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introduction

“-Ism” is a little word that packs a big punch. From autoeroticism to Zoroastrianism, -isms describe every possible flight of fancy humans can conceive—good and bad, beautiful and ugly refined and crude. John Lennon satirized our all-too-human compulsion to “-ism-ize” our every thought with his own imaginative “-isms,” such as “bagism” and “shagism.” While his “-isms” seem like gibberish on the surface, perhaps Lennon had a point. After all, if you had Ringo Starr looking to borrow money (and talent), you'd put a bag over your head too.

The -ism is primarily used as a suffix for words such as “Judaism” or “socialism,” which entail a set of philosophical, political, or religious beliefs; yet this suffix can also be used to indicate a variety of other concepts, including a medical condition (egotism), a movement in the arts (dadaism), an attribute (smart aleckism), an act or procedure (vandalism), a mode of existence (octogenarianism), a discriminatory predisposition (sizeism), a type of speech characteristic (malapropism), or a theory named after an individual (Aristotelianism).

While “-ism” is technically a suffix, chiefly used to indicate systems of thought, this little linguistic “tail” gained semantic independence around 1680, when it was used for the first time as a word in its own right. By the nineteenth century, Thomas Carlyle began to popularize “-ism” to signify a prepackaged ideology. Unfortunately its independence didn't enhance its reputation, however, as many still refer to “-isms” with disdain, the way Lennon did.

But they'd be wrong. There's much to say in defense of the “-ism.” While John Lennon advised that we abandon -isms in favor of giving “peace a chance,” even the belief in peace has been neatly packaged into an “-ism”—namely, the word “pacifism.” In truth, no suffix has helped change the course of history more than the “-ism”


ABOLITIONISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The doctrine that calls for the abolition of slavery.



The Fight for Freedom

At the time of America's independence, the level of antislavery sentiment in the United States was about as modest as a Mormon on a first date. Starting in the 1830s, this changed and the abolitionist movement was off and running. One of the first famous abolitionist publications was William Lloyd Garrison's newspaper, The Liberator, which condemned slavery. He called for an immediate emancipation of those in bondage. To accomplish this, Garrison and other abolitionists formed an antislavery society in 1833. Within two years, this organization had established hundreds of branches across the free states, spreading abolitionist sentiment farther than Rafael Palmeiro (thanks to steroids) can hit a baseball.

By the 1840s, the abolitionist movement began to split into different factions. The major split was between those who embraced the idea of women's emancipation and suffrage (such as Garrison) and those who didn't. This decade also saw the emergence of famous abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass (1818–1895), Lucy Stone (1818–1893), and Wendell Phillips (1811–1884).

When the Civil War broke out in 1861, the abolitionist cause became synonymous with the South's defeat. After slavery was abolished, Garrison sought to end the antislavery society, thinking justice had been served. Wendell Phillips, however, continued the society until African-American suffrage was achieved. While these organizations were short lived, organizations such as the NAACP have continued the ongoing struggle for racial equality.
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Holy Warriors: The Abolitionists and American Slavery, by James B. Stewart



ABSOLUTISM


WHAT IT MEANS

A political theory holding that all power should be vested in one ruler or other authority.



It's Good to Be King

Absolutism was first popularized in the political sense in 1830 by General Thomas Perronet Thompson (1783–1869), a radical reformer who cringed at the thought of absolute power. While absolutism as a political system is historically associated most closely with the reign of the Sun King, King Louis XIV of France, many leaders have ruled with unchallenged authority. Here are just a few of them:




• Augustus Caesar

• Josef Stalin

• Benito Mussolini

• Adolf Hitler

• Caligula

• Nero

• Louis XIV

• Henry VIII

• Ivan the Terrible

• Richard M. Nixon
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The term absolutism is also used in moral philosophy. Moral absolutism describes the position that there are moral laws in the universe that are absolute. This means that the morality of an action is inherently either good or bad, no matter what the situation. Let's say a moral absolutist claimed that lying was immoral. He would have to stick to his or her guns and claim that this was always the case, even if a situation arose where a lie seemed like the best thing to do (maybe to protect someone or spare that person from unnecessary pain). One famous proponent of this view is the philosopher Immanuel Kant.
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A History of Western Society: From Absolutism to the Present, by John P. McKay, Bennett D. Hill, and John Buckler

The Metaphysics of Morals, by Immanuel Kant



AGRAMMATISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The pathological inability to use words in grammatical sequence.



