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PRAISE FOR NONDUALITY



“David Loy’s Nonduality is a classic work in comparative philosophy exploring the similarities and differences between different forms of nondual thinking. A must-read for anyone interested in Asian philosophies.”


— Richard King, University of Kent


“For anyone interested in nonduality, perhaps the central issue of the world’s wisdom traditions, there is no better resource than David Loy’s remarkably clear and comprehensive book.”


— Michael E. Zimmerman, University of Colorado at Boulder


“On rare and precious occasions a book comes into one’s life, and one’s life is forever changed. The book you are holding in your hand carries this transformative potential, as does the rest of David Loy’s profoundly revealing body of work.”


— Will W. Adams, PhD, Duquesne University


“A coherent and profound account of the underlying unity between what are ordinarily experienced as mutually exclusive oppositions: subject and object, perceiver and perceived, phenomena and the absolute. This is a brilliant book.”


— Jason M. Wirth, Seattle University


“With fluid grace, David Loy engages one of the most central concepts of religious thought. Rendering the obscure clear and the abstract engaging, he offers intriguing parallels to Western texts. This is a book that I often return to, for it is a true companion for thinking of self in the world.”


— Jonathan Garb, Gershom Scholem Chair in Kabbalah, Hebrew University




“A pioneering achievement from one of the leading voices in comparative philosophy and religion today. The book is a welcome antidote to the nihilism of our present age.”


— Kevin Aho, professor and chair of philosophy, Florida Gulf Coast University


“David Loy’s masterpiece dispels misunderstandings and hazy generalizations, and lays out different kinds of nonduality with their respective implications for human thinking and living.”


— Ruben L. F. Habito, Perkins School of Theology, Southern Methodist University
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“Essential reading for anyone hoping to understand the thread that runs through all mystical traditions. It is a modern spiritual classic.”


— JAMES ISHMAEL FORD, author of Introduction to Koans


“David Loy’s book is now the classic text on this topic and well worth patient, meditative reading.”


— DALE S. WRIGHT, author of The Six Perfections: Buddhism and the Cultivation of Character


“A pioneering work and a must-read for everyone interested in Asian and comparative philosophy. Nonduality comprises the first systematic introduction in the English language to a multiplicity of nondual philosophical systems developed in South and East Asia. Loy explores alternatives to dualism with keen philosophical insight in a language that is clear, accessible, and engaging.”


— GEREON KOPF, professor and chair of religion at Luther College


“David Loy’s thinking is always ahead of its time. Here, he shows complete mastery of nondual traditions from historical, philosophical, and experiential perspectives. This book offers a highly nuanced comparative analysis of nonduality in its primary settings of Advaita, Taoism, Zen, and other forms of Buddhism — all while referencing Western philosophers such as Plotinus, Descartes, Kant, and Heidegger. Moreover, Loy advances his own thesis that there is a core experience of nonduality that can be sourced within different conceptual frameworks. No other single volume on nonduality offers the breadth and sophistication of Loy’s analysis.”


— PETER FENNER, author of Natural Awakening: An Advanced Guide for Sharing Nondual Awareness


“Nonduality will teach you that you are not who you think you are — you are much, much more than that.”


— WES NISKER, author of Essential Crazy Wisdom
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Introduction to the Paperback Edition


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


It was with some reluctance that the chapter on nondual perception was placed so early, and the passage of time has reinforced those hesitations. My concern is that some readers may become stuck in the middle of that chapter and never get any further! The basic difficulty is that the epistemology of perception is notoriously and inescapably complicated, with the result that my treatment of those complications is sometimes in danger of losing the main thread of the argument. The comments I have received, however, have been more specific. Some Vedānta scholars have pointed out that there is no such thing as nondual perception in Advaita, which is true (and even emphasized within the text), but this does not obviate the main points that chapter 2 makes about Vedānta: that understanding nirvikalpa experience as involving nondual perception illuminates many of the Advaitic claims about Brahman; and that reluctance to accept this touches upon the main problem with the Advaitic system, which is its inability to understand the relationship between māyā (the locus of perception) and nirguṇa Brahman (without perception).


The main difficulty with chapter 2 is elsewhere: the search for an unconditioned Reality “behind” concepts misses the essential point (emphasized in chapter 6!) that the Unconditioned in Mahāyāna is to be found in the conditioned — more precisely, that the true nature of the conditioned is itself the unconditioned. Instead of looking for an Absolute usually obscured by conceptualization, it would be better to subject that distinction between the Real and whatever is opposed to it (thought? delusion? the phenomenal world?) to a deconstruction that inquires into why that duality has become so important to us.


