permission has been obtained, we are morally entitled to the use of subtle forms of matter to create the gross forms that we can perceive through our senses. When such permission hasn’t been obtained, we are effectively stealing the property owned by other living beings. That stealing creates new karma.

Effectively, when the Brahmanas are absent, the society is involved in theft, thus creating negative karma, the results of which have to be suffered. When the Brahmana exist and guide society by providing them with sensations, properties, ideas, judgments, intents, and moral values, which have previously been obtained from the higher planetary systems, the entire society becomes happy because of the creation of negative karma ceases.

The living beings on bhūloka must at the least cease the creation of negative karma to be happy. They can also cease the creation of positive karma and get liberated. But at the minimum, we have to end the sinful activities which only cause suffering.

The Economic Cycle in the Universe

Some people might question at this time the need for continuously obtaining the permission of the higher societies to continue using their property. Can we not just ask them once and then continue using it forever? The short answer to that is that all such properties are material and are therefore destroyed. Thus, sensations, properties, ideas, judgments, intents, and moral values cannot be obtained permanently as they are continuously being destroyed by the effect of time. To keep replenishing them, we must keep getting them from those who produce them.

Every society that consumes material objects produces waste. This waste corresponds to the degraded state of matter devoid of “information”—i.e. sensations, properties, ideas, and so forth. To rejuvenate this waste into “raw materials” we have to add information to it again, and that information has to be obtained from the higher societies in the universe. In that sense, a continuous influx of information from higher societies is needed to maintain human society. If this influx ceases, then we would be left with a lot of waste and no raw materials.

The raw materials include sufficient rains, sunshine, and moonshine, minerals and metals, fertile soil, mountains, etc. Humans can produce many things with their efforts, but all these things depend on the “raw materials”, which are in turn produced from properties and ideas, which have to be supervised by good judgment, which have to be under the control of good intentions, which have to be oriented with good moral values. All these are the gifts of demigods—the citizens of the higher planetary systems. The Brahmana help society by fetching the instances of these demigod properties on the bhūloka.

As the Brahmana no longer exist, society will eventually run out of raw materials. Since the consumption of raw materials cannot be stopped, environmental preservation is ultimately a flawed idea. Preservation can delay the eventual exhaustion, but it cannot prevent it. To keep society running, the environment has to be rejuvenated rather than simply preserved. This requires the existence of real Brahmana.

The Rejuvenation of the Social System

The wealth of the rich is not real wealth for society because we cannot eat, breathe, or drink money. Society needs grains, milk, water, air, minerals, wood, etc. and these cannot be created by the wealthy. Wealth creation is performed by the Brahmana who produce the raw materials on which society survives. Vaisya or businessmen manipulate this wealth to create a variety of consumables such as food, clothes, shelter, transportation, etc. If the supply of raw materials ends, then the prices of commodities will rise exponentially and the reservoirs of wealth with the rich can only be exchanged for little food, water, and air. In other words, all the wealth of the rich cannot save the world from catastrophe. It can only be saved by the knowledge that helps the rejuvenation of raw materials by instantiating abstract ideas into matter.

Society cannot be rejuvenated without the Brahmana who can enlighten the world about how gross matter is produced from many layers of subtle matter through the assistance of the demigods under the supervision of different forms of Lord Viṣṇu. Society will remain in turmoil so long as it believes that only material objects are real and everything else—sensations, properties, ideas, judgments, intentions, and moral values—are byproducts of these objects. By not recognizing the separate existence of subtle matter, while using it endlessly, we become thieves who need to be corrected by nature’s punishment.
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Introduction and Overview

Sāńkhya divides matter into manas (mind), prāna (life force), and vāk. Manas and vāk are related as meaning and word or matter and mind. The connection between word and meaning is not universal because the same meaning can be expressed by different words in different contexts and a given word can be used to express different meanings in different contexts. Contextualization of word-meaning relationship is achieved by the third aspect called prāna. Contextualization can also be used to give a new interpretation to a pre-existing word or to use a preexisting thing in a new way. The article discusses the role prāna plays in the motion of material objects, in the creation of bodies, and in the transmigration of the soul.

The body of the soul is just like a word that expresses the meaning in the soul. The successive states of the body seen during motion are just like different words expressing different meanings in the soul. The transmigration of the soul from one body to another is just like different words being manifest from different meanings in the soul. In all these cases, prāna is the connection between body and soul. At the time of death, the prāna leaves the body along with the soul and develops a new body. That is just like an author disowning the words he had previously spoken and owning a different set of words. If someone enters the same type of body, it is the result of expressing similar meanings through slightly different words.

