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Beauty and Knowledge

The question of beauty has been incessantly debated since Greek times in Western philosophy, but it has some simple answers, if we adopt the view that the world is idea-like.

When we look at a rose, and we cognize it as a rose, then we might also say, that the rose is beautiful. The cognition of a rose involves the application of a prior idea in our minds, and therefore, ‘rose’ is a concept. Likewise, if the ‘rose’ is also beautiful, then, the beauty is applied to the knowledge—i.e. the concept ‘rose’.

The simple conclusion is that beauty is a property of knowledge, and if we understand the properties of knowledge, then we can also define what we mean by beauty. This article discusses this definition.

The Beautiful Form of God

BEAUTY, LIKE KNOWLEDGE, has a divine origin in the person of God. God is defined as knowledge in Vedic texts, but this knowledge also has a form, because knowledge has many parts and aspects, which then expand into smaller instances of knowledge—i.e. concepts such as a rose—and because these concepts also have parts (e.g. that the rose is comprised of petals), therefore, the rose also has a form.

The form of God, and the forms of things in the world such a rose, are ascribed the property of beauty. Since the form is knowledge, therefore, the beauty is a property of that knowledge. Of course, not everything that is known is always called beautiful. Therefore, there are certain types of knowledge that are also considered beautiful, and there are other types of knowledge that are not beautiful.

Beauty is therefore not an independent ideal, like truth, justice, and good (Greeks considered these ideals, and they are ideals in Vedic philosophy too; truth represents knowledge, right represents duty and its failure leads to justice, whereas good represents pleasure). Rather, beauty must be applied to the ideals of truth, right, and good. Hence, some things like a rose are beautiful. Certain actions like dance, speech, or sound are beautiful. And certain pleasures like that of love are beautiful. Conversely, certain things are ugly, certain actions are ugly, and certain types of pleasures are also ugly.

Is Beauty Objective or Subjective?

WHEN WE TREAT BEAUTY as a property of knowledge, and the world is described in terms of concepts, then beauty is both subjective and objective. Just like the idea of a rose is within us, so using that idea we can decide if something is a rose, and therefore, the rose is subjective. However, the things to which this idea will be applied are outside us, therefore, the rose is objective. Since beauty is a property of this concept, therefore, the beauty is within us, and beauty is also objective. The classical paradoxes of whether beauty is subjective, or objective are false, because beauty is not only in the observer.

But that doesn’t mean that everyone has the same sense of beauty, just as everyone doesn’t have the same ideas. We must first know what a rose is, before we can say that the rose is beautiful. And if our conception about the rose is different, then certain things will not be understood as roses. Due to variation in our ideas about a rose, we might also not consider some roses as being beautiful.

Therefore, the objectivity of beauty doesn’t deny that there is an inner sense of beauty. Likewise, the inner sense of beauty doesn’t repudiate the idea that there is an objective sense of beauty. And yet, the fact that beauty can be both inside and outside, leads to the question: Which of these beauties is fundamental? Is there objective beauty that I cannot perceive, or what I think is beautiful is not so?

The answer to that problem is that beauty is not determined by our subjectivity, but by God’s subjectivity. What He considers knowledge is knowledge. What He considers beauty is beauty. Our ideas of knowledge and beauty are parts of God’s ideas of knowledge and beauty. So, God may be able to consider many things beautiful that we might not. But everything that God considers beautiful must also be considered beautiful by us. Thus, some of things that we don’t find beautiful may be beautiful. But not everything we find ugly is necessarily seen by God as beautiful; so, they are indeed ugly.

In short, ugliness is determined by God, and beauty is determined by us. In a simple sense, if we don’t find something beautiful, then it is not necessarily ugly; we may not look at it, but we should not say it is ugly. But if God says that something is ugly, then we can also call it ugly. Our choice determines what we consider beautiful, and that choice is okay if it is within that which God considers beautiful. Thus, our choice of beauty is restricted by God’s choice of beauty. But that is not a denial of our choice, because we can still choose one of the many things that God finds beautiful as our notion of beauty.

Since we can have a personal notion of beauty, therefore, beauty is a choice, and hence subjective. But since we should not choose our sense of beauty outside God’s sense of beauty, therefore, beauty is objective. Whatever is not considered beautiful by God, but is thought to be beautiful by us, is a false sense of beauty; we have the choice of a personal sense of beauty, but it may not be actual beauty. Likewise, we might have a personal notion of right and good, outside what God considers right and good, but that personal choice is not truly right and good; our choice of truth, right, and good doesn’t change the fact that there is an objective—although a broad—definition of truth, right, good, and even beauty.

The Easier Properties of Knowledge

NOW WE CAN TALK ABOUT why some things and knowledge are called beautiful or ugly. Since beauty is a property of knowledge, therefore, some knowledge or concept is beautiful, and some idea is ugly.

There are two commonly prevalent criteria by which something is judged to be knowledge. These are called consistency and completeness. Completeness means that knowledge must cover all diversities, and consistency means that it must describe this diversity without a contradiction. Thus, the description of an object as a ‘rose’ is more complete than the description of the same thing as a ‘petal’. In fact, if we don’t know that there is a rose, we will not call something a ‘petal’. We might as well call it: “a colored, leaf-shaped soft-surfaced object”. This is not necessarily wrong. But it not the full truth. The fuller truth is that there is a rose, and the petal is a part of that rose, and because it is a part, therefore, we call it a ‘petal’ instead of a “a colored, leaf-shaped soft-surfaced object”. An even fuller truth therefore is that there is a rose. But we will not know of a rose unless we see not just petals but also stamens, stems, leaves, and thorns which might be attached to a rose plant, which is standing in a garden.

Thus, the knowledge of the rose, a rose plant, and a garden constitute a fuller understanding. This greater fullness of the knowledge is called completeness. However, we also know that we cannot call marigold flowers and plants as ‘roses. So, we need a deeper idea of a ‘flower’ to say that there are many kinds of flowers, and what doesn’t look like a rose is not a rose, but it is still a flower. This type of reconciliation of diversities constitutes what we mean by consistency. Ultimately, knowledge means that we can know everything, which means a lot of diversity, but without contradictions in it.

The Harder Properties of Knowledge

THE ABOVE TWO, NAMELY, consistency and completeness, are relatively easier to understand. It is somewhat harder to understand two other properties of knowledge—i.e. parsimony and simplicity.

Suppose you describe a part of the world with X axioms, and another part of the world using Y axioms, and the combination of these two worlds with Z axioms, such that Z > {X | Y}, then our axioms are growing as we add more and more aspects or parts of reality to our knowledge. The principle of parsimony says that we must reduce our assumptions, axioms, or fundamental concepts to a bare minimum. So, a theory that can describe the world with fewer axioms is necessarily better than a theory that needs more axioms—even though both theories may be consistent and complete.

Now, one way to achieve this reduction in axioms is to combine these axioms. For example, we could combine the first two Newton’s laws of motion, and claim that there are only two laws of motion instead of three, so we have reduced the number of laws, and hence our theory is now parsimonious.

This won’t work, because, under such situations, we must apply another principle of simplicity. We must say: not only do we need consistency, completeness, and parsimony, but each of the ideas used in an explanation must also be simple. You can get parsimony by combining things into fewer things, but that isn’t permitted, or at least, we will not call that ‘knowledge’. The need for parsimony doesn’t mean that the fewer things can each be more complex things; the fewer things must also be simpler things.

In general, when we have fewer ideas, they tend to get more complex. And when we have simpler ideas, then they tend to be numerous. Therefore, simplicity and parsimony are often contradictory. This contradiction is like that between completeness and consistency: we can easily get consistent theories of nature, but they will be incomplete. As we unify these descriptions, we get more contradictions. In the same way, as we get many ideas, they tend to be simple. But as we unify these ideas, they get more complex. Knowledge requires that we employ a minimum number of most simple ideas.

The Principles of Knowledge

NOW, WE CAN DEFINE beauty in a very rigorous scientific sense, and after we understand this definition, then we can elaborate it to encompass many diverse notions about beauty and aesthetics.

If a theory P uses axioms inconsistent with a theory Q, and both P and Q are incomplete, then we conclude that both theories are false. To be true, there must be one theory that explains all that P and Q explain, and this theory must be consistent in the axioms, and more complete than P and Q.

A theory that is consistent and complete is true, but it is not necessarily beautiful. This theory might use thousands of assumptions, a very complicated predictive structure, which may be hard to grasp. But we cannot say that the theory is false because it is consistent in the axioms and complete in its predictions. Therefore, the quest for a better theory stops once we reach consistency and completeness.

To create an even better theory, we must say that it must not just be consistent and complete, but also parsimonious and simple. In short, it must explain everything without contradictions, but also utilize the fewest possible assumptions, and each of these assumptions must be simple and intuitive.

Thus, a Theory of Everything that uses only 5 assumptions is beautiful, and a Theory of Everything that uses 50 assumptions is ugly. Let’s remember that the ugly theory is also true, because the criterion for truth is that the theory explains everything. Hence, to knowledge, we must now add beauty. And this addition is necessary in science; beauty is not a necessity only for art, literature, and music.

In literature, this necessity will say: If you can state the same thing in fewer words, then your literature is beautiful, otherwise it is ugly. But remember that the fewer words must not be so complex that nobody can understand them. So, not only must we use fewer words, but also simpler words. If we can say something complicated and difficult in fewer and simpler words, then the statement is beautiful.

Knowledge is Complexity, Beauty is Simplicity

THINGS MUST BE SIMPLIFIED, but they cannot be oversimplified, because oversimplification becomes ignorance and incompleteness. Likewise, things that can be simplified, must not be complicated, because although this complexity is knowledge (because it is consistent and complete) it not beautiful.

In a simple sense, knowledge and beauty are independent criteria, applied to knowledge. To create completeness and consistency, our description of nature can become very complicated. We cannot deny that this complexification is knowledge; but we can also say that this complexification is ugly.

Thus, the form of God is both knowledge and beauty. As knowledge, He is infinite complexity, because everything emanates from Him. But as beauty, He is that infinite complexity presented in a very simplified manner: He is a person—like you and me—so the conclusion of knowledge is also very simple, namely, that God is a person with hands and legs, face and stomach, front and back, etc. Knowing the complete truth is now identical to seeing the person of God; He is complexity simplified.

This makes people cringe. They say: After studying the world, we have developed so many complicated theories and we are still unable to reconcile all these things, and the complexity keeps growing. And you are making this whole complexity so simple. Therefore, you must be wrong. The question is now pitted between the extremes of truth and falsity—truth must mean complexity. Now, there is some truth in complexity—if this truth is consistent and complete. Alternately we can say that the description of nature that is more consistent and complete is truer. By the process of unification of science, we can obtain truer theories, whose complexity keeps growing. For example, present atomic theory unifies the theories of matter and light, electricity and magnetism, strong and weak forces, etc. But this unification comes with an extraordinary amount of complexity—e.g. there are over 25 free constants. Therefore, in some sense this is knowledge; but this knowledge is not truly knowledge because it is ugly.

Alternative Notions of Beauty

SINCE GREEK TIMES, there have been many alternative ideas of beauty. For example, one notion of beauty says that things must be proportional. What is proportional? Something should not be too big in comparison to other things that are too small. For example, the legs in a statue must not be too short compared to the head, or vice versa. That principle of proportionality is identical to the combination of the principles of parsimony and simplicity. There must be as few parts as possible, and each must be simple. Proportionality would be violated if in trying to achieve parsimony, some parts became much bigger than others (e.g. if we combined many axioms into a single complex axiom). Hence, the principle of proportionality is equivalent to the combination of the principles of parsimony and simplicity.