What Did Say You?

Agrammatism is a condition that makes the sufferer speak like a German exchange student, a mixed-up condition usually caused by brain damage. Most victims of this disorder don't have a problem understanding the content of a phrase, but they can't grasp the concept or proper syntax, or word order. For example, a victim of agrammatism might claim that “The man bit the dog” instead of “ The dog bit the man.” While the latter sentence could be correct if the man really did bite the dog, it seems unlikely—unless the man was Mike Tyson.
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Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, Vol. 7, Issue 2 (Spring 1995)

Agrammatism: Behavior Description and Neurobiological Explanation, by Friedmann Pulvermuller



ALPHABETISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The discrimination against persons whose surnames begin with a letter that falls in the latter half of the alphabet; also, the preferential treatment of persons whose surnames start with a letter at the beginning of the alphabet.



Slow Siegfried, Clever Collins

Are people whose surnames start with letters toward the end of the alphabet the victims of discrimination? Are the poor Watsons and Zelweilgers of the world persecuted? While agrammatism seems innocuous compared to other monster “isms” like racism or sexism, some suggest it is still a serious problem in our society.

But does having a surname that begins with A or B really help further one's career, like some kind of invisible helping hand? A junior-high schoolmate of mine named Danny had a strange sounding surname that started with a Y. He always seemed to get out of answering questions in class, since the teacher chose students alphabetically. While many were jealous of him at the time, it seems evident now that being at the end of the alphabet can be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, students like Danny Y. don't get put on the spot in class. On the other hand, students like Danny Y. don't get put on the spot in class. Perhaps Danny would have been a better student if he were put on the spot more than if he was left out.

Dr. David Blest, professor of mathematics at the University of Tasmania, Australia, discussed the phenomenon of alphabetism in March of 1999: “I was always impressed that my classes had many A and B students and at least a very great preponderance of students whose family names began with letters in the early part of the alphabet.” Dr. Blest goes on to discuss his detailed findings in his own study on alphabetism, concluding that, “ alphabetism is something of which we should be aware as a possibility and just maybe there should be additional research across different languages and cultures to ascertain its pervasiveness and if necessary, consider how it might be ameliorated.” Well, good luck to you, Danny Y— there is hope for you yet.
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“As Easy As ZYX,” The Economist (Aug. 30, 2001)



ALTRUISM


WHAT IT MEANS

Devotion to the welfare of others; behavior by a person or animal that may be personally harmful but that benefits others of the species.



Caring Comte

The English word altruism comes from the Old French autrui (meaning “other people” ), a word that was coined by the philosopher Auguste Comte. Known as the father of sociology, Comte argued for the development of a communitarian state. His commitment to social justice and his concern for his fellow man was indeed altruistic.
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“Altruism is a fine motive, but if you want results, greed works much better.”

HERBERT SPENCE
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The Possibility of Altruism, by Thomas Nagel



ANACHRONISM


WHAT IT MEANS

Something that is out of date, especially a person or cultural practice that belongs to an earlier era.



The Old Gives Way to the New

When the term was first coined, around 1646, anachronism referred to a miscalculation in dating and attributing something to the wrong time period. As of 1816, when its modern meaning was first recorded, this word is used primarily to denote something or someone that is out of step with the culture of the times. In the Western world, for instance, sex before marriage during medieval times was a big no-no. Now, it's by far the norm. While there are those who still strongly disapprove of premarital sex, many consider the concept to be an anachronism, claiming it's too old fashioned—not to mention a lot less fun.