The word-meaning philosophy is simple in one sense and all-encompassing in another. I will begin with a discussion of the problems of motion in mathematics and physics because grasping these problems is essential to laying the foundation for a different description of motion and change.

Zeno’s Paradoxes of Motion

While motion is all around us, it has been a very problematic idea.

During Greek times, Zeno articulated some paradoxes to describe these problems. One form of the paradox says that if a person has to go from point A to point B, then before he can go to B he must go halfway to B, but before he can go halfway, he must go quarter-way, and before he can go a quarter-way he must go one-eighth the way, and so forth. The sequence 1/2, 1/4, 1/8, 1/16 ... is infinite, but the series 1/2 + 1/4 + 1/8 + 1/16 + ... converges to 1. If we suppose that space is infinitely divisible, then we must add the above series in order to move, but since the series is infinite, the time required in addition is also infinite. Zeno concluded that it would take an infinite time to go from A to B, which means that motion must be impossible.

Note how the above problem hinges upon the infinite divisibility of space. If space were not infinitely divisible, then the series would terminate at some point, and only a finite time would be needed for adding it. However, we would now be left with another notorious problem, namely, that the sum of the fractional numbers would not add to one (because we remove all numbers in the series after a certain point). That would entail that we can start from A and get close to B, but not exactly B.

The Problem of Object Hopping

If space is not infinitely divisible, then an object has to “hop” from one location to another, which creates a problem of causality: how do we know which point to hop to next? Many of you would have seen games in which a child hops from one box to another. Since you have the choice of hopping to different boxes, to explain the hopping, you need a choice to explain the very next box you hop to. That choice indicates your intention to go someplace, and when such intention is needed to decide each hop, choice is necessary to explain motion.

Now we have an even more formidable problem: when the motion from point A to B involves choices, then we can never establish a necessity that an object would indeed take a path. After all, if there are alternative positions that an object can move into, then the fact that it moves into a particular position is not necessary. Once we lose the necessity, we cannot apply any mathematical law that predicts the next state, and without such a law we lose both predictions and explanations.

Hume’s Critique of Causality

We are now led to what some philosophers call “dustbowl empiricism” which is the view that reality is composed of discrete and unrelated sensations (like dust particles) which cannot be causally connected to each other except through an intention and choice, and this entails a collapse of science.

Incidentally, this was also David Hume’s critique of causality that we only observe the succession of events—e.g. that B follows A—but we cannot insist that B will always follow A—i.e. establish a necessity. Hume’s critique of causality had an enormous impact on Western philosophy—leading Immanuel Kant (often regarded as the greatest philosopher after Greek times) to comment that he was woken from his “dogmatic slumber” by Hume’s critique.

Hume’s critique led to what is now known as the Problem of Induction—i.e. justifying that just because you see A succeed B a certain number of times, how do you know that it will always succeed? This problem has a benign version if we can establish continuity of motion (this was shown in the early 20th century by the works of Cauchy and Weierstrass) because you can then claim that this continuity somehow entails necessity, although you still have the Zeno’s paradox that it would take an infinite amount of time to make any change. The problem truly blows in our face if motion is discontinuous and involves hopping because then we clearly have a problem of causality and necessity.

Two Problems of Motion

While the idea of motion seems fairly straightforward, based on the above we can see two key problems with this idea. First, if the motion is continuous, then it must take an infinite time and effort, and hence can never happen, although we can establish a necessity that it must happen. Second, if the motion is discrete, then we cannot establish a necessity because choices must be involved, and therefore motion can occur but there cannot be a law of motion that definitely predicts the outcomes.

In short, if motion is possible then it is not necessary. And if motion is necessary then it is impossible (because it will take an infinite time). We can clearly rule out the second alternative because it presents a self-contradiction (if motion is necessary then it is impossible). We can, however, work with the first alternative (if motion is possible then it is not necessary) although this entails a collapse of classical determinism in which matter is moving according to laws that are necessary.

The first alternative is now supported by discoveries in quantum theory where space and time are not infinitely divisible and objects must, therefore “hop” from one location to another. As we have seen earlier, quantum theory also entails a collapse of classical determinism because we cannot predict the next state, although we can predict the probabilities of the next state. We are now effectively playing the hopping game that children play where they jump from one location to another, which famously led Einstein to complain that “God does not play dice”.