Likewise, another idea of beauty is symmetry. What is symmetry? This world is comprised of opposites, such as hot and cold, black and white, bitter and sweet, etc. Symmetry means that these opposites have a place in the whole, as the parts of the whole, but no part is bigger than the other part. This means two things. First, the complete truth cannot be merely sweet, white, or cold. That truth must also be bitter, black, and hot. But there is no contradiction between these opposites because these aspects have their different places. Consistency demands that their coexistence doesn’t create a contradiction, and completeness demands that one part of the truth cannot be ignored just to obtain consistency.

Thus, the complete truth must have the opposites in equal proportion, but the whole is also symmetrical in the sense that there is as much sweetness as there is bitterness; there is as much brightness as there is darkness. The correct description of this truth is that it is bittersweet and shining darkness.

Thus, the alternative notions of beauty such a proportionality and symmetry are not false. But they must be understood as principles applied to all concepts, rather than merely shape. When they are applied to all concepts, then they can be applied to the sum of all concepts—i.e. the totality of all knowledge. And then we can say: our knowledge is imperfect unless we also know that truth beautifully.

How Wealth and Power Define Knowledge

KRISHNA IS DESCRIBED to be sad-ujjvala vigrahāsya, or the form of six illuminations. These are described as knowledge, beauty, renunciation, power, wealth, and heroism. In other places, He is described simply as jñānam-advayam or non-dual knowledge. As a result, knowledge is the most fundamental quality of God, but as we have seen, we don’t know God perfectly unless we also know the beauty.

But knowledge is still not perfectly defined even if we consider consistency, completeness, parsimony, and simplicity. The other four qualities of God—i.e. renunciation, heroism, power, and wealth—also constitute the criteria for knowledge. Each of these qualities brings a duality or conflicting requirements, and what we consider ‘knowledge’ must satisfy these opposites—i.e. it must be non-dual.

For example, wealth means that costs are minimized, and value is maximized. Power means that effort is minimized, and the outcomes are maximized. A typical process of production requires the use of some materials and some labor. Cost minimization means that the least amount of materials is used to produce the maximum amount of consumable product; in short, raw materials are not wasted in the process of production, and knowledge is indicated when wastage is minimized. Likewise, labor minimization means that the least amount of effort is used to produce the maximum amount of change; in short, effort is not wasted in useless activity, and knowledge means that the effort is minimized.

How Renunciation and Fame Define Knowledge

NOW, A QUESTION ARISES: What if we don’t have knowledge? How are we going to acquire it? This requires an understanding of how lies are created from truth. The answer is that truth expels lies in the act of defining what it is not. This definition of what truth is not, involves the truth’s negation, and it represents the absence of these qualities. The nature of falsity is that it is either not consistent, complete, simple, or parsimonious, or perhaps not all the above. To detect the falsity, we must analyze it.

Just like a person suspected of a crime is interrogated repeatedly because by that process—if he is lying—inconsistencies appear in their story. To hide one lie, more lies are narrated, so the lies don’t remain parsimonious. The lies also get more complicated, and convoluted. Even after these lies there are gaps in the story, so the lie is incomplete. If the person is not lying, then their story remains consistent, simple, complete, and parsimonious. Hence, in the Vedic texts, it is said that the symptom of a falsity is that it changes. And by the detection of change, or the failure of simplicity, consistency, parsimony, and completeness, we detect a falsity.

But even if we know that there is truth, and we we know that this world is a falsity, then how do we find the truth? There are many answers to this question, but the answer that is scientifically interesting is that truth is partially present in this world. In the spiritual world, all reality contains all the attributes of God, to an extent lesser than God. In the material world, all reality contains some attributes of God, but other attributes are missing. When a scientist looks at this world, and picks up one object as the model of reality, then his theory becomes necessarily incomplete because all things in this world are missing something completely. Conversely, if a scientist understands the spiritual world, and then looks at the material world, then he can model this world in many ways, all of which can be mostly true. If God is perfectly understood, then the understanding of this world also become perfect, because God becomes the basis of the material world.

Thus, the property of Renunciation is that God has abandoned some of His qualities to create other realities. This abandonment can be partial, for instance, when beauty is not fully manifest, although some beauty is manifest. And it can be complete, for instance, when there is absolutely no beauty present. As a result, whatever has more qualities presents a novelty that has never been seen, and this novelty then leads to new discoveries. Whatever has more qualities also becomes superior to that which has lesser qualities, or qualities to a lesser degree. This is called Heroism; it is ability to overpower things that are have lesser qualities of God, due to which we say “Truth Wins”.

God Can be Studied Scientifically

WHEN GOD IS DESCRIBED as knowledge, then many criteria for knowledge are established. Knowledge must be consistent and complete, it must be parsimonious and simple, it must create the greatest value with the least cost, it must create the maximum outcome with the minimum effort, it must maximize longevity and minimize change, and it must maximize victory and minimize the defeats.

To know God is to know that person who is this knowledge. In short He is consistent and complete; He is parsimonious and simple; He creates the greatest value with the least cost; He creates the maximum outcomes with minimum efforts; He becomes innumerable, without losing His individuality; and He creates the maximum victory with the minimum defeats. The minimum is of course zero! This means that there is no cost, no reduction, no defeat, and no effort and there is only value, numerosity, victory, and results. Due to the absence of the opposites, God is known as jñānam-advayam or non-dual knowledge.

Thus, the term advayam or non-duality has two meanings. First, there are opposites such as hot and cold, brightness and darkness, etc. and hence God is said to be beyond duality. Then, due to absence of inconsistency, incompleteness, costs, efforts, defeats, and minimization, He is devoid of duality. There is nothing compared to God because this combination is impossible anywhere else.

God is knowledge, but this knowledge is not merely some random ideas. I can conjure up some model of nature, but that is not knowledge. Knowledge must satisfy the criteria for knowing. Therefore, God is not ordinary knowledge, or an ordinary idea. He is that idea which is maximum of some principle and minimum of the opposing principle. He is transcendental to everything because nothing else comes close to meeting all the criteria for knowledge. But He is immanent in everything because these principles of knowing can be applied, and are indeed applied, in every attempt at knowledge.
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Nature is Pregnant with Possibility – 
The Doctrine of Satkāryavāda
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The following are excerpts from Sāñkhya Sūtras on the doctrine of Satkāryavāda. This is important for anyone interested in Sāñkhya. The full text is available as Material and Spiritual Natures.

Topic 40

सत्कार्यवाद निरूपणं

satkāryavāda nirūpaṇaṃ

The Description of Satkāryavāda

Sutra 1.111

वादिविप्रतिपत्तेः तदसिद्धिरिति चेत्

vādivipratipatteḥ tadasiddhiriti cet

vādi—the wise; eva—in this way; pratipatteḥ—describe; tat—of that (prakriti); siddhiriti—the doctrine; cet—know.

TRANSLATION

The wise describe the doctrine of that (prakriti) in this way; know that.

PURPORT

The term ‘sat’ means eternal, and ‘kārya’ means effect. So, the doctrine of Satkāryavāda states that the effect eternally exists within the cause (prakriti) and is manifest from it. Thus, everything that is visible in nature originally existed within the cause (prakriti). Alternately, nothing new is ever created, although it is manifest or unmanifest. For example, if we see a new building that wasn’t previously visible, it is not something that did not previously exist. Rather, it exists eternally as a possibility within prakriti, and is manifest from it. The observed changes are thus the conversion of a possibility into reality.

Sutra 1.112

तथाप्येकतरदृष्ट्या एकतरसिद्धेः नापलापः

tathāpyekataradṛṣṭyā ekatarasiddheḥ nāpalāpaḥ

tathā—thus; api—also; ekataradṛṣṭyā—one-sided vision; ekatarasiddheḥ—one-sided attainment; na—not; apalāpaḥ—denial or rejection.

TRANSLATION

Thus, with one-sided vision also one-sided attainment; this is not a denial or rejection (of the other side).

PURPORT

The doctrine of Satkāryavāda holds that the effect is immanent in the cause and emerges from it. This means that the cause is sufficient to produce the effect. This is a one-sided view of causality because to determine a cause, we must have both sufficiency and necessity. To say that X is a sufficient cause of Y, we can say that Y exists within X. But that doesn’t mean that Y doesn’t also exist in some other Z, which could also be a cause of Y. Thus, Satkāryavāda establishes the sufficiency of the cause, but not the necessity of the cause. To get necessity, we must have the reverse directional causality—i.e., from the effect to the cause, to say that no other cause could be the cause of this effect. That would establish the necessity in addition to sufficiency. The claim here is that we are only trying to establish the one-sided condition of causal sufficiency.

We can illustrate this problem by an example. Suppose that a child is born from a mother’s womb. The condition of sufficiency would say that the mother is fully capable or sufficient to produce the child. But it is not necessary that the child be born from a specific mother. We could speculate: “Maybe the birth of this child from this specific mother is an accident. Maybe the same child could have been born from another mother”. This speculation entails the idea that there are other potential causes that could have equally well produced the effect. For instance, we could say that the world could alternatively be produced by something other than prakriti. This sutra states that we are not trying to refute the idea that there could be alternative causes of the world—i.e., that prakriti is necessary for the world. We are just trying to establish sufficiency.

Sutra 1.113

त्रिविधविरोधापत्तेश्च

trividhavirodhāpatteśca

trividha—three-fold; virodhāpatteśca—also the counterarguments.

TRANSLATION

Also, there are three-fold counterarguments (against Satkāryavāda).

PURPORT

These counterarguments are discussed and refuted in the next topic. While a three-fold counterargument is noted here, actually five such viewpoints are noted in the next topic. The first two of these arguments fall into a ridiculous category, which is completely false. The next three arguments are plausible but not accepted by Satkāryavāda. The three-fold positions against Satkāryavāda refer to the last three positions. The ridiculous arguments are that something comes out of nothing automagically, or that something comes out of nothing based upon some rules (e.g., the laws of modern science). The plausible arguments are— (1) matter is an energy that can take any form, (2) a desire converts energy into a form, and (3) the combination of the capable (person) and the capacity (matter) creates an effect. They are all contrary to the Satkāryavāda doctrine in which the effect eternally preexists in the cause and is manifest from it. The prakriti in Sāñkhya philosophy is the feminine energy of the Lord. She is fully capable of producing everything, but She produces it based on God’s will. The prakriti is not inert, or unconscious; She rather has a subordinate will.

Thus, something doesn’t come out of nothing, because it preexists in prakriti. There is no rule which is constantly being applied to produce something new because things are working by Sakti’s will. Likewise, everything is not possible always; rather matter grows through many stages of manifestation. A desire converts energy into a form, but it is not merely desire; there is an objective capacity that exists eternally in prakriti. Finally, there is a combination of a capable person (God) and the capacity (God’s Sakti), but that combination is the Sakti doing something based upon God’s will. It is not a sexual union without which the creation would be impossible (e.g., a man or woman alone cannot create a child, and a sexual union is needed; but such is not the case for prakriti since the prakriti is fully capable of creating, but She creates by God’s will). We arrive at this nuanced view by considering all that is against Satkāryavāda.

Topic 41

असत्कार्यवादनिराकरणं

asatkāryavādanirākaraṇaṃ

The Abrogation of Asatkāryavāda

Sutra 1.114

नासदुत्पादो नृशृङ्गवत्

nāsadutpādo nṛśṛṅgavat

na—not; sat—that which is eternal; utpādo—being produced; nṛśṛṅgavat—just like a man’s horn (i.e., that which is ridiculously impossible).

TRANSLATION

That which is not eternal (i.e., temporary) being produced just as a man’s horn (i.e., that which is ridiculously impossible comes into existence).

PURPORT

The creation of that which did not previously exist is here compared to a man’s horn. Generally, animals have horns, but men do not. So, this sutra sarcastically criticizes this doctrine of something being created without a previous existence or possibility as a man suddenly growing a horn. When animals that can have a horn are born, the horn doesn’t exist. The horn subsequently grows in the animal. At birth, the horn exists in a state of potentiality but manifests subsequently. This potentiality doesn’t exist in the men, so they don’t grow horns. Thus, the doctrine of something being created out of nothing is rejected; if something is visible, there must be a preexisting potentiality that may be invisible, but it exists eternally as a potential, which is subsequently manifest.