ANTIDISESTABLISHMENTARIANISM


WHAT IT MEANS

Opposition to the belief that a nation should no longer have an official church sponsored and backed by the state.



A Real Word (Unlike Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious)

This famous double negative was supposedly first recorded in 1838, by British Prime Minister William Gladstone in his Church and State. One of the hottest issues in nineteenth-century England was whether the Anglican Church should remain the official Church of England. While the word originally referred to the English situation, antidisestablishmentarianism can be used to describe similar fights to avoid the disestablishment of a state church. However, it is primarily used now just as an example of one of the longest—and wackiest—words in the English language.

ANTIQUARIANISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The study or collection of antiquities.



Antique Antiquing

An antiquarian is anyone who studies or collects the great works of ancient times. The more elusive, the more valuable—and that's why the most rabid antiquarians are on the hunt for things like these:




• The Holy Grail

• Venus de Milo's arms

• Medusa's hairbrush

• The Ark of the Covenant

APHORISM


WHAT IT MEANS

A brief statement that is instructive or pithy.



Aphorisms: Everybody's Got One

The term aphorism is derived from the ancient Greek philosopher and medical genius Hippocrates' famous work, Aphorisms. However, while Hippocrates may have inspired the word, a great many other minds have dreamed up countless too wordy aphorisms. Here are some classics.
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	“Early to bed, early to rise, makes a wealthy and wise.”
BEN FRANKLIN
	“Common sense is instinct. Enough man healthy, of it is genius.”
GEORGE BERNARD SHAW



	“Don't go around saying the world owes you a living. The world owes you nothing; it was here first.”
MARK TWAIN
	“Life is divided into the horrible and the miserable.”
WOODY ALLEN



	“Glory is fleeting, but obscurity is forever.”
NAPOLEON BONAPARTE
	“No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.”
ELEANOR ROOSEVELT



	“Even if you're on the right track, you'll get run over if you just sit there.”
WILL ROGERS
	“What does not destroy me makes m stronger.”
NIETZSCHE



	“Great spirits have always encountered violent opposition from mediocre minds.”
ALBERT EINSTEIN
	“Only the man who isn't rowing has time to rock the boat.”
JEAN-PAUL SARTRE



	“Life is a comedy to those who think and a tragedy to those who feel.”
VOLTAIRE
	“Always wear clean underwear in case you suddenly have to go to the hospital.”
NANA







ARISTOTELIANISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The philosophy of Aristotle.



Aristotle: Smarter Than Your Average Famous Greek Philosopher

There is so much to say about Aristotelian philosophy. It practically defined the Western intellectual world for millennia. But, let's just stick with what you need to know to sound erudite: Aristotle is most famous for his theories on nature, morality, and literature.

[image: Isms_addr] NATURE

In addition to being one of the West's most revered philosophers, Aristotle is also credited with being one of the first scientists, setting the foundations for the modern study of biology and zoology. Though Aristotle developed many theories about nature, his most unique theory is called the theory of final causation, or teleology.

For Aristotle, the reason that an acorn becomes a tree is partly because it has an inherent goal it needs to fulfill—that is, to become a tree. This is called a teleological conception of nature—derived from the Greek root  telos, meaning “ goal.” Aristotle believed that there is inherent purport in the growth of natural things.

This fundamental Aristotelian concept has been widely rejected since the birth of modern science. Rather than explaining the growth of a natural thing as the fulfillment of some inherent goal, modern science teaches us that nature operates in a purely mechanistic fashion. In modern science, the acorn becomes the tree simply because certain physical laws are operating that determine its growth. Nature, in this view, has no purpose, but is a blind set of rules. While Aristotle's natural world was filled with intent, purpose, and intelligent design, the modern scientist views nature as mechanistic, purposeless, and devoid of meaning—kind of like American foreign policy.