Classical Determinism vs. Everyday Causality

Classical determinism is incompatible with everyday notions of causality. For instance, you can cure your headache if you consume an analgesic. The fan will stop spinning if you turn the switch off. The bullet will be ejected from a gun if you pull the trigger. Note how all these forms of causality involve an “if” in which an actor must make a choice to consume an analgesic, turn off a switch, or pull the trigger. Since it is not necessary that these things will indeed happen, change is possible but not necessary.

Thus, we are now left with the problem of how to explain the conversion of possibility into reality. Matter, in this new paradigm, must exist as a possibility and something must act on it to convert it into reality. The reality that we observe cannot, therefore, be attributed to either the possibility or the action; rather, it is the combination of possibility and action that creates reality.

Sāńkhya and Everyday Causality

Sāńkhya describes matter in manifest and unmanifest states. The unmanifest state of matter is when it exists as a possibility. From this unmanifest state, a manifest state is created by an action. What we can observe—i.e. the manifest state—is thus produced from the unmanifest state, although not deterministically. Rather, the cause of such production is an action.

The unmanifest state exists as a possibility from which the manifest state is produced as an actuality. The manifest state is also the possibility of subdividing into examples or instances. An example or instance is that thing by which the idea can be known. A name or sound is such an instance by which the idea can be known. Therefore, language is an instantiation of the idea. The instance is called an object and the a possibility is called an idea. In Sāńkhya, the idea is called manas and the instance is called vāk. The conversion of the unmanifest manas or idea into the manifest vāk or object is carried out by an action—which is called prāna.

The terms manas, prāna, and vāk are therefore description of the process of converting an unmanifest into an instance by which it can be known. This is a different notion of causation incompatible with classical physical determinism, although compatible both with quantum causality and everyday notions of causation.

The key point is that matter doesn’t necessarily exist as physical objects. It rather can also exist as ideas that cannot be seen, tasted, touched, smelt, or heard. Prāna converts the ideas into symbolic instances of those ideas. For example, the idea “table” in my mind can be converted into the sound “table” through speech by which the idea can be known. The post I’m writing first exists in my mind as an idea and then is transformed into words through prāna. The ideas are “unmanifest”, as they cannot be sensed. The objects are “manifest”, as they can be sensed. The conversion of unmanifest to manifest is due to an action—prāna.

The Science Underlying “We Are Not This Body”

All religious philosophy begins by asserting that there is life beyond the current material existence. This is often explained by describing two categories—matter and soul. If matter is moving by itself, then there is no necessity for the soul. This is why the soul was evicted from classical physics because the theories were expected to be sufficient to explain the motion of matter provided we fixed the matter’s initial state. God and the soul were relegated to a choice of deciding the initial state.

With the collapse of classical determinism and the rise of the idea that motion is possible but not necessary, material objects have to “hop” from one state to another. This hopping is like a neon sign in which neon lights successively switch on and off, creating the impression of movement although there is actually no motion. We can also say that “motion” is a phenomenon created through a succession of event instantiation although matter is not moving. Now, the “external world” is not moving objects; it is rather events that appear and disappear.

Quantum theory helps us understand why this is the case. In this theory, all states are always possible, but they are not always real. The possible states are like the switched-off neon lights: although they exist, we cannot perceive them. The possibility is actualized when the light is switched on. The switching on and off lights do not constitute actual motion although they create the impression of motion. In that sense, motion—i.e. all changes in this world—are phenomena and not reality.

These phenomena are created by manifesting and unmanifesting possibilities: some possibilities are manifest while others are unmanifest. Since all possibilities always exist, (although they are not always visible to the senses) the world of possibilities never changes. The fact that I’m sitting in my chair, therefore, doesn’t mean that there isn’t a version of my body lying on the bed. My body is simultaneously on the bed although as a possibility and not reality. The soul’s consciousness is now focused on the body on the chair, and defocused from the body on the bed.

Given that the soul focuses on different bodies one after another—like neon lights going on or off—the soul itself is not moving when the body seems to move from the chair to the bed. Even the individual bodies—e.g. on the chair and on the bed—are simultaneously fixed in their respective states. The appearance of change is created neither by the motion of the soul, nor by the motion of the body, but by the changing relation between a soul and multiple different bodies. The same soul passes through different bodies and “lights them up” one after another. The soul is called dehin (embodied) and the body is called deha and both are fixed. The motion is the changing relationship between the soul and the different bodies. The soul is thus not the body.

Two False Notions About the Soul and the Body

Most people imagine that if there is a soul in the body, then as the body moves, the soul must move along with the body. There are two false notions in this conception of soul and body. First, the body is not moving, because all bodies (on the bed and on the chair) exist simultaneously as possibilities, although they are not perceived by the soul simultaneously; matter is inert in Sāńkhya and it never moves. Second, the soul is also not moving with the body because the soul is always unchanged; rather, the soul only observes the different unmanifest states of matter, and this observation manifests the body. Thus, neither the body nor the soul is moving. The motion is only an experience.