Sutra 1.115

उपादाननियमात्

upādānaniyamāt

upādāna—that which is produced; niyamāt—due to a rule.

TRANSLATION

That which is produced (from the cause) due to a rule.

PURPORT

Here is the example of a classical physical scientific causality is taken. In Newton’s theory of motion, for example, the next state of a particle is determined by the previous state, based on some rule—Newton’s gravitational law. The next state doesn’t preexist in the cause, but the rule produces the next state. The logical question is: Who computes the rule? In scientific theories, for example, there must be a computer or calculator which computes the effects of these rules on a continuous basis. A rule cannot be automatically implemented; even if we define the rule universally, it must still be continuously computed. But we don’t know of a universal computer that computes all such rules. So, how are these rules causing the emergence of the effects from the causes?

Sutra 1.116

सर्वत्र सर्वदा सर्वासम्भवात्

sarvatra sarvadā sarvāsambhavāt

sarvatra—everywhere; sarvadā—always; sarvāsambhavāt—everything is possible.

TRANSLATION

Everywhere, always, everything is possible.

PURPORT

When the rule-based causal explanation fails in science because the effect doesn’t seem to follow rules—e.g., the same cause can produce many effects, and the same effect can be produced by many causes—then, one might resort to the idea that everything is always possible everywhere. Modern scientists, for example, postulate that some reality randomly emerges out of a ‘quantum vacuum’. The ‘quantum vacuum’ is therefore just some energy, but the form taken by this energy is not fixed. The same energy can potentially take any form, and hence anything can be created from an energy vacuum anywhere, anytime, because those effects are simply the alternative forms of the latent energy.

Similarly, the theory of evolution in biology postulates that things come out of nature due to random mutations. According to evolutionary theory, a new species of life does not preexist as a possibility (as the doctrine of Satkāryavāda would say). Rather, without a rule, some new things are created due to random mutations, because every type of mutation is always possible, everywhere. Why the mutation occurs cannot be explained, which is why it is called ‘random’.

Satkāryavāda would counterargue that everything is not possible everywhere and all the time. Rather, certain things are possible, but when they become possible, they are easily and naturally manifest. For example, instead of saying that new species are created by random mutations, Satkāryavāda would state that the possibility for the species emerging becomes prominent in prakriti. When that possibility is not prominent, we cannot create it. Thus, for example, at the moment, dinosaurs cannot be created, even though they are possible. If all things were always possible, then dinosaurs could be created now. So, why did nature produce giant lizards in the past, and not presently?

Sutra 1.117

शक्तस्य शक्यकरणात्

śaktasya śakyakaraṇāt

śaktasya—the result of the capable or the powerful user; śakya—possibly; karaṇāt—the instrument.

TRANSLATION

Possibly the result of the capable use of the instrument (i.e., matter, by the powerful user).

PURPORT

Then there are those who attribute the manifestation of new things to some magical power that is so capable that it can produce anything from anything. This view is demarcated from the previous views, namely, something coming out of nothing, something happening due to a rule or law, and everything being possible everywhere. A good example of this doctrine is the ex-nihilo creation in Christianity in which God creates the world due to His infinite power. A similar type of doctrine is the Design Argument approach to explain the creation in which God’s power is used to design the universe. Along with the arguments about something coming out of nothing, something happening due to a rule or law, and everything being possible everywhere, this argument is also bundled with those that are against the Satkāryavāda view.

We can say that in Satkāryavāda the possibility preexists in nature itself. Therefore, a beautiful flower is not the result of the design of a designer. It is rather a property of matter itself. However, that property exists in prakriti eternally and is sometimes manifest. Thus, all inventions, theorems, scientific theories, technologies, etc. are preexisting in prakriti eternally. We are not the ‘creators’ or ‘inventors’ of these things; we are simply ‘discovering’ them.

Sutra 1.118

कारणभावाच्च

kāraṇabhāvācca

kāraṇabhāvācca—also the desire being the cause.

TRANSLATION

Also, the desire being the cause.

PURPORT

Finally, the fifth idea that is contrary to Satkāryavāda is noted here as the ability of our desire to produce something new. This is similar to everything is possible everywhere, with one limitation, namely that the effect is not produced due to randomness (as in the previous case), but due to our desire. This idea is employed in John von Neumann’s interpretation of quantum theory in which a ‘choice’ selects a possibility from the infinite sea of possibilities. The distinction is that the choice lies in the observer, and the possibility is matter. Thus, a soul-matter separation is necessary for this doctrine to be true.

We can illustrate the contrast to Satkāryavāda as follows. Suppose we say that that a knife is just a material instrument, and it can be used to either cut vegetables, or tighten a screw, or hurt somebody. All these differences in effects are simply the byproducts of our desire, and they don’t exist a priori in the knife itself. The Satkāryavāda doctrine would instead say that the knife internally holds all these possibilities eternally, and they are occasionally manifest. So, in the former case, the desire creates an effect from the knife, and in the latter case, the desire manifests a preexisting possibility from the knife. The Sāñkhya claim is that the possibility of being used to cut vegetables, to tighten a screw, to hurt somebody, and infinite other use cases, are objectively present in the knife. Our desire only ‘selects’ one of these possibilities, and doesn’t ‘create’ them.

But, at this juncture, the question arises: if our desire is manifesting something from prakriti, then our body must stop working when we go to sleep, because obviously at that time we are not making any choices. So, how can prakriti keep digesting food, the body can keep breathing, etc. even when we don’t make a choice? And the answer to that problem is that prakriti is itself capable of producing the possibility because there is an innate choice within prakriti. So, the prakriti is not inert material ‘stuff’. She is rather a conscious person.

Thus, without rejecting the matter-soul distinction, we must now say that there is a desire by which things are happening, but that desire in the soul is being fulfilled by the desire in the prakriti to allow the soul to enjoy the material world. Likewise, nature produces the world based on Her desire but directed by God’s desire. Hence, the power of God’s will need not be rejected, but that will power is not the only cause. Finally, everywhere, always, everything is possible is not rejected, but it is also subject to the will in God and His Sakti.

The Laws of Nature in Vedic Philosophy

Laws in Western and Vedic Thinking

MODERN SCIENCE USES two kinds of laws—these are called “conservation laws” and “predictive laws”. A conservation law states what cannot happen, and a predictive law states what must happen. For example, the law of conservation of energy says that if two particles collide then the sum of their energies cannot increase or decrease. The conservation of energy law doesn’t say what the individual particle energies will be after the collision—for instance, the particles could split or merge, and because that splitting and merging cannot be predicted, therefore, the conservation law itself doesn’t predict what will happen. To make that prediction, another type of predictive law is required.

I will use this article to discuss why Vedic philosophy doesn’t list any conservation or predictive laws, although there are such laws. All these laws however reduce to a single law called “duality” in Vedic philosophy. How that reduction of infinite laws to one law occurs can be quite illustrative.

Two Kinds of Natural Laws

LET’S BEGIN WITH THE problem of mathematical laws. The basic question is: Who computes these laws? Where are they computed? And how are they being computed? Most people find this a little confusing. They think that if we do 2 + 2, then the result is always 4, and it doesn’t require a computation. But that’s because they are thinking in terms of conservation laws. If something is conserved, then the conservation property itself requires that 2 + 2 = 4, without a computation. However, that is certainly not the case with predictive laws. When two particles collide, they could merge, split, and acquire different energies. Which of these energy distributions will occur?

In Newton’s physics, for example, there are three conservation laws—those of the conservation of energy, momentum, and angular momentum. And there is one predictive law—the Gravitational law. The conservation laws say what cannot happen, and the predictive law says what will happen.

While conservation laws involve simple arithmetic addition and subtraction, the predictive laws require the complexity of differential equations, apart from all the arithmetic complexity itself. Arithmetic has been known for thousands of years, but that itself did not lead to science. Modern science began with Newton when he invented calculus or differential equations. But his physics also defined the above noted three conservation laws by defining the nature of space and time within which science will be conducted. The conservation of momentum is the byproduct of the homogeneity of space, the conservation of energy is the byproduct of the homogeneity of time, and the conservation of angular momentum is the byproduct of the isotropicity of space. In short, the conservation laws are due to the nature of space and time in which science is conducted, and predictive laws define trajectories in space and time. Again, you can see why you need two kinds of laws—you need a space and time, and you need trajectories in this space and time. The former defines what cannot happen in nature, and the latter defines what will happen in nature.

As science progressed after Newton, new kinds of conservation and predictive laws were invented. Each time, science needed a new kind of space, time, and some differential equation for that space and time. That space and time would define what cannot happen, and the differential equation will predict what will happen.

In principle, these two kinds of laws are fungible. That is, you can (generally) reduce parts of some predictive law (that chooses one out of many possible outcomes) into a conservation law (formulated in some unique space). Due to this fungibility, there are many equivalent formulations of a physical theory, but the basic distinction between what will happen, and what cannot happen, never goes away. In short, we cannot reduce all predictive laws to conservation laws or vice versa. We do, however, try to reduce the number of predictive laws by creating more conservation laws—i.e., define the nature of space itself.

All these conservation laws are thereby also called the symmetries of nature, and a predictive law is called a broken symmetry. The term “symmetry of nature” derives from its Newtonian basis in which space and time are symmetric (homogeneity and isotropicity) and conservation laws are owed to that symmetry of space and time. We can equate the nature of space and time to conservation laws to symmetries. Conversely, symmetry breaking represents all the predictive laws, and the universe is said to emerge from a perfectly symmetrical state to some broken symmetry state. Why that symmetry breaks is not known, but the basic idea is that there is a state of the universe in which there is only conservation and then there is a state of the universe in which there are both conservation and prediction laws. Most of the mathematical complexity of modern science is due to the nature of symmetry breaking or the predictive laws. The conservation laws are relatively simpler.

The Problem of Computational Complexity

TO ILLUSTRATE BY THE example of Newton’s physics, suppose there are N particles in the universe. To compute the Gravitational law, we need to compute N(N-1)/2 pairwise equations. If the universe has 3 particles, then we have to compute 3 equations. If the universe has 4 particles, then we have to compute 6 equations. For 5 particles, we need to compute 10 equations. In short, the number of equations to compute always exceeds the number of particles, for any universe with greater than 3 particles. Each predictive law has some basic algorithmic complexity, which requires some minimal-sized computer to compute the result. But as the number of particles increases, the memory and time needed to compute these laws increase faster than the increase in the number of particles themselves.

In simple words, in order to compute these laws (for any universe greater than 3 particles), you need a computer far bigger than the universe. If N increases linearly, then the computational complexity increases N2. Clearly, we cannot say that the universe is computing its own laws, because the computer needed to compute such laws is far bigger than the universe. Then, where are the laws of nature being computed? If you say that perhaps there is a universal computer—far bigger than this universe—which computes the laws of this universe, then that computer needs another computer—far bigger than the computer—for it to function. Even that bigger computer needs yet another bigger computer. Thus, for a single universe to work, we need infinite computers, governed by the formula—(((((N2)2)2)2)2)2 ....—where N is the smallest universe. Each of these computers—as they are bigger than the previous universe—also requires exponentially more energy for just a single universe to function.

This problem of the computation of mathematical laws makes any real universe impossible. Sure, in theory, some universe could exist, supported by infinite such universes, but because we cannot find the biggest universe, therefore, none of the universes can be real. The only condition in which anything can exist is if there is a self-computing universe, whose computational complexity is precisely the size of the universe (in terms of space, time, matter, and energy). Since there is no scientific theory at present in which the computational complexity of the universe is identical to the size of the universe, therefore, all the present theories of modern science are false. They exist as theoretical fictions, which can never be realized because the computational complexity of the universe according to that theory exceeds the size of the universe. In simple terms, we cannot just invent scientific theories willy-nilly. We must ensure that the scientific theory must only be as computationally complex as the size of the universe.