[image: Isms_addr] MORALITY

In Aristotelian morality, virtue and happiness are the two most important concepts. Aristotle noticed that happiness motivates every action that human beings undertake. Everything. Think about it. You go to school, in order to get a job, in order to make money, in order to be happy. Alternately, you join the Peace Corps to help people, in order to make yourself feel good about what you do, in order to be happy. Happiness, Aristotle concludes, is the final goal of all human behavior. Just as the tiny acorn has a final goal to reach or purpose to fulfill, so does a human being. In order to be happy and to reach this goal, you have to be virtuous. The virtuous man, for Aristotle, is the man of moderation who displays emotion and action at the appropriate times—like Howard Dean.

[image: Isms_addr] LITERATURE

Aristotle was our first literary critic—in fact, he invented literary criticism. Most important, in his famous Poetics, he lays out all the rules a writer needs to tell a good story. First, is the audience's need to experience catharsis, that is, the emotional purging that occurs when the audience sees a great tragedy. Second, the action of the story should all take place in one day. The perfect marriage of these two rules: 24 meets Hamlet.
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The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. by Jonathan Barnes



ASTERISM


WHAT IT MEANS

A pattern of stars.



“Star Light, Star Bright…” You Know the Rest

The Big Dipper, though often mistakenly called a constellation, is actually an asterism. As you world travelers probably know, this asterism is called the Plough (or by its old name, Charles's Wain) in England. This celestial knowledge will come in handy the next time you're looking up at the stars with your date. Nothing is a bigger turn-on than a thorough knowledge of the night skies (except maybe money).
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In mineralogy, an asterism is a star-like figure that is produced in some crystal formations when light is transmitted. Also, in printing, an asterism is a formation of three asterisks in a triangle. It is used to call attention to a following passage.

ATOMISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The philosophical theory that the universe is comprised of small, indivisible units or particles.



Boy, Those Greeks Were Smart

The ancient atomists, such as Democritus and Epicurus, were able to recognize that the universe is comprised of minute particles, which they called atoms. The fact that they could do this without the aid of microscopes is more incredible than the Bush administration's failures in Iraq. While these philosophers knew nothing about the nature of these atoms, they did recognize that the universe is fundamentally made up of particles that are the building blocks of all things. At the time, the view that the universe was unchanging was not popular among philosophers. The atomists, however, were the first to recognize the importance of motion in the creation and dissolution of all things.
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Sociological atomism is associated primarily with Max Weber and with the strain of political thought called classical liberalism. It is basically the idea that individual choice motivated by self-interest is the sole basis of relations among people. The social atomist asserts that all sociological analysis should take place at the atomistic, individual level.
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Logical atomism is the theory of famous twentieth-century philosopher Bertrand Russell. The basic premise of the theory is that the structure of language reveals the metaphysical reality of both universal and particular phenomena. Pretty simple, huh? Well, if you don't get it, don't worry. The author has a philosophy degree and frankly, neither does he.
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Atomism and Its Critics: From Democritus to Newton, by Andrew Pyle

Our Knowledge of the External World, by Bertrand Russell

A Constructive Postmodern Perspective on Self and Community: From Atomism to Holism, by Hoyt L. Edge



ATTITUDINARIANISM


WHAT IT MEANS

A rehearsal of attitudes; posture making.



Practice Makes Perfect

No matter what anyone says, attitudes can be altered. Remember that the next time someone with a bad attitude tells you, “That's just the way I am; I can't help it.” Tell them that instead of having an attitude, they should be an attitudinarian. In the process they should study what a jerk they are and try on a new personality.

AUTOEROTICISM


WHAT IT MEANS

A fancy way to say “masturbation.” Pleasing oneself sexually without a partner.