This experience is created when the soul is connected to the different states of unmanifest matter. As we saw above, prāna converts the unmanifest manas (idea) into the manifest vāk (object). Therefore, as the soul is connected to different states of the unmanifest matter, a manifest body is produced by prāna. The connection between the soul and the body is thus prāna and this connection is also the cause of the body in the sense that the connection manifests the body from the unmanifest.

Prāna focuses the soul’s consciousness onto a particular state of unmanifest matter. In the process, prāna also acts on the unmanifest matter to create a manifest body. Neither the body nor the soul is moving in this process. Only the prāna is attaching the soul’s consciousness to different unmanifest matter states, which then produce a slew of increasingly gross forms of matter until the gross body is created.

The Creation of the Universe Through Prāna

The Śrimad Bhāgavatam describes how the universe is created by Karanodakaśāyī Viṣṇu’s “glance” over unmanifest matter called pradhāna. By this “glance,” Lord Viṣṇu’s prāna is focused on unmanifest matter, which then automatically produces manifest matter. This manifestation begins with mahattattva, and proceeds through other material elements called ego, intelligence, mind, senses, sensations, and sense objects. The “glance” of Lord Viṣṇu involves His “life breath” or prāna and His attention towards pradhāna results in “breathing out” innumerable universes. The notable difference is that He “breathes out” not just from his nose but from all the pores of His body. Each pore of His body is thus a different aspect of His consciousness which focuses on different aspects of pradhāna in order to create innumerable different universes.

The process by which Karanodakaśāyī Viṣṇu creates myriad universes is therefore also the process by which the soul’s prāna creates their diverse bodies. The primary difference is that the soul only creates one body after another, while Karanodakaśāyī Viṣṇu creates all the universes at once. This difference is attributable to the fact that our consciousness has only one aspect while the consciousness of Lord Viṣṇu has many aspects. Through these aspects, He can know many different things simultaneously, and that’s why He is vibhu. The soul, on the other hand, can only know one thing at a time, and he is thus anu. We are all intimately familiar with the fact that we cannot have multiple thoughts at the same time. Even those who claim to “multi-task” are only rapidly shifting the focus from one task to another, not actually doing them simultaneously. Lord Viṣṇu is different because He can multi-task on innumerable tasks simultaneously. He can therefore see all the material universes at once, but we only see our material bodies one by one.

The essential ingredient for converting the unmanifest to manifest is prāna—the agency that connects the soul to the unmanifest and converts it into the manifest. The prāna thus has two functions: (1) connecting the soul to the unmanifest, and (2) converting the unmanifest into the manifest. As prāna connects the soul to the unmanifest, a variety of layers of matter (mentioned above) are manifest one after another. Each such layer of matter is connected to the previous layer through prāna, and the topmost layer of pradhāna is connected to the soul by prāna. Prāna is therefore not a layer of matter; it is rather the connection between all layers of matter, and also the connection between the unmanifest layer of matter and the soul. Prāna is the reason why all these layers of matter are stuck to each other, and why the soul is stuck to the material world.

The yogi who is able to control the prāna can not only change his bodies but also use the same prāna to become detached from the material world, and eventually transcend all material attachments. Indeed, the control of prāna is said to be the method by which a yogi gives up their material body, accepts a new material body, and finally “transfers” the soul out of the material world. Prāna is the agency by which Lord Viṣṇu creates the material phenomena from the unmanifest, and when He withdraws that prāna all the universal phenomena automatically disappear as the prāna goes back into His body.

Prāna and the Three Śakti

The Vaishnava Tantra describe three śakti of Lord Viṣṇu—bhūti-śakti, kriya-śakti, and māya-śakti. The bhūti-śakti in the material world is the power of being or what we generally call “I am”. It indicates the role of the living entity in relation to other things, which include the body. Due to bhūti-śakti, a person identifies with the body and considers himself the body. The kriya-śakti is the power of action and the material body of the living entity. As already discussed, this body exists in an unmanifest primordial state and develops progressively due to kriya-śakti or prāna. This is the agency by which the world is created, maintained, and destroyed. The well-known trinity of Vedic literature—called Brahma, Viṣṇu, and Siva—who respectively create, maintain, and destroy the universes, are said to be aspects of the kriya-śakti in the Vaishnava Tantra.