A larger universe could therefore have more complex laws, and a smaller universe must have simpler laws. That’s when we can say that each universe is a self-sufficient entity—it works off its own accord—and it doesn’t require anything else. There is no scientific theory today that supports a self-sufficient universe. Whether or not we believe in God, the computational complexity of scientific theories necessitates the existence of a Super Being to compute the laws of this universe. Of course, I’m not going to argue that just because modern science indicates that such a Super Being must exist, that He indeed computes, as that would burden Him with nothing more than computation. However, that kind of argument could be made in principle—just not by me. I will instead say that the universe must be self-sufficient in computing its own laws, and this self-sufficiency constitutes its own completeness.

What is completeness? It is nothing more than self-sufficiency in maintaining its own existence.

The Completeness of the Universe

THIS BASIC IDEA ABOUT the universe is presented in the Iśopaniśad which states—om pūrnamadaha (I have emanated from the complete), pūrnamidam (this universe is complete), pūrnāt pūrnam udachyate (from the complete emerges the complete), pūrnasya pūrnam ādaya (after the complete has emerged from the complete), pūrnam eva vaishisyate (certainly the balance is also complete).

As an aside, the term OM can refer to the self, and it can refer to the Supreme Being. Either of these translations leads to the same conclusion. Even when OM refers to the self—the “I am”—it means that I have emerged from the complete. When it refers to the Supreme Being, it means that the Complete Being emanated the Complete World. Either way, I am not complete, but the world is complete. In simple terms, each of us needs some society to live, but the universe itself is complete in itself.

For the universe to be complete, we need to rethink the laws of nature—with just one criterion in mind: The computational complexity of the universe cannot exceed the size of the universe. In short, the universe as a whole must be self-computing, although the individuals in the universe may not.

The Principle of Duality

ALL THE LAWS OF NATURE in Vedic philosophy, reduce to one principle called duality. Let’s understand the meaning of duality, and how it leads to all the laws of nature. This discussion will then help us understand how a self-computing universe is possible, and why the universe is said to be complete in Vedic philosophy. That discussion will also solve the problems of current science noted above.

Let’s begin our discussion with how duality appears as logic because logic is considered the most fundamental law, and the foundation of everything else (including all of the subsequent science).

What is logic? It is three principles called identity, mutual exclusion, and non-contradiction. The law of mutual exclusion can be stated simply: You cannot have your cake and eat it too. The law of non-contradiction can be stated similarly: You must either eat your cake or have it. And the law of identity can be stated as follows: If you have eaten your cake, then you don’t have your cake. All of these laws seem to state rather similar things, and we don’t need to get into the details of why three laws are needed. That will take us beyond the scope of the present discussion and is unnecessary.

It is however important to understand the nature of non-duality, where you can eat your cake and have it too, if you have eaten your cake, you can still have it, and you can choose to neither eat the cake nor have it. The transcendental world is called non-dual because it violates the principles of duality. In that world, people eat the cake, and the cake is not destroyed. The impersonalists cannot conceive of this type of reality. So, they say—there must not be anything called “you” and the “cake”. Rather, you and the cake must be just one thing, so the question of eating and disappearing doesn’t arise. Let’s keep that discussion also aside for the moment, as we are primarily interested in the duality of this world.

From Duality to Natural Laws

THE LAWS OF LOGIC MANIFEST, in the above example, into conservation laws. You could say that if you have eaten the cake, then the energy goes into your body, and the cake is transformed into bodily energy. However, the eating of the cake could just make your body very hot, rather than making it capable of work. Therefore, an additional law is required that states that eating the cake will not just make your body warm, but also give you the potential to perform some work. In short, part of the energy of the cake becomes heat, and another part becomes the capacity to do some work. Since the energy in the cake is split into two parts—heat and work—therefore, an additional law of nature is required. This law of nature is just like the predictive laws—some cake transforms into some heat and some work.

The problem is that if you think of the world as just some energy—i.e., a quantity without any quality—then you cannot derive the predictive law (of how much cake produces how much heat and work) from logic itself. Instead, for each type of quality in nature, you need additional mathematical laws that say how much cake becomes how much heat, and how much work. Science creates such laws.

The problem is that if nature has infinite qualities, then you must end up with infinite laws—that try to capture the effects of qualities into some quantitative prediction of that quality. One of the cornerstones of modern science is the idea that there are only a few quantitative properties—e.g., mass, charge, energy, momentum, angular momentum, etc. Of course, science is unable to factually reduce our perceptual qualities to such quantities. For example, you cannot reduce your taste and smell to some energy, mass, charge, or momentum. When you fail to perform this reduction, you try to add new properties, add some more laws, and try to create a more complicated mathematical theory.

The qualities of nature in Vedic philosophy are infinite—although they are produced from three fundamental qualities called the guna. But if our science neglects these qualities, and postulates some physical properties as the real properties of nature, then we need infinite properties, which need infinite laws, and that makes the computational complexity of the universe infinite. If you don’t have infinite laws, then your theories are incomplete. And if you have infinite laws, then the computational complexity of making a prediction is infinite. As science becomes more complete, it adds more laws, and the computational complexity increases. If you reduce the computational complexity, then science becomes incomplete—i.e., it cannot predict something that is happening in nature.

As an example, modern nutritionists reduce all food to calories. The problem is that they cannot predict why some calories (e.g., oil) become more heat and less work and why some calories (e.g., grains) become more work and less heat. The calorie conservation law is not a predictive law, so you need additional laws. The question is: How many additional laws? And the answer is: infinite. There must be a separate law for pizzas than for cakes; indeed, there must be unique laws for each type of pizza. This is because some pizza produces more heat and less work, while another pizza produces more work and less heat. If you don’t have infinite laws, then your predictions would always be inaccurate. Since each pizza requires so many mathematical laws to convert calories to heat and work, the computation of these laws needs much more heat and work than actually producing the useful heat and work.

Two Kinds of Laws Under Duality

THE PROBLEM OF COMPUTATIONAL complexity arises because nature has infinite qualities, produced from three qualities. As we try to capture these qualities into quantities, we get infinite laws. Those infinite laws require a universe far greater than the present universe. If we want to have a science in which the universe is self-sufficient, then we need to go back to duality—three qualities with the property that presence of one quality is the exclusion of the other qualities. This exclusion creates conservation laws and predictive laws—e.g., if you add one quality, then another quality disappears. The addition of which quality will cause which other quality to disappear is the predictive law. And even if some quality has disappeared, it has factually not disappeared; it has just become unmanifest. That eternity of all qualities with their occasional manifestation and unmanifestation is the conservation law.

Thus, all the laws of modern science—both prediction and conservation—reduce to just the three qualities of nature (which are called sattva, rajas, and tamas). The qualities never transform into other qualities. Rather, the qualities are hidden and manifest. For example, when you add heat, the quality of coldness is not destroyed. It is rather hidden. Since nothing is destroyed, therefore, everything is always conserved, and you don’t need a set of conservation laws. Or, rather, this conservation law is simply stated as the eternity of the Prakriti. You still need predictive laws, and that law can be summarized as the principle of duality—if quality X appears, then some quality Y will disappear. Why? The answer is logic. Logic requires that mutually opposed qualities cannot exist simultaneously. Logic (when based on qualities) also indicates that when quality X begins to dominate, then the quality Y begins to be subordinated.

The conclusion is that the conservation laws simply reduce to the eternity of Prakriti. And the predictive laws reduce to the duality (or mutual exclusion) of the three qualities. Now, all your conservation and predictive laws require as much complexity as there are qualities. If the universe grows larger and manifests more qualities, then the laws superficially seem to be more complex, but they are fundamentally the same. And if the universe grows smaller, and manifests fewer qualities, then the laws superficially seem simpler, but factually they are fundamentally the same laws of qualities.

The Problem of Modern Science Vis-à-Vis Qualities

THE MUTUALLY OPPOSED nature of qualities implies that nature is not fundamentally consistent. Why? Because the qualities are contradictory. Nature evolves due to inner contradictions, a process that requires a completely different way of thinking about logic, in which logic is about creating a balance between opposing contradictions and removing one side of the contradiction to reduce the conflict.

The outcome of these contradictions is that there can never be a mathematically consistent theory of reality under current logical assumptions about consistency. As you add more qualities and laws, you will find that these theories of nature are mutually contradictory, and you cannot reconcile them. And if you remove some qualities, then the theories become predictively incomplete. This leads to the fundamental conundrum of mathematics—and all of modern science—that science as a whole can never be both consistent and complete. This result is the consequence of the duality (i.e., mutual exclusiveness) of the three qualities. Similarly, the growing complexity of mathematical theories, such that the computation of scientific laws far exceeds the size of the universe, is also a consequence of the fact that three qualities combine to produce infinite qualities, which require infinite laws, and complexity.

The solution to both these problems—of consistency vs. completeness, and growing complexity beyond the universe itself—lies in the alternative view of nature where the duality of three qualities defines both logic (as duality) and matter (as three qualities). This science can be consistent and complete in the sense of being able to describe everything within a single theory. And it can be complete in the sense of computational complexity such that each universe is self-sufficient and capable of supporting itself.

Matter, Mind, and Mathematics

MODERN SCIENCE STUDIES matter as devoid of meaning—i.e., the mind. And the laws of this science are supposed to be in a Platonic world, because mathematics (e.g., 2 + 2 = 4) lies in the Platonic world. But in Vedic philosophy, matter, mind, and mathematics are not separate things. Matter itself is qualities that are presently assumed to reside in the mind. And the laws of science are byproducts of the duality of the three qualities. Thus, matter is meaning, and logic is material. I use two terms to describe these two properties—semantic reality and semantic logic. It is different from modern conceptions of reality and logic because matter is itself meaning, and the logic by which it is governed is matter itself.

When concepts and logic are reduced to matter, then we don’t need a separate mind or computer thinking about the laws of nature, or computing these laws. Matter itself is thought and computation. This thought and logic is not modern science, mathematical laws, and logic. But it is conceptually far superior to that science because this science is consistent and complete, and computationally self-sufficient. All problems of modern science can be reduced to the problem of meaning and its associated logic. And the solution to these problems also lies in the nature of meaning and its logic.

Dualism and Non-Dualism

THIS DIAGNOSIS OF THE problem and its solution paves the way to a superior science. Moreover, the principle of three qualities with different kinds of logics (i.e., duality vs. non-duality) also paves the way to the understanding of the soul, God, and their relationship (which is called religion). Thus, when the mind-matter-mathematics separation is dissolved, then religion emerges out of the science itself. This new science—which is non-dualistic—can also be called “science” in the sense that it is logical, rational, and empirical. But it is still called parā-vidya because it is non-dualistic. The material science is called aparā-vidya because it is dualistic. Both sciences use three qualities, but their associated logics are different. Material logic is dualistic (i.e., mutual exclusion) and spiritual logic is non-dualistic.

Therefore, all advanced practitioners of Vedic philosophy see both these realities as being “scientific”. The mundane scientific and religious people think that matter is governed by current science and religion has no science. That contradiction leads to many problems—for instance, the spiritual truth cannot exist in the material world, the form of God cannot appear in this world, or everything in this world must be material. These are the problems of materialism, impersonalism, and voidism, but they are married to every spiritual philosophy unless duality and non-duality are understood. For example, the prohibition of the deities of the Lord, or even many forms of the Lord (which is supposed to be “monotheism”) is the result of not understanding non-duality, or how many forms can be one. This so-called monotheism appears as a contradiction to polytheism when it is assumed that there is only one kind of logic—dualistic logic. When we develop an advanced understanding, however, the spiritual reality also exists in the material world, although it follows a different—non-dualistic—logic.