Statistics on the One-Handed Tango

Fifty years ago, the Kinsey Institute conducted one of the most comprehensive sexual studies of all time. According to Kinsey's interviews, 62 percent of females and 92 percent of males have masturbated. However, while self-love was considered taboo in those days, subsequent studies have shown similar findings. The point is that whatever the numbers indicate, most people do it. For those of you who don't, it must be nice to have twenty/twenty vision and pair of smooth hands.
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	“Don't knock masturbation, it's sex with someone I love”
WOODY ALLEN INANNIE HALL
	“Philosophy is to the real world as masturbation is to sex.”
KARL MARX



	“Masturbation: Shaking hands with the unemployed.”
GEORGE CARLIN
	“The good thing about masturbation is that you don't have to dress up for it.”
TRUMAN CAPOTE



	“Give a man free hands, and you'll know where to find them.”
MAE WEST
	“Intercourse with a woman is sometimes a satisfactory substitute for masturbation. But it takes a lot of imagination to make it work.”
KARL KRAUS



	“In the nineteenth century masturbation was a disease; in the twentieth, it is a cure.”
THOMAS S. SZASZ
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Solitary Sex: A Cultural History of Masturbation, by Thomas W. Laqueur



BAALISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The worship of false gods or idols.



Keep Your Baals to Yourself

Baalism is derived from the ancient Hebrew word Baal, meaning “lord,” but by the seventh century B.C. it had come to be used exclusively to mean “idol” or “false god.” Surrounded by polytheists, and believing they had the one true God of the universe, the Hebrews had no interest in their neighbors' baals. But, if history has taught us anything, one's man god is another's baal (and vice-versa).
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The Bible, by God



BEHAVIORISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The school of psychology that excludes subjective motives and feelings, focusing only on behavior that can be observed and quantified.



Oh, Behave!

The word behaviorism was coined in 1923 by psychologist John Watson, the father of behavioral psychology. Along with his famous successor B. F. Skinner, Watson believed that only observable human behavior was available for objective scientific study. This is basically the opposite of Freudian psychology, which focuses on introspection and subjective feeling. The inner life of the patient cannot be studied scientifically, according to the behaviorists, and psychological science should therefore focus on understanding human responses to outside stimuli. Skinner took the behaviorist model even further than Watson. He denied the notion of free will and instead proposed a completely mechanistic model of human thought.

In behaviorist therapy conditioning is the name of the game. Let's say you have a phobia about jumping in a pile of mud. A psychoanalyst would try to discover through introspection or hypnosis the origin of such a phobia (and you might discover that your dad once threw you in mud). The behaviorist method, on the other hand, might consist of tossing you in the mud pile until your brain no longer makes the association between “pile of mud” and fear.
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“The behaviorist advances the view that what the psychologists have hitherto called thought is in short nothing but talking to ourselves.”
JOHN B. WATSON, 1878–1958

The real problem is not whether machines think, but whether men do.
B. F. SKINNER, 1904–1990
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Science and Human Behavior, by B.F. Skinner

Psychology from the Standpoint of a Behaviorist, by John B. Watson



BENTHAMISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The utilitarian philosophy of Jeremy Bentham.



A Man of Utility

Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) is the father of utilitarian philosophy.

BLAIRISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The policies of current British Prime Minister Tony Blair (b. 1953).



Up for a Tony

Or should we say once up for a Tony (while now he can Blairly get a gig…). Tony Blair has been the British Prime Minister since 1997. With his election, Blair ended eighteen years of Conservative party rule. Not wanting to be mistaken as favoring the Labour party's traditional brand of socialism, Blair referred to his political philosophy as “New Labour,” mixing free-market liberalism and the encouragement of private industry with a traditional Labour party concern for social issues.

While Tony Blair has at times enjoyed tremendous popularity, he has faced increasing criticism since his support for U.S. President Bush's 2003 invasion of Iraq. When discussing Blairism, just remember the right thinks he's too far to the left and the left thinks he's too far to the right.
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The Unfinished Revolution: How the Modernism Saved the Labour Party, by Phillip Gould



BLUESTOCKINGISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The character or attitude of a member of the bluestockings; more generally, a word for female pedantry of any kind.