These śakti, however, are energies of God, which means they in a state of potential. They do not act unless impelled by the will of God. The will is created by māya-śakti, the desire for pleasure and enjoyment. The will is converted into action by prāna, which manifests the body, after which the soul identifies with the body as “I am”. The soul’s will is the causal agent and prāna is the instrument through which the causality is affected.

The Relevance of Prāna to Modern Science

The different states of the body are different bodies and the connection between these bodies is a non-material soul. Thus, a material object does not create continuity between material states. It is rather the soul that experiences the sense of continuity between the different states—e.g. from childhood, to youth, to old age. Bhagavad-Gita describes how the soul transmigrates to a new body, and the process of this transmigration is similar to the process by which the soul changes bodies in this life. As we have seen above, neither the soul nor the body is moving. The movement is the changing relationship between a soul and the different bodies.

The transmigration of the soul is the effect of prāna attaching the soul to a different body, which until then existed in an unmanifest state. As the soul is attached to this unmanifest body, the prāna produces grosser forms of matter. The soul is, therefore, “transported” from one body to another by prāna, but in this transportation, neither the soul nor the body is moving. The motion is simply a new attachment between soul and matter.

Sāńkhya thus offers a radically different explanation of motion. When ordinary phenomena are described in a radically new way, then the transmigration of the soul is also a “motion” like the other motions we perceive at present. The scientific theory that describes the motion of matter correctly will also be a theory that describes the soul’s transmigration. In that sense, the theory of motion—i.e. science—is not different from the fundamental principles on which real spirituality is founded: i.e. that we are not this body, we are, rather, spiritual particles or souls.
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Why Sāńkhya Is Important for Quantum Theory
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This post discusses the relevance of the idea of “gross” and “subtle” matter in Sāńkhya to the problems of prediction in quantum theory, highlighting the solution using everyday examples. I also discuss how the attempts to divorce “gross” and “subtle” matter, or reduce “subtle” matter to “gross” matter, lead to the widespread proliferation of alternate “spiritualities”, which are thriving on the misconceptions about the quantum problem: wherever you look, you can find impersonalistic or voidistic “spirituality” based on a flawed interpretation of the quantum phenomena. The post discusses why a solution to this problem based on Sāńkhya would not only produce a scientific theory and advance science to a newer understanding of matter, but also show why such alternative “spiritualities” are nothing but flawed conceptions about consciousness.

Physical Properties vs. Meanings

Sāńkhya describes material objects as vāk (which literally means “sound”), which are expressions of meanings in manas or the mind. The basic idea is that while we can measure the physical properties of sound such as frequency, wavelength, amplitude, etc., we cannot remain content with these physical properties alone because such properties also represent some meanings.

For example, a high amplitude sound means that the sound is loud, and if something is said in a loud voice, then it has a different meaning than if it is said softly. Similarly, a high-frequency sound means that the sound is shrill, and that shrillness has a different meaning than dullness. In that sense, we don’t need to discard the physical properties—e.g. amplitude and frequency—but those physical properties are not sufficient in themselves from an observer’s perspective. We must rather also understand the meaning of the sound—even when it could be measured purely as physical properties.

This is the starting point for a major difference between Sāńkhya and modern science, which is that science is content with measuring properties such as frequency and amplitude, while Sāńkhya is also interested in what these values mean to an observer.

Interpreting the Meaning of a Sound

A loud sound sometimes means that the speaker is angry. In other cases, it can also mean that the person is delighted. Sometimes a shrill sound can be conceived as pain and anger, while at other times that shrillness can indicate a squeal in happiness. There are hence two things in the sound—the quantitative value and qualitative meaning. If you only measure the quantitative value—e.g. the frequency of sound—then you can’t be sure whether it denotes a shriek in pain or a squeal in pleasure. Similarly, if you only measure the quantitative value of amplitude, then you can’t be sure whether that loudness represents someone’s anger or delight. The measurement of physical properties alone, therefore, does not adequately determine the meanings from an observer’s standpoint.

However, if you specify the meaning then the quantitative value of the property is automatically fixed. For example, if you are silently angry then there will be roughness in the tone of your voice, although the volume of the voice would be low. If on the other hand, you are delighted and surprised, your voice would have a gleeful tone, and it would also be loud. Our senses measure the tone and pitch of the sound, quite like physical instruments. But our mind gives these sounds meanings—e.g. that the person is happy or sad, angry or overjoyed. The scientific question is whether the meaning is only derived from the sound, or is the sound prior produced from the meaning?