In simple terms, we can say that when God appears in this world He is not “governed” by material laws. Why? Because non-duality can exist in this world. Likewise, the soul who is liberated from matter is not “governed” by material laws. Does that mean that they operate randomly and irrationally? Certainly not. They are also working with rationality, logically, but that rationality and logic are not the (mutually exclusionary) dualities of the material world. Thus, the spirit can exist in matter, but the laws of spirit don’t apply to matter, and vice versa. Since those laws are simply different kinds of (dualistic and non-dualistic) logic, some parts of this world can be governed by a dualistic logic and another part by another non-dualistic logic. That simple and elegant principle of changing the logic to change the law that governs the three qualities defines the difference between spirit and matter.

In one sense, all religious practice is meant simply to help us understand non-dualism. In another sense, all non-dualism is within the reach of a scientific understanding—if we can understand dualism first. This prospect of perfect knowledge—of this world and the other—is possible within this world because something in this world can be non-dualistic, even though the rest of the world is duality.
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An Illustration of Semantic Addition
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In all Vedic texts, nature is described as comprising three fundamental qualities from which all other experiences and realities are constructed. In this post, I will describe the peculiar properties of quality addition to show how they are different from quantity arithmetic. Since modern science grew out of the idea that matter is res extensa—i.e., that it has only one property of extension in space—this post also illustrates the lawfulness as a result of the addition of a spatial extension. But, in this case, qualities exist as forms in space—e.g., triangles and circles—rather than just area. Some implications of these ideas in regard to the nature of space—which emerge as a consequence of form interaction—are also discussed. Then we discuss how this thinking solves the problem of modern science and its relation to religion.

Adding Circles to Triangles

MOST OF US THINK OF number addition as the summing up of quantities. But for the moment, let’s think about another kind of addition in which we add shapes rather than quantities. Let’s suppose that there are two shapes—a circle and a triangle—let’s call them C and T, and suppose that they have areas X and Y. The common understanding of adding two things thinks about adding X and Y, such that X + Y = Z, where Z is a bigger area, obtained by adding the sum of two areas. Let’s call this quantitative addition.

But we can also think of a qualitative addition in which the result is another shape that is neither a perfect circle nor a perfect triangle but something in between. The below picture shows this.
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The addition of a circle to a triangle involves two considerations. First, what should be the combined area of a circle and a triangle? Second, what should be the shape of the combined area? If we only perform a quantitative addition of the respective areas, then, we will get a larger area, but we would have no idea of what its shape is. If instead, we can perform the addition of a circle to a triangle, then we not only get a quantitative idea about the total area but also the shape of the resulting area.

Since the addition of shapes is also the addition of areas, but the addition of areas is not the addition of shapes, therefore, the addition of shapes includes the addition of areas but goes beyond it. Hence, if science was based on the addition of shapes rather than the addition of areas, then it would also go beyond the science that only adds areas. That is a precise example of “better mathematics” because it includes the results of the current mathematics, and yet provides something additional.

The Finitude of the Space of Qualities

A UNIQUE PROPERTY OF this space is that when you add a circle and a triangle, you get something in between a circle and a triangle. In contrast, if you add quantities, you get something bigger, which is beyond both quantities. Thus, the sum of 5 and 10 is 15—which is beyond or “outside” both 5 and 10. However, the sum of a circle and a triangle is something that is “in-between” a circle and a triangle.
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Essentially, if space comprised two locations—one a circle and the other a triangle—then upon adding these two things, the result would always be in between a pure circle and a pure triangle. If you add a triangle twice to a circle, then the result would be more triangular and less circular, than if you added the triangle and the circle only once. You could say that the pure circle and triangle are the extremities of your space, and the addition of these extremities always produces something in between them.

In technical terms, this space would be called bound because it has fixed extremities or boundaries. In the simple example, we are discussing, the pure triangle and circle are the extremities of our space, and the shapes that are in between a pure circle and triangle are also somewhere within the space bounds.

The space of quantities is thus infinite. If you add infinite numbers, then the result is infinity. But you can add triangles and circles infinite times and the result would always be in between a triangle and a circle. Therefore, the space of qualities is finite and bound because the addition of two things always produces something in between. The pure qualities—e.g., a pure triangle and a pure circle—are extremities, and everything obtained by the combination or addition of these qualities lies in between the extremes.

Finitude of Space in Vedic Cosmology

THIS IDEA OF THE FINITUDE of space is used to define many regions of space in Vedic cosmology. Examples of this finitude is a “planet” or more accurately Graha and the entire universe. For instance, if you are adding things that have the quality of shape, then the space is bounded by pure shapes like triangles, circles, and squares. As you go from the center of this space to the extremes, you can either get a pure circle, or a pure triangle, or a pure square. But you can never escape this space because there is nothing “beyond” a pure circle; that pure circle is the limit of the space, which you can never breach.

As we have discussed in an earlier post, the Grahas of Vedic cosmology are such finite “spaces” whose boundaries cannot be breached. We can travel for infinite time in this space, and that travel—which begins in the center—will be like converting an oblong shape slowly into a circle or triangle, such that the perfect circle or triangle would never be attained despite the infinite travel. The center of this space thus mixes all kinds of qualities, and the extremities are pure qualities. We cannot get “outside” this space of “shapes” by adding or combining any number of shapes. We will always be inside.

If we truly want to escape this “shape space”, then we have to go to another space—e.g., color space, taste space, smell space, touch space, etc. By adding shapes, we cannot produce color, taste, or smell. So, these qualities are outside the shape space. To escape the shape space, we have to change the quality—of the space itself. Quite simply, we have to add a new quality—e.g., taste—such that we are partially in the shape space and partially in the taste space. And then we can completely escape the shape space. Thus, space travel in Vedic cosmology requires changing the qualities of material existence. This is described as the change in the type of thinking, perceiving, judging, intending, etc.

Inside and Outside Space

THINKING OF SPACE IN terms of qualities leads to yet another unique property, which is that something can be in two spaces simultaneously. Thus, because shape and smell are different spaces, therefore, if you experience both shape and smell (alternately) then you are moving from one space into another. At a given moment, you are only in one space, but in a time-averaged manner one could say that you are “here” and “there”. Why? Because some object has both smell and shape, it is in two separate spaces simultaneously, and the locations are defined in different spaces, so they are also different.

This type of “here” and “there” simultaneously underlies the quantum non-locality problem in which a particle is said to be in two different places at the same time. Physicists find it paradoxical to think like this because they are thinking of a quantitative space. If we thought of space in qualitative terms, then it would not be paradoxical to say that something has both shape and taste, which are in different locations in different spaces, so the thing is simultaneously present in multiple places and spaces.

This problem is euphemistically called Schrodinger’s Cat Paradox in which the cat is simultaneously dead and alive, because the dead body is one location in space, and the alive body is another location. Of course, the cat cannot be simultaneously dead and alive, because consciousness moves from one body to another. But the same problem could be stated differently if we recognize that tasting and smelling are different states of consciousness, and consciousness moves from one location to another. If something has both taste and smell, then euphemistically it is present in two places at once.

The Problems of Res Extensa Science

THE WORLD AROUND US comprises myriad qualities. In physics, these are called length, time, mass, charge, etc. Each of these qualities is a separate dimension even in physics. But in quality-based thinking, these are different spaces. Modern science treats all these spaces quantitatively. That is, you go on adding distances and you get an infinite distance. But modern science has found that this space curves upon itself. In short, instead of being infinite, it becomes “bound”, and that boundedness of space is called the “curvature” of space. This so-called “curvature” would not be a problem if we thought in terms of qualities because then we would recognize that there are many spaces—each of which is bound.

The problem, however, doesn’t end with the curvature of space, because in quantum theory we find that factually one thing is in two separate places, which contradicts our notion of space and locality (the idea that each thing is in one place). In present science, we also cannot reconcile quantum and relativity theories because relativity is based on the idea of locality (augmented by the finite speed of light) and quantum theory is non-local. Essentially, we are unable to reconcile the claim that space is curved and that something is in two places at the same time. Why? Because holding both viewpoints simultaneously entails that something can be in two spaces at the same time, and in physics, we cannot think of how something can both be inside and outside of space (or inside two separate spaces). Solving the physics problem necessitates a logical contradiction—entailed by the idea of res extensa space.

The Notion of Hierarchical Space

ALL THESE PROBLEMS are easily solved when we think in terms of qualities. Then, there is a space called “seeing” which contains subspaces called color, shape, and size. So, just by understanding sense perception, we can grasp how these are separate spaces because size, color, and shape are independent properties—they are different spaces. And yet, something can have shape, size, and color, so it is simultaneously present in different spaces. The spaces are bounded so in res extensa thinking we can say that the space is “curved”. And something is both inside and outside the space—non-locality.

I have described all these properties of space as an inverted tree in which the root is the whole space, and the trunks are subspaces of that root. Then, the branches are subspaces of the trunks, etc. So, there are literally infinite spaces, and something can be inside and outside that space. This is not just a way of understanding Vedic cosmology, but the only way to solve the problems of modern physics.

And this way of thinking rests upon rejecting everything in modern science—i.e., res extensa thinking. Yes, there is an extension or space in which everything exists. But that extension is defined based on qualities, rather than quantities. Adding two things in this space produces something “in-between” the extremes, which leads to the notion that the space is bound. Likewise, something can be in two separate spaces, and all these infinite spaces are organized hierarchically just like an inverted tree.

The Problem of Infinities in Physics

ANOTHER RELATED PROBLEM in physics is that of infinities. If you add something to itself infinite times, then you get an infinite result. But if you add circularity to itself, you only get a circle. So, you can add infinite circles and squares, and the result will be something in between a circle and a square. Thus, the addition of infinities is mathematically convergent in qualitative addition—it leads to a finite result. But the addition of infinities is mathematically divergent in quantitative addition—it leads to an infinite result.

These infinities appear in physics when we study the electromagnetic field. Since everything is inside the electromagnetic field (the space of the quality of charge), therefore, everything has an electromagnetic field. You add those individual fields and you get infinity. The “solution” to this problem is called Renormalization which is effectively like “zooming out” and instead of seeing infinite particles, you see fewer particles that are effectively “coagulated” which means that you don’t have to add a finite quantity infinitely. The question is: How much should you zoom out? The answer is: Whatever matches the observation! Thus, you tailor your theory to match the observation, proving your assumption.

This has been for a very long time an unsatisfactory aspect of particle physics, but as with all unsatisfactory things in modern science, people find ways to make them more respectable. Those very things that make science respectable are actually hurdles in the progress of science.

The Need for Novel Mathematics

ALL THESE PROBLEMS and their solutions require us to step beyond current thinking about quantities. We cannot continue to add areas of triangle and circle to get a bigger area. We must rather learn to add circles and triangles themselves. In this new type of addition, the result is in between the qualities added, not greater or beyond the two quantities added. This is the conclusion we are led to by studying Vedic cosmology, and it is the only conclusion that can resolve the problems of modern physics.

Now, you might say: But we can observe the quantities! And the answer to that problem is that whatever we call quantity is also a quality. Take for instance the quality of “size”. We think it is a quantity, but it is factually a quality. The top of the universe is the biggest size, and the bottom is the smallest size. But the biggest size is not infinity. And if you add anything inside this space, the result would always be finite. It can sometimes seem to approach the top—i.e., become bigger. But it will never be infinite. Why? Because “size” is a quality—there is a “biggest” and “smallest” size quality. So, even when we are talking about quantities, the quantitative addition is not always correct.