Don't Dress for Sex; Dress for Success

Elizabeth Montague (1720–1800) began a literary salon intending to end the idle gossip and card playing found in women's circles. She wanted to get serious about female literary education. While she based her salon on the model of women's clubs in France, she encouraged less show and more talk. Rather than a place for women to network in high society and flaunt the latest fashions, Mrs. Montague's salon introduced an intellectual tone, encouraging simple rather than ostentatious dress. Benjamin Stillingfleet, one of the club's few male regulars, wore blue stockings instead of the fancier black silk stockings worn by gentlemen of the age. Because of his conspicuously plain socks, Mrs. Montague's salon became known as the Bluestocking Circle or Bluestocking Club. Its patrons became known simply as bluestockings.

These plain-looking book-smart ladies caused quite a stir. The famous Admiral Edward Boscawen, whose poet wife Frances happened to be a regular, coined the use of bluestocking as an offensive term. Furthermore, while the Bluestocking Club grew to a literary circle where women far and wide could correspond and develop their talents, the club shied away from the feminism of the late eighteenth century, turning a deaf ear to the calls for a radical change in the political status of women. Their rejection of so-called radical feminism was viewed by many as hypocritical. Thus, the term bluestocking became further popularized as an insult, referring to women who weren't serious about their convictions. If you wanted to undermine the intellectual or political convictions of women during that time, you could simply say, “Oh, don't take her seriously. She's just a bluestocking.”
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Reconsidering the Bluestockings, ed. by Nicole Pohl and Betty A. Schellenberg



BOTULISM


WHAT IT MEANS

A kind of food poisoning that is severe and sometimes fatal. Botulism is caused by ingesting food containing botulin and is often accompanied by disturbed vision, fatigue, nausea, vomiting, and muscular weakness.



Food for Thought: Think Before You Eat

The word botulism, first used in 1878, comes from the German Botulismus, derived from the Latin botulus, meaning “sausage.” Botulism was first recognized from the ingestion of tainted sausage. If you've ever eaten a bad bratwurst in Bavaria during Oktoberfest, you'll know what this means. Or maybe it was just the Becks.

BRAHMINISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The social system, rituals, and practices of the dominant Brahmin caste in ancient Hindu society.



The Big-Shot Brahmin

The Sanskrit word Brahmin means priest, while Brahman refers to the ultimate unchanging reality, or God of Hinduism. More specifically, Brahmin literally means “ one who has realized Brahman.” The Brahmin priests ran the show in ancient India, enjoying their reign at the top of the Hindu caste system. While this hierarchical caste system has since been outlawed, the Brahmin continue to play an important role in contemporary Hindu culture.
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Brahmin Priest of Tamil Nadu, by Kuppu Subramaniam



BREATHARIANISM


WHAT IT MEANS

The practice of living purely on a diet of air, consuming no food and usually no water.



Dining Was Never So Cheap

A cult first formed in China, breatharianism (also called inedia) is based on the premise that eating (that silly habit that human beings sometimes fall into) is really unnecessary for maintaining a healthy body. Given the right mental attitude and spiritual attunement, breatharians believe that human beings can live completely without food or drink.

Wiley Brooks, who founded the Breatharian Institute of America in that cult-friendly state known as California, points out that human beings on average consume a whopping 110 pounds of air each day. Wow, just think how much air we eat when it's windy!

According to breatharianism, humans can live on prana, or light energy, alone. Prana, first mentioned in the ancient Hindu text The Upanishads, is the infinite energy from which all matter is derived. The act of breathing is the physical gateway into that energy. As prana is manifested in the body via breath, breathing is the only physical requirement needed to tap into this life force—making food and water unnecessary for physical fulfillment.
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