The Question of Determinism

If you try to derive meanings from physical properties, then you will often make mistakes because a loud sound can denote a happy person or an angry person. But if you already know the mental state—i.e. happy vs. angry—then you can easily predict how the resulting sound would be. (Of course, the pitch of the sound produced isn’t just a function of whether the person is happy or sad, but of their overall mental state, including the personality such as whether they are introverts or extroverts.)

In that sense, we cannot deterministically derive meanings from physical properties but we can deterministically derive physical properties from meanings. If science deals only with physical properties, then it cannot predict the human observations of meaning—although it can make probabilistic claims—e.g. that a loud sound indicates a 50% probability that the person might be happy and a 50% probability that the person might be angry. Our predictions become incomplete and probabilistic when we try to convert physical properties into meanings. But if you already know whether the person is happy or angry, you can deterministically predict the sound. The sound-to-meaning conversion is indeterministic, but the meaning to sound conversion is deterministic.

Given this fact, Sāńkhya gives priority to meanings over physical properties. In other words, we derive the sound from meanings, rather than meanings from the sound. This is often expressed by saying that the meaning precedes the sound. The reason is that if we try to derive meanings from sounds, we can at best only obtain probabilities. But when we derive sound based on meanings, we can accurately tell both the sound and the meaning.

The Problem of Completeness

The goal of science is to make accurate predictions. To make these predictions, science must explain the effect using some cause. In the above examples, the meaning in the mind is the cause of its effects (e.g. loud or soft sound). Science has, however, systematically disregarded and undermined the role of meanings, in order to separate matter from the mind. It claims that there are only physical properties—e.g. the frequency and amplitude of sound—and the meanings of these sounds have no relevance to science.

If the underlying cause is a physical property, then its measurement would also reveal a physical effect, and we can easily correlate the physical cause with the physical effect. Science can, under such a situation, produce a complete theory of physical properties and predictions over time. However, if the underlying cause is a meaning, but its effect is a physical property, then we cannot use the effect to derive a cause, because the same effect can be produced by many causes—e.g. a loud sound can be produced by two different mental states of a person—happy or angry. Just because you measured a loud sound, you cannot say whether the underlying cause was happiness or anger. Now, you can, at best, offer a probabilistic explanation of the observation—e.g. that loud sound (effect) can mean the cause is happiness 50% of the time, and anger 50% of the time. (This is an example, and I don’t mean to imply that anger and happiness are the only causes of loud sound.)

Probabilities are naturally and automatically borne in a scientific theory if the effect is physical but the cause is a meaning. We can never—in principle—fix this problem by trying to find better and better physical causes. The only way to explain this cause-effect relation is to say that the cause is meaning because knowing that meaning—happiness or anger—will help us deterministically predict the effect. In other words, if we stick to a physical theory, the prediction will always remain probabilistic. But if we shift to a theory in which the cause is meaning, then the prediction can be made deterministic.

Meanings and Quantum Theory

Quantum theory is known to be irrevocably probabilistic, and these probabilities are known to be unfixable by the addition of more physical properties due to Bell’s Theorem. If we try to add more physical properties to overcome the probability (treating it as some type of missing causality) then the theory contradicts observations.

This can be understood through some simple everyday examples. For instance, if someone is talking softly and we interpret it as being caused due to a lack of energy, then we can find situations in which there is even lesser energy but the sound is louder. Conversely, if the person is talking loudly and we interpret it as being caused by high energy then we can find another state of even higher energy in which the sound is much softer. In other words, we cannot reliably explain the volume of the sound based on the presence or absence of physical property—e.g. energy—and any attempt to do so would only lead to contradictions. Quantum theorists have proven this fact (Bell’s Theorem) that any attempt to complete the theory based on new physical properties will only produce contradictions; such an attempt cannot complete the description consistently.

These twin problems—namely that quantum theory is probabilistic and the problem cannot be solved by adding physical properties—point towards a serious difficulty in physics that has raged for over a century now. Sāńkhya provides a solution to this problem, which is that the underlying cause is not a physical property but a meaning. The quantum reality—when treated as physical properties—will produce probabilities. When that reality is treated as meaning, it will produce determinism.

Quantum Theory and Sāńkhya

Quantum theory indicates an irrevocable failure of classical materialism in which matter is defined as physical properties. Many people—following John von Neumann—have jumped at this failure to conclude that the failure indicates a role for conscious choices, which is then expected to compensate for the probability. Essentially, the conscious choice, in this view, “selects” one of the many possibilities, thereby creating an observation. But such conclusions lead to even more problems about how conscious choices interact with physical properties—e.g. the frequency and amplitude of the sound.