This fact produces bizarre results in arithmetic such as Ramanujan’s proof that 1 + 2 + 3 + ... = -1/12. We think that adding numbers linearly will produce an infinite result, but it doesn’t. Why? Because we are adding qualities such that the result is always finite. This may sound interesting to many people that many infinities in physics are made finite by using such results—that are completely counterintuitive. The above result of linear addition is for instance used in String Theory. Without such results—which rely on qualities rather than quantities—physics will have far more problems than it does presently.

Thus, the problems of modern physics entail new ideas of space, but that idea also requires us to change our ideas about addition and subtraction. When we get deeper into this issue, then we find that to add things across two different spaces, we must also violate basic principles of logic because the same thing is inside and outside. A good example of this problem in modern physics is that we cannot add mass to charge, and mass and charge are treated as separate independent physical properties. However, if we apply the qualitative addition, then the combination of mass and charge produces something “in-between” mass and charge, just like the addition of a circle and a triangle. This “in-between” thing is neither mass nor charge, but it is approximately described by using two separate types of properties.

The logical problem is that the combination of mass and charge is neither mass nor charge and yet it is both mass and charge. This is just like saying that the oblong shape is neither a circle nor a triangle, and yet it is both a circle and a triangle. How can something be neither two things and yet both those things? In fact, how can something be neither of two logical extremes—e.g., neither true nor false, and both true and false? The inability to think of such things then points to the problems of the failure of logic itself.

Thus, thinking about qualities—or what I call semanticism—requires a revision of everything we have upheld in modern science. This includes the ideas of matter, space, numbers, and even logic. The alternative way of thinking is intuitively accessible, but it requires unfamiliar concepts. The change has to begin with logic, then progress into the nature of numbers, then into theories of space, and finally into the description of matter. That theory will explain everything that science cannot explain today. But everything that science explains today would also be explained in a completely different way.

The Relationship to Religion

THE UNDERSTANDING OF Vedic religion involves unintuitive ideas such as God is inside everything and outside everything. When He appears in this world, then He is not material; He is still transcendental. The deity of God is factually metal or stone, but this deity is also outside the material space. Owing to numerous such contradictions, the conclusion is that all this must be inconceivable. And that inconceivability makes religion fundamentally opposed to the rationality of modern science.

The breakthrough in thinking about this problem is that (a) science is also inconceivable just like religion—that inconceivability is locality and non-locality, inside and outside, two separate things and yet neither of those things and yet both of those things and (b) religion and science are inconceivable in the same way because the problems of inside and outside, here and there, local and non-local, everything at once and yet none of these things, appear as much in religion as in science.

The same problem appears in the study of consciousness. The soul’s consciousness is everywhere in the body, and yet it is transcendent to the body. So, the soul is “inside” the body and yet “outside”. An advanced soul can be in this material world and yet also be at once in the spiritual world. Similarly, the soul is many qualities at once, and yet, it is none of these (individually separated) qualities.

The problems of matter, consciousness, and God involve the same level of and the same type of inconceivability. It is only because the inconceivability of matter is suppressed from the popular vision, and scientific propaganda hides the problems innate in science, that an illusion of the conceivability of science and the inconceivability of soul and God is produced in the popular imagination.

If, however, we study all these problems, then we can make the breakthrough in thinking where the problems of matter, soul, and God are equally perplexing, and perplexing in the same way. That will then point us to the necessity to think semantically—about the soul, matter, and God. That thinking can begin with science for those who are so interested, but it would not be contrary to religion. Indeed, when the perplexity of science is solved, then religion would no longer seem perplexing.
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Voidism and Oneness in the 
Philosophy of Sri Chaitanya
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In Indian philosophy, the voidism of Buddhist philosophy is seen as the opposition to the materialism of demigod worship and rituals. Then, classical impersonalism or Advaita is seen as the opposition to voidism in Buddhist philosophy. Finally, classical personalism or Vaishnavism is seen as the opposition to the impersonalism of Advaita. However, Sri Chaitanya’s philosophy reconciles the reality of the material world (even as it rejects materialism), the emptiness of this world despite the reality of the material world (leading to the meaninglessness of this world, without factual voidism), and the interchangeability of perspectives between soul and God leading to their oneness without a factual identity.

The reality of the material world is that the world exists as meaning (not stuff) but it is false meaning; it exists, but it is not true. When this falsity of worldly meaning is recognized, then the world is considered empty, and only the Lord is considered meaningful. Finally, the soul has the capacity to look at this meaningless world from the Lord’s perspective, and the world regains meaning in a new sense—namely, that the world is a reflection of meaning in the Lord. By the ability in the soul to see the world in the same way as the Lord, there is also the oneness of perspectives, without the oneness of the identity.

If we study the history of philosophical progression in Indian philosophy, then we see four main positions—materialism, voidism, impersonalism, and personalism—which seem contrary to each other. However, in the personalism of Sri Chaitanya, the core tenets of materialism, voidism, and impersonalism are accepted and reconciled with personalism. There is a certain sense in which His philosophy is not materialism, voidism, or impersonalism, and in another sense, it is all these.

Our understanding of Sri Chaitanya’s philosophy should begin with an alternative materialism, in which matter has three properties—it exists, it has meaning, and that meaning can be true or false. The Vedic scriptures exist, they are meaningful, and their meaning is true. Conversely, modern scientific theories exist, they are meaningful (at least to some people), and that meaning is false. Since both false and true meanings can exist, therefore, the existence of the world is not in question. Since different people can accept or reject these meanings, therefore, the meaningfulness of the world is also not in question, although that meaning is relative to the person. Finally, because this meaning can be objectively true or false, therefore, the universality of the truth of the meaning is not contrary to the relativity of meaning.

The core tenet of materialism is that the world is real. The core tenet of voidism and impersonalism is that the world is unreal in some sense. The world is called unreal because it is temporary. Things change, and whatever disappears cannot be called real in the ultimate sense of the word. However, materialism, voidism, and impersonalism conceive the worldly existence physically, which immediately creates a contradiction between realism and unrealism. How can we say that the world is unreal if the suffering is real? If the suffering itself was unreal, then why would we speak of getting out of the world?

All these contradictions are resolved when the world is described as meaning because now the world can exist, it can seem meaningful to some people, and yet it can be false. However, that doesn’t mean that everything in the world is false. Certainly, perfect knowledge of the eternal truth can exist, so the books that embody that knowledge are possible. Even as those books may exist temporarily, the meaning in them can be eternal. As a result, the temporariness of existence is not contrary to the eternal truth of the meaning.

Thus, the contradictions between materialism, voidism, and impersonalism are immediately resolved when the world is treated as meaning. Most of the world is indeed false, but everything (even in the material world) is not false. Similarly, just because everything exists, doesn’t mean that everything is true. There is no other way to reconcile the reality of the world with its unreality, other than to recognize that it exists as meaning.

However, the claim that the world exists as true or false meaning begs the question: Where did this meaning come from? If the source of this meaning is true, then how can it lead to false meanings? Materialism by itself doesn’t have to deal with this problem because matter simply exists, and has no meaning. Voidism by itself doesn’t have to deal with this problem because the world doesn’t exist in an ultimate sense, so the whole thing is already non-existent and hence meaningless. Finally, impersonalism too doesn’t have to deal with this issue because the world is false meaning, and it is caused by a malevolent agency called māyā that creates an illusory impression of meaning in us. This problem has to be dealt with in a philosophy that reconciles materialism, voidism, and impersonalism to say that the world is real, but it may not be true such that the truth is one and the falsities are many.

Personalism appears as the answer to the problem of this inconsistency between materialism, voidism, and impersonalism. In this answer, the source of all meaning is the Supreme Lord, but He is also non-dual in the sense that opposite meanings are present simultaneously in Him. Anything that embodies these opposite meanings at once is also non-dual, and hence, it can be called true. Conversely, anything that separates these opposites into separate contradictory aspects is false. Hence, falsity appears from the truth by the separation of the different aspects of the complete truth.

Since the source of everything is the Supreme Person, the ideas of impersonalism, voidism, and materialism are naturally rejected. And this rejection is classical Vaishnavism. However, this rejection is very problematic, because one can ask: If materialism, voidism, and impersonalism did not exist in the Supreme Person, then how could they appear in this world? Rejecting some ideology is very easy, but that rejection begs the question: How did the falsity appear from the truth? Surely, by the previous position of falsity being a separated aspect of the Supreme Person, materialism, voidism, and impersonalism must also be aspects of the Supreme Person, for otherwise, they could not appear in this world. Hence, they cannot be rejected completely, because they are aspects of the Supreme Person.

We are now led to the difficult problem outlined at the outset, namely, we have to go past classical Vaishnavism, which rejected materialism, voidism, and impersonalism, to advance personalism. Classical personalism got away by saying that some false ideologies exist in this world, without explaining how these ideologies appeared from a common source, so they must exist in the source as well. The difficult problem is that now personalism must be reconciled with materialism, voidism, and impersonalism.

The reality of the material world is already recognized in classical Vaishnavism, so that isn’t a serious issue. The issue has been that this reality has to be understood as meaning, rather than “stuff”, because only by taking the semantic position can we explain how a false world appears from the truth. If this preliminary condition about the understanding of matter is accepted, then personalism becomes consistent with materialism, but still remains inconsistent with voidism and impersonalism.

Sri Chaitanya’s philosophy addresses these conundrums through three statements in His Sikśāstaka.

na dhanam na janam na sundarīm

kavitam vā jagad-īsha kamaye

mama janmani janmanīshvare

bhavatād bhaktir ahaituki tvayi

O my Lord, I have no desire to accumulate wealth, nor do I want a high birth, nor do I desire beautiful women, nor do I want liberation. I only want Your causeless devotional service, birth after birth.

ayi nanda-tanuja kinkaraṃ

patitam mām viśame bhavāmbudhau

kripayā tava pāda-pankaja-

sthita-dhuli-sadrisham vichintaya

O son of Maharaja Nanda (Kṛṣṇa), I am Your eternal servitor, yet somehow or other I have fallen into the difficult ocean of this world. Please consider me as one of the particles of dust placed on your Lotus feet.

yugāyitam nimeśena

chakśhushā pravriśhāyitam

śunyāyitam jagat sarvam

govinda-virahena me

O Govinda! Feeling Your separation, I am considering a moment to be like a yuga. Tears are flowing from my eyes like torrents of rain, and the whole world seems empty in Your separation.

The first statement rejects material wealth, high birth, and women, which is a rejection of materialism. However, it also rejects liberation from the material world, and requests only devotion, birth after birth. Repeated birth means the absence of liberation. By accepting it, the reality of the material world is accepted. Then, the second statement says that even though I exist in this world birth after birth, the world is considered a fallen place. However, the ask is not to liberate me from the material world; the ask is simply that the Lord considers me as one of the particles of dust on His Lotus feet. In the first statement, devotion to the Lord is requested, and in the second statement, the Lord is requested to consider the devotee as a dust particle on His feet. Then the third statement says that even though You consider me as a dust particle, still, the whole world seems empty in Your separation, and a moment passes by like a yuga. A yuga can be Satya, Treta, Dvāpara, or Kali; the shortest yuga is Kali, which is 432,000 years; a moment seems that long.

Classical Vaishnavism is already complicated from a theological perspective due to the doctrine of whole and part, which are “non-separable” (i.e., neither totally identical nor completely separate), but in Sri Chaitanya’s philosophy, several additional paradoxes are presented. First, liberation is rejected. Second, the devotee asks for consideration from the Lord to accept him like a dust particle on the feet of Kṛṣṇa. Third, even then, the whole world seems empty. One might ask: Why not simply accept liberation, such that there would be a direct association, and one doesn’t have to feel the emptiness and unhappiness of the world? The answer lies in the meaning of emptiness.