Sāńkhya points to why this interaction is unnecessary—no interaction between matter and consciousness is needed because the physical properties are produced from meanings. Meanings should be treated as a new kind of matter that modern science has neglected—because these meanings were supposed to be in a “mind” which was then considered “spiritual” following the Cartesian split between mind and matter inducted historically to address the conflict between the beliefs of Church and the reasons of science.

In classical Christian theology, there are only two kinds of entities—matter and soul. Therefore anything non-material has to be viewed as the soul. This is, however, not a necessity in Sāńkhya where there are many deeper layers of matter between physical properties and the soul. These include the senses, mind, intellect, ego, etc. which are not the soul. By treating the “mind” as the “soul”, Western philosophy—which emerged out of Christian apologetics—commits a grave error that can be rectified if there are other “deeper” levels of material reality that are not physical properties and not the soul.

The Sāńkhya solution is scientific in that it speaks about a new category of matter—which corresponds to “meanings”—which is neither physical properties nor the soul. When material reality is seen as meaning, then both the quantum problem and its solution are quickly demystified: we can see that meanings cause physical effects, but we cannot use the effect to predict the cause because a loud sound can mean an angry person or a happy person. Similarly, the solution is also obvious: by knowing the meaning, we can predict the physical state deterministically simply by allowing a new category of matter.

The fix for the quantum problem is therefore not “spirituality”. The fix is deeper levels of matter. By studying these deeper levels of matter, science would be within the purview of materialism, although it would advance the understanding of matter towards meanings. This is not the final step, however, because there are many further deeper levels of matter. However, by recognizing that there is something beyond physical properties, we now open the doors to a general process which can be repeated a few times as science goes deeper and deeper into human “subjectivity” although for many of these initial steps it only encounters newer types of matter rather than the spirit itself.

The Upright and Inverted Trees

Since a loud sound can mean an angry or happy person, most people normally suppose that derivation of the meaning from the sound requires an interpretation. Different people can give diverse meanings to the same state—someone thinking that the person is happy, while others thinking that he is sad. In this view of meanings, there is one root—i.e. the loud sound—but there are two branches (happy vs. sad) emanating from the root. The tree is “upright” because the physical properties are the root, while their interpretations (the meanings which are above their material roots) appear as shoots from the root.

This view of meanings, however, doesn’t address the quantum problem. It only points to the fact that we might not accurately know the meaning of the sound, but it doesn’t explain why we would have a problem in the prediction of the sound itself. For example, the meanings of the sentence “I saw a man on a hill with a telescope” can be varied but the order of the words is fixed, and science should be able to predict the word order even if it cannot predict the meanings.

This view of meanings as offshoots of physical properties doesn’t address the quantum problem because the quantum problem pertains to predicting the word order itself! We are not, therefore, interested in meanings to overlay a physically complete reality with an interpretation of our choosing. We are rather introducing meanings precisely because science is now unable to predict the order of the words themselves!

Given the sentence “I saw a man on a hill with a telescope” you cannot tell the meaning accurately because it is encoded in a structure that is flattened in the sentence. Since you don’t know the meaning, the order of words in the sentence appears probabilistic (e.g. the word “hill” has a certain probability of recurrence in all English sentences). But once you understand the meaning, you can predict the word order. The word order thus cannot be used to predict the meaning, but given the meaning, we can predict the word order.

The meaning exists as an inverted tree of defining the details rather than an upright tree of “interpretations”. The hypothesis of an upright tree of meanings doesn’t solve the quantum problem convincingly because it believes that meanings are “derived” from physical states. The hypothesis of an inverted tree of meanings solves the quantum problem because it indicates that physical states are derived from meanings.

The Mistakes in Analytic and Continental Philosophy

Analytic philosophy—largely practiced in the English-speaking world—wants to believe that there are only material states, and we must be able to reduce meanings (and mind) to these states. Continental philosophy—largely practiced on the European continent—argues that such a reduction cannot be carried out, although they are still referring to an upright tree in which meanings spring from physical states. The analytic philosophers are “reductionists” because they reduce meanings to physical states. The continental philosophers are “anti-reductionists” but they are no less materialistic because ultimately the “ground” from which meanings spring is the physical/material state.

The mistake in anti-reduction is that since meanings can never be reduced to physical states, I can never know whether you are angry or happy simply by hearing the sound of your voice. We are, in a sense, trapped inside the hell-hole of our loneliness, because I can never communicate to you exactly what I think and feel, and no matter how hard I try to explain my mental state, you will have your own “interpretation” of what I’m thinking and feeling, and we can therefore never completely “understand” each other.

The mistake in reduction is that loud sound can denote anger or happiness, and you cannot reduce this emotion to the physical state deterministically. The reductionist now decides to put the dagger in his own heart—insisting that anger or happiness is just an illusion—and there is no such thing as mind, consciousness, experience, or free will. How such an illusion is created, and why we claim there is some reality discovered through perception, when all perception is ultimately an illusion, remains unexplained.

The Pervasion of False Spirituality

You can find “spiritual solace” in either reduction or anti-reduction. You can, for instance, say that since my mind is not reducible to matter (like the anti-reductionist), therefore, I am not matter; rather, I am a “mind” which is not to be equated to a body, because meanings do not reduce to matter. You can also say that since all experience is ultimately an illusion (as the reductionist claims), this world is false and I—in the sense of a “mind” with meanings—don’t exist. The false view of meanings in reductionism leads to voidism, and the false view of meanings in anti-reductionism leads to impersonalism.

Voidism and Impersonalism are aberrations about the self when we flatten the tree of meanings or make the tree stand upright. If you make the tree upright you become an impersonalist claiming that the mind transcends matter, and there is hence no objective basis for knowing the meanings, and there cannot be a meaning in anything except myself. If you flatten the tree you discard the mind itself and kill yourself.

The tree of meanings cannot be flattened and it cannot be stood upright because both positions are incompatible with science. The tree has to be inverted in which “gross” forms of matter (e.g. physical states) emerge from “subtle” forms of matter (e.g. meanings). This conclusion follows from the attempts to address the problem of quantum theory, and the position isn’t therefore just my faith, although it needs a new understanding of what we mean by “quantum reality”—i.e. not physical states. Sāńkhya is relevant today because it addresses problems in modern science and establishes a kind of spirituality that is different from the “spiritualities” of impersonalism and voidism prevalent today.
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​​The Four Ethers of Sāńkhya Philosophy


[image: ]




Published Date: 2017-01-31

Introduction and Overview

Sāńkhya describes four ethers—vaikhari, madhyama, pasyanti, and para—which are successively deeper descriptions of reality. The understanding of the successive ethers depends on the understanding of the previous ether. In that sense, there are four tiers of causality and each such tier must be fully understood to obtain a complete understanding of material nature. This article attempts to describe these four ethers and their differences. I will begin with the problems of causality in the grossest ether called vaikhari which comprises material objects and use it to develop an understanding of the higher ethers.

The Example of Heat Flow

Let’s start with a simple causal interaction involving a heat transfer. Suppose your hand touches a hot object—e.g. a frying pan. Your skin feels a burn because the pan is hot and your hand is, relatively speaking, cold. In classical physics, we explain this interaction as a one-way flow of heat: the pan is hot, and the hand is cold, so “heat” is flowing from the pan to the hand.

This is, however, not the only way to explain the interaction. For example, we can also say that “cold” is moving from the hand to the pan (because your hand is cold). And yet, classical physics employed the idea that it is not “cold” moving from hand to the pan but rather “heat” moving from the pan to the hand. Note how both explanations are equivalent and you could use either one. So it is only a matter of choice which explanation we use, and all other things should remain unchanged.

One-Way vs. Two-Way Causality

There is, however, another important reason why under classical physics you would suppose that only one of those transactions (either heat from pan to hand, or cold from hand to pan) actually occurs. The reason is that science employs a one-way model of causality in which the cause of an event only lies in the past, and the future is not causally efficacious. If therefore, we say that both cold and heat are moving in opposite directions, then we will violate that assumption because one cause (e.g. heat) is moving from past to present, while another cause (e.g. cold) is moving from the future to the present.

This problem arises because the transaction of heat transfer takes a finite amount of time. If heat has been emitted from the frying pan, then it needs some time to reach my hand. How does my hand “know” that the heat has been emitted from the pan so that it can start emitting the cold towards the pan? The hand will have to have some kind of “foreknowledge” of such emission for the two transactions to occur in parallel. That foreknowledge creates new problems of causality in science.

Science has been averse to a two-way causal model because it seems to imply that we must know the future before we can describe the present, and this clearly seems impossible. How can we know the future when the future hasn’t yet occurred? Many religious philosophies have been averse to this model too because it implies that we have a fixed destiny in the future.

And yet, the model is essential to explain goal-oriented behavior because those goals lie in the future. We aim to reach a state, which is in the future. In a sense, we are being “pulled” by that future state—which we might call a “goal” or a “destiny”—rather than just pushed by the past. The push from the past is not denied, but the pull from the future is also hard to deny.
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