What is emptiness? It is not the factual absence of the world, but the word śunyāyitam is used to indicate how it seems empty. This emptiness is created by the feeling of separation from the Lord and constitutes the meaninglessness of the world. But since this feeling of separation is advocated, therefore, the pain of separation leading to the feeling of a void in this world is considered a greater position of devotion than the face-to-face meeting. The meaninglessness of this world now transforms into a virtue rather than a vice: We ask for this meaningless existence to constantly feel separated from the perfect source of all meaning. Thus, the philosophy of emptiness, void, and meaninglessness of the world, is resurrected as a perfectional state of devotion. We can no longer say that nihilism is a bad idea because it is accepted as the highest perfection. This nihilism, however, is not Buddhism; and yet, it has the classic traits of a nihilist ideology.

Then, oneness with the Lord also exists in the sense that the devotee is considered a particle of dust on the Lord’s Lotus feet. Classical oneness philosophy claims that the soul merges into God’s body, and the oneness in Sri Chaitanya’s philosophy is like a dust particle on God’s body. In this regard, we can distinguish between three types of oneness: within the body, on the body, and separate from the body. Even the world manifest from Kṛṣṇa is His part, but those parts are not Kṛṣṇa (as they are only parts). Conversely, every part of Kṛṣṇa’s body (e.g., His eyes and tongue) are Kṛṣṇa completely (hence, food seen by Him is food eaten by Him). Then the ornaments on Kṛṣṇa’s body are not in the body so they are not identical to Kṛṣṇa, and they are not separate from His body so they are more Kṛṣṇa than other expansions.

The sweat on His forehead, the clay markings on His body, and the dust on His feet are not identical to Kṛṣṇa, but they are more identical to Him than the other manifestations. In very specific terms, the ornaments, clay markings, dust, and sweat on God’s body go wherever God goes; therefore, they can “see” whatever God can see, and yet, they are not privy to His feelings or emotions. These adornments of the Lord are one with the Lord in the sense that they can be as omniscient as the Lord, and yet, not identical to Him because they don’t feel the happiness that the Lord feels. Since the adornments are as omniscient as the Lord, therefore, they are “one” with Him.

Philosophically, this type of oneness is being able to see the world from the vantage point of the Lord. By being situated on the Lord’s body, the devotee has the same perspective as the Lord, and yet, the devotee is not identical to the Lord. Therefore, the devotee can also look at the material world in precisely the same way the Lord perceives the material world. Their perspectives are identical, so they can be called “one”. And yet, despite the identity of their perspectives, they have not become the same person.

These ornaments have a unique property that they look more beautiful when worn by the Lord. Therefore, the Lord increases the beauty of the ornament, and the ornament increases the beauty of the Lord. Their interest in becoming more beautiful is fulfilled in the process of fulfilling the other’s interest to be more beautiful. Both are decorating each other, so in one sense, they are united in purpose, hence “one”. This sense of oneness by the unity of purpose exists in all parts of God devoted to God, so it is not unique to the ornaments. The difference is that by wearing them, the Lord makes the unity of purpose of making Himself more attractive by decorating Himself more perpetual.

Finally, the material world is also an ornament of the Lord, but one that the Lord has temporarily removed. When the same ornament is worn by the Lord, then it becomes His adornment. Therefore, using material things in the Lord’s glorification is just like having Him wear ornaments manifest from Him. The “separation” between the Lord and the ornament is illusory because when the ornament is worn by others, it doesn’t give the wearer the same beauty as the Lord. And even the limited beauty they get by wearing those ornaments is temporary. The temporality of the material world is the outcome of the Lord’s ornaments being worn by others, and the material world is called false because those ornaments were not meant to be worn by others. However, by one person wearing another person’s ornaments, the ornaments don’t become false. This wearing only makes the person wearing the ornament deluded and the activity of trying to make oneself beautiful by such adornment an act of self-delusion. Thus, the realism of matter is not contrary to saying that worldly activities are illusory and temporary.

In this way, Sri Chaitanya’s philosophical tenets advance personalism in three ways—(a) the world is the Lord’s ornament, (b) the ornament is meaningless without the Lord, and (c) the ornament worn by the Lord is one with Him. With these advancements, materialism, voidism, and impersonalism become aspects of personalism. This kind of personalism is superior to that advocated in the other schools of Vaishnavism since these schools sometimes rejected oneness, voidism, and materialism, which Sri Chaitanya’s philosophy incorporates.

The lesson to be learned from the progression by incorporating more aspects excluded from philosophy previously is this: In the initial stages of philosophy, materialism, voidism, and impersonalism are progressively rejected, but as we transcend impersonalism, then each of these is successively accepted. In simple terms, materialism, voidism, and impersonalism are rejected if they are presented either as standalone philosophies or as philosophies contrary to personalism. But if personalism is accepted as the foundation, then the progressive understanding of personalism leads to the acceptance of materialism, voidism, and impersonalism too. In the final analysis, we cannot say that the material world is false, or that it is meaningful by itself, or that it is separate from the Lord, or that the soul is not one with the Lord. That doesn’t mean the acceptance of standalone materialism, voidism, or impersonalism, but their acceptance as aspects of personalism.
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The Broadening and Deepening of Diseases

Ayurveda has a very unique concept of “depth” and “breadth” of a disease, which we do not find in modern medicine. The idea is that when a disease begins, it typically has only one effect or symptom. At that time, symptomatic cures can be applied, and those may cure the disease. However, the symptomatic cure may not actually cure the cause of the symptom. If a disease goes uncured, then it starts deepening and broadening. The increasing breadth of disease appears as many more symptoms of the disease than the previously seen symptoms because the cause of the disease has deepened.

Take for example a Pitta disease. It may initially manifest as feeling uncomfortably hot, and its cure may be that you eat cooling things, sit in the shade, or relax the mind. However, this symptomatic cure may not actually cure the Pitta aggravation, and then, the disease will start deepening and broadening.

By “broadening”, we mean that the disease may produce many more symptoms such as headaches, fever, nausea, vomiting, hyperacidity, tiredness, insomnia, irritability, muscular cramps, anxiety, and depression. And “deepening” of the disease means that because there are so many symptoms, therefore, it is harder to identify the cause if you look at the problem symptomatically. Conventional methods of curing that treat the individual symptoms, or even localize the problem to a single part of the body, are no longer applicable. You can no longer say that I have an illness of the head, of the stomach, or of the legs, because the problem is no longer localized.

All symptomatic cures stop working because whatever we are trying to cure (e.g., nausea) is not the disease actually; it is just a symptom. Similarly, the number of symptoms increase continuously, because the disease is constantly deepening and broadening.

The Body as a Tree-Like Structure

TO UNDERSTAND THE CONCEPTS of “broadening” and “deepening” of disease, we have to envision the body like a tree, which has a root, trunk, branches, and leaves. Every disease typically manifests as a problem in the leaf. Whatever we call a symptomatic relief is curing the illness in the leaf. For most people, this works out well. But there are numerous situations in which the disease in the leaf isn’t cured, and then, the disease starts spreading from the leaf to the branch, then to the trunk, and finally to the root.

As the disease moves to the branch, it begins to show a greater number of symptoms—i.e., it affects all the leaves attached to the branch. Then, as it moves to the trunk, it shows an even greater number of symptoms—i.e., all the leaves attached to all the branches attached to the trunk. The broadening of the disease—i.e., displaying more symptoms—is a consequence of the deepening of the disease. Now, we cannot cure one leaf to cure the disease, because the disease is not in the leaf. It is in the branch, trunk, or root. Likewise, so many leaves are simultaneously affected that we cannot cure all of them at once. The incurability of the disease gives it an opportunity to spread more by deepening further.

Once the disease has deepened and broadened, it is impossible to diagnose the problem in a scientific system of medicine that relies on “testing” the symptoms on the leaves. For instance, in the case of a Pitta disease, you can test for hyperacidity, nausea, and vomiting, and then consume antacids as symptomatic cures. This might work—symptomatically—i.e., seems to temporarily suppress the treated symptoms, without curing the Pitta derangement. As this symptomatic cure is pursued, while the true disease goes uncured, the problem is gradually magnified—it gives the disease an opportunity to broaden and deepen—i.e., manifest into many more symptoms such that the actual disease becomes more unlike the symptom of the disease, making the true disease undiagnosable and incurable.

Problems in Reductionistic Thinking

THIS IS WHERE WE CAN contrast Ayurveda against modern medicine. In modern medicine, there is nothing “deeper”. Our body is comprised of cells, which are comprised of molecules. All disease is some change in the chemical reactions, and all cures are restoring the chemical reactions to their previous state.

This reductionistic picture of the body is false because the cells are constantly “signaling” each other. How this signaling system works is not well-understood in modern biology, because for a body of N cells, we have to understand a signaling system of NxN complexity. If the body has 1012 cells, then the signaling system would have a complexity of 1024. The entry of a single new type of cell or the increase/decrease in the numbers of the various types of cells, or simply the change in the type of information being exchanged in a single pair of the 1024signaling parties can disrupt the entire system. This problem is only solvable if we envision the body hierarchically because then the signaling complexity decreases exponentially with the increase in the depth of the hierarchy.

This quantitative reduction in signaling complexity, however, is only part of the problem; the other part is a qualitative component of the problem in which the information is continuously transformed even as it moves from one part of the body to another. To understand this qualitative transformation, we can think of a human organization in which the meaning of the signal changes as it moves up a hierarchy.

Illustration by a Factory Example

IMAGINE FOR INSTANCE that there is a worker in a factory who produces widgets on a lathe, and there is some problem with one of the components of the lathe. To maintain his productivity, the worker needs to repair the lathe by replacing some dysfunctional parts. In theory, the worker can directly send a message to a supplier to supply a new part, so that he can fix the lathe. But that is not how a hierarchical system behaves. The actual behavior is that the worker will report the problem to his supervisor, where he will describe the dysfunctional component, and request its repair. This supervisor will now raise a purchase request for the new part, which will then go for approval to the next-level supervisor. The next-level supervisor will now evaluate the purchase request against the available budget and do a cost-benefit analysis to decide whether the part should be purchased, and how soon it must be purchased.

In short, as information goes up a hierarchy, it is transformed—from the description of the problem in the part, to the purchase request for a specific part number, to the evaluation of the budget to make a decision. In the real world, the process is even more complex; for instance, before a part can be purchased, there will be a request for a quote, the evaluation of multiple quotes, and the cost-benefit analysis of which quote provides the best part at the lowest cost for the highest productivity. This far more complex process also involves a back-and-forth between the worker and the supplier—through the entire hierarchy of supervisors who mediate, transform, and decide what to do.

This back-and-forth is important because the higher levels of the organization ensure that what a worker is requesting is good for the whole organization, not just good for the worker. The worker doesn’t care about the whole organization; he just cares about his productivity. But the supervisors must mediate to ensure that the entire system integrity is maintained. This need for system integrity in the case of a factory worker manifests in the cost-benefit analysis of the request for a component purchase made by a worker. If the part is too expensive relative to the benefit that its replacement provides, then the organization may decide not to purchase it. This decision may seem suboptimal to the worker, but it is optimal for the whole organization.

A hierarchical system of organization is essential because the whole system’s integrity is important. However, to maintain this system’s integrity, information must also be qualitative to assist decision-making. In this qualitative change, information flows from one end to another but is also continuously transformed, evaluated, checked against the system integrity, before it is passed onto the next level. Messages cannot directly flow from one part to another, because such a flow is not just quantitatively suboptimal (due to the NxN complexity) but also detrimental to overall system integrity. Therefore, it is essential not just to quantitatively reduce the signaling complexity through the hierarchy but also to change the meaning of the messages as they traverse up and down the levels of the hierarchy.

How a Problem Spreads in a System

WITH THIS BACKGROUND, we can now analyze the consequences of not fixing problems. If a workman’s lathe is not immediately repaired, then there will be consequences—e.g., the workman’s productivity will decline. With declining productivity, the revenues may decline, and the supervisor who is tasked to balance their budget (of expenses and revenue) will be compelled to cut the factory costs. Instead of fixing the lathe to get the productivity back, the supervisor now decides to cut the expenses on the factory.

This cost-cutting now creates additional problems. For instance, even the drills and hammers in the factory are neglected, and not repaired when they become dysfunctional due to cost-cutting. Thus, a faulty unrepaired lathe leads to a faulty hammer and drill as well. One problem has now become three distinct problems: Because the lathe was not fixed, therefore, the productivity declined, and to maintain a balanced budget, even drills and hammers were allowed to become dysfunctional, such that now we have a dysfunctional lathe, hammer, and drill.

The problem of budget-balancing is a “deeper” problem, and the dysfunctional lathe, hammer, and drill are “broader” problems. A single problem that began with a dysfunctional lathe has now spread to higher echelons of the organization and has become a deeper problem, such that there are many more surface symptoms of the problem being perceived as dysfunctional lathe, hammer, and drill.

Understanding the Spread of Diseases

WE CAN EXTEND THIS analogy of a factory to understand the problem of “breadth” and “depth” in the case of the disease in the body. A disease begins as one symptom in some part of the body, but because the body is structured hierarchically to maintain system integrity, therefore, the problem rises up the hierarchy and then spreads to other parts of the body—if the initial surface symptom is not fixed quickly.

Once the disease has spread, it is very hard to fix the symptoms individually, unless we fix the deeper problem. This is just like saying that we cannot fix the problem of dysfunctional lathe, drill, and hammer unless we fix the problem of budget. In fact, attempts to repair the lathe, drill, and hammer fail because the deeper problem of budget-balancing is not resolved. This is because the deeper problem always subverts any solution to the surface symptoms of the same problem. Those who only look at the surface symptoms of a dysfunctional lathe, drill, and hammer, but cannot diagnose the real problem of an imbalanced budget, can never solve any of the individual problems.

Reductionism Fails to Grasp Depth and Breadth

THE REDUCTIONIST APPROACHES in modern biology are thus detrimental to curing diseases, especially if the problem has deepened and broadened. The reductionist approaches may work if the rest of the body is healthy, and the disease is addressed quickly. The “health” of the body means something deeper—akin to saying that there is enough budget in the system to repair a lathe as soon as it fails. If this deeper health is present, then many surface diseases are cured automatically or with little effort. If this deeper health is destroyed, then the surface symptoms keep increasing.

The reductionist approach to the body says: The body is nothing but a collection of molecules. This is not entirely false; the body is indeed many molecules. But what this reduction fails to appreciate is that all these molecules are communicating with other molecules using other molecules as signals.

The complexity of this signaling is so high that it will make the body extremely unstable and prone to disease unless we envision a system of hierarchical organization. This system of hierarchical organization can also exist as molecules, but these molecules have to be thought of as signals, messages, or symbols of meaning and their interactions with other molecules must be seen as “information processing” to attain a goal. For instance, the higher echelons of an organization look at profitability while the worker in the factory tries to increase productivity. The entire system works concertedly—and not as disconnected parts—because the system can exist only in coordination, cooperation, and coherence of these parts.

Three Descriptions of the Body

NOW, THE BODY HAS TO be described in three ways—parts, roles, and goals. The same role can be fulfilled by a different part, and each role can be performed with a different goal. Since the part, role, and goal cannot be reduced to one another, therefore, the tripartite ontology is also irreducible. In simple words, we need three descriptions to understand the body because each part is not just an independent part; it is also related and connected to other parts by its signals, and these signals are collectively coordinated based on the goal. If we think of the body only as parts, then we may be successful in curing some diseases locally, but we will fail to cure those diseases that have broadened and deepened.

We can keep trying to manipulate the molecules—sometimes as parts, sometimes as signals going from one part to another, and sometimes as the process of decision-making in the system for a certain goal. However, because we don’t have a theory or way of thinking about the body, this attempt at curing the body of diseases involves ever-increasing trial-and-error, is very expensive, and is unpredictable in its outcomes. For instance, the cure may work in one person and fail in other persons. Similarly, in the reductionist paradigm, where we study the body as molecules, we can never understand why a certain molecule is also a signal or message that encodes some meaning. We would only study these molecules like messages going from a worker to his supervisor where you can observe the shapes and sizes of squiggles on the messages, but you have no ability to read what the message means. Without decoding the meaning of the message, we can never understand the outcomes of message exchanges.

Side-Effects of Reductionist Thinking

THE PROBLEMS OF MODERN medicine are not just problems of biology. They are more fundamental problems of how we can encode information in molecules. This information, as we have discussed, is not merely quantitative but also qualitative. That is, the molecule also has a meaning. This meaning then comes in three forms, such that everything has to be understood in these three types of meaning.

If we don’t reform our thinking about molecules, then we cannot change our thinking about biology. We can keep claiming successes in our understanding of physics, chemistry, and biology, but two things will happen simultaneously—(a) people will get sicker more often by ever more incurable diseases because the diseases will keep getting deeper and broader, and (b) the molecular cures that we come up for these diseases will become more expensive and more unreliable due to greater side-effects.

Modern medicine is predicated on the idea that the body has a universal nature, so we can develop a few drugs to cure all diseases. The economics of drug manufacturing is based on the idea of universalism—you spend several million dollars to create a new drug, and you then sell it to many millions of people. If the disease was not common to millions of people, then drug development would not be economical because there aren’t enough sick people to pay for a certain type of drug. The universalism of the body in turn is a very problematic idea because there are exponentially greater ways to interconnect the parts than there are parts. We can have precisely the same DNA, proteins, lipids, etc., and connect them in a new way through signaling. This is just like the ability to construct a different building by using the same number and size of bricks—the buildings are structurally different, although identical in components. So, given that DNA cannot determine the interconnections, as it only predicts the components to be interconnected, then what actually explains why the bodies are working in a semi-universal way?

As a crude example, think of two messages “stop” and “start” that are being sent from A to B. What if the same message was being sent from A to C? Then, B will not stop and start, or start but not stop, or stop and then not start. The body will be chemically identical and yet become severely diseased. The number of such possible diseases is infinite and potentially unique to each individual, such that we can never justify the universalism of medicine in theory although we do find it to be true in practice.

The reason we find it true in practice is that there is a more-or-less universal system of organization by which the body is controlled hierarchically. This hierarchical system, however, also leads us to the problems of deepening and broadening of diseases, making many cures impossible unless we recognize that the body is just like an organization with many tiers of control, such that different control systems have to be targeted for curing the same disease. Our headaches, for example, can have potentially infinite causes which may lie anywhere in the body, not merely in the head. Many digestive problems for instance give rise to headaches, such that the cause is in the stomach or intestine, not in the head. We try to cure the headache by consuming painkillers, and the stomach or intestinal problem keeps getting worse, the headaches remain recurrent, and the problem never disappears, unless we fix the stomach or intestinal problem. But how can we even fix these problems unless we understand the connection between the stomach and the head? A single molecular signal can trigger serious issues which we cannot diagnose because we have no capacity to understand the enormous bodily complexity.

Descriptions of the Body in Ayurveda

THIS IS WHEN THE BODY-is-a-tree thinking helps. We must understand that the root cause is different from the surface symptoms, and yet, the root cause can be cured by medicines that affect only the surface symptoms. This is because the root cause and surface symptoms are both comprised of the same elementary meanings. In Ayurveda, these are called Kapha, Pitta, and Vāta. To treat the branch, trunk, or root, you begin by treating the leaf, and the cure slowly spreads from the leaf to the branch to the trunk and then to the root, just as the disease originally deepened and broadened from the leaf.

This naturally means that the cure can take longer—because the cure is spreading from the leaf to the root, and this spreading takes time, quite like the original disease spread slowly to many symptoms. But this slow process of curing addresses the root cause, and thereby all the symptoms collectively.

This idea about medicine rests on a philosophy of nature—namely, that material nature is organized hierarchically through many tiers. This principle of organization applies to molecules, cells, the body, a society, a planetary ecosystem, and the entire universe. Similarly, the ingredients comprising nature are also the same across various levels of the organization, because they are elementary meanings. Therefore, how we study atoms and molecules, is not different from how we can study biology, sociology, geology, and cosmology. They are just different levels of organization constructed using the same principles.

The Informational View of Nature

THE PROBLEMS OF PHYSICS, chemistry, biology, ecology, sociology, geology, and cosmology can seem very different to us if we don’t look at nature in a hierarchical manner. By overlooking the fact that nature is meaning, we create all these problems and then provide “solutions” that are always inadequate and always incomplete. We also create many academic disciplines each of which creates many theories, such that we can never arrive at a coherent, consistent, and complete understanding of nature.

This is where the ideas of nature in Vedic philosophy help demystify the complexity: (a) they help us see a coherent, consistent, and complete picture of reality, (b) they help unify diverse academic disciplines into one, (c) they solve the problems that cannot be solved in separated disciplines, (d) the solutions are cheaper and truly universal, and (e) the expertise in one area enhances the expertise in other areas, creates a faster progression in knowledge because it can be easily transplanted to other areas.

The uniqueness of medicine is not in the philosophy of nature but in the identification of medicines. When we see these medicines as molecules with physical properties, we neglect the hierarchical understanding of the body and create many incurable diseases. When we see the same medicines as embodiments of meanings—i.e., letters, messages, and signals—then we not only create a better medical system but also can use this understanding to grasp the whole of nature correctly.
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The Cycle of History
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The Vedic System Neglects History

The Vedic tradition has always had a very weak interest in chronological history. Vedic texts only record the important events—e.g., those about the incarnations of God on earth, or those of great devotees of God, who then spread devotion to God all over the earth. Everything else in history is presented around these two basic themes. For instance, even when the stories of demons such as Rāvana, Hiranyāksha, Hiraṇyakaśipū, Duryodhana, etc. are presented, they are in the context of the appearance of the incarnations of the Lord such as Ramachandra, Vārāha, Nrśingha, Kṛṣṇa, etc.

Everything else is ignored in the Vedic texts, almost as if it never happened because the Vedic system is not interested in the mundane events of the world. They are only interested in the great events of history; greatness being defined specifically as the activities of the Lord and His great devotees.

This can seem perplexing to most people in the modern time where there is a paucity of great personalities. At present, history is used to give people a social, cultural, national, and political identity. Since everyone wants to feel good about their society, nation, culture, and politics, therefore, history is written by the winners, and altered to suit the narratives of the winners of the time. Since the winners keep changing from time to time, therefore, history is constantly revised to suit the current narrative. In that process, what was previously regarded as great, is forgotten, and new events are highlighted.

The Rise of History in the West

HERODOTUS, WHO WROTE the first detailed accounts of the Greco-Persian wars during Greek times, was, therefore, given the title of “The Father of History” by the Roman orator Cicero and the title of “The Father of Lies” by his contemporary military commander Thucydides, because he fabricated many feel-good folk tales and passed them on as historical facts. Historical writing has been distrusted from the start, and historians of every age question the claims made by previous historians, trying to validate their veracity against other contemporary accounts. This is by no means foolproof; if a group of historians was collectively manipulating the facts, then there would be no way to validate the truth, despite numerous contemporary accounts.

To elevate history to a “science”, and find some theoretical tools to validate historical accounts, many historians and philosophers have felt the need to formulate a theory of history. But we must remember that history exists even for these philosophers to give people a feel-good narrative about their past.

The Idea of Progressive History

TIME IN THIS FEEL-GOOD history is envisioned as a linear progression—from a good past to a better present to an even better future. This idea about history started in Greek and Roman times, where historians wanted to tell a favorable story about their civilizational conquests and cultural identity. However, because empires rise and fall, therefore, the linear model of history became questionable every time a civilization, culture, or nation failed. If things were supposed to get better, then why did they get worse?
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