To put it another way, the attempt in chapter 2 to discover nondual perception has the effect of reifying another duality: that between Reality (usually accorded a capital R) and thought/language. This problem also applies, more or less, to the other chapters in part 1. It is addressed most directly in my essay in the book Healing Deconstruction, which is informed by a deeper appreciation of what Dōgen says about language.1 Briefly, instead of rejecting language/thought (a response which is still dualistic), what is needed is an appreciation of the plurality of descriptive systems and the freedom to employ them according to the situation. As Dōgen might say, rather than eliminate concepts we need to “liberate” them! — which requires, of course, that we do not cling to any particular set.


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


I do not have as many reservations about any of the later chapters, and they are left to stand for themselves except for my concern to emphasize again the importance and centrality of chapter 6, “The Deconstruction of Dualism.” Although this chapter serves a key role in the larger argument, it may be read by itself without reference to any of the other chapters.


Some readers have noticed problems with a few translated passages, which are more ambiguous than I have credited them for. In a book full of so many different quotations from so many different traditions and languages, this difficulty is not easily avoided — but my own linguistic skills (or lack thereof) have not helped, since they have made me largely dependent upon others’ judgement. Nevertheless, I am not aware that this seriously impinges on any of the arguments offered. In cases where a particular translation is central — especially in chapter 3, which considers at some length the first chapter of the Tao Tê Ching — my versions have of course been discussed with scholars more specialized in those fields.


Those familiar with Lack and Transcendence: The Problem of Death and Life in Psychotherapy, Existentialism, and Buddhism, recently republished by Wisdom Publications, may wonder about the relationship between that book and this one. The two are distinct, of course, in that neither requires any acquaintance with the other. There is nonetheless a connection, for the central theme of Lack and Transcendence — the sense-of-self’s sense-of-lack — is prefigured in chapter 4 of this book, where the issue is raised why our minds seek a secure “home.” In that sense the second book may be said to have grown out of the first and the two supplement each other.


It remains to thank the fine folk at Wisdom Publications for this new edition, especially Ben Gleason, Josh Bartok, and Lindsay D’Andrea. I have resisted the temptation to rewrite portions of this book, although some typographical errors have been corrected and a few minor points are expressed somewhat differently. The only significant change is that the annotated bibliography at the end of the first edition has been removed. It was compiled more than thirty years ago, and since then there have been so many relevant new publications that a revised version would require much more space than is available. One excellent book I especially recommend, however, is Leesa Davis’s Advaita Vedanta and Zen Buddhism: Deconstructive Modes of Spiritual Inquiry, which focuses on the nondual spiritual path.


I continue to hope that what follows will encourage other scholars to improve upon it, and that it will also encourage a new generation of readers to work on overcoming their own sense of subject-object duality. Those who find this book helpful may also appreciate its two “sequels”: Lack and Transcendence (a second edition was recently published by Wisdom Publications) and A Buddhist History of the West (still available from the State University of New York Press).













Introduction


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


— Sixth Ennead IX.10


In case we miss the main point, Plotinus repeats it a sentence later: “There were not two; beholder was one with beheld; it was not a vision compassed but a unity apprehended.”2 The nonduality of seer and seen: there is no philosophical or religious assertion more striking or more counterintuitive, and yet claims that there is such an experience, and that this experience is more veridical than our usual dualistic experience, are not rare in the Western tradition. Similar statements have been made, in equally stirring language, by such important Western mystical figures as Meister Eckhart, Jakob Boehme, and William Blake, to name only a few. Philosophers have generally been more hesitant about committing themselves so decisively, but a claim regarding the nonduality of subject and object is explicit or implicit within such thinkers as Spinoza, Schelling, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Bergson, and Whitehead — again naming only a few; later I shall argue that similar claims may be found among important contemporary figures like Nietzsche, Heidegger, and perhaps Wittgenstein. We should not be surprised by the comparative reluctance of philosophers to commit themselves on this issue. Religious figures can be satisfied to rest the assertion of nonduality on faith or on their own experience, but philosophers must support their assertions with arguments; and what is reason to do with such an extraordinary claim, which (as Plotinus suggests) by its very nature is not susceptible even to adequate conceptual description, much less proof? It is not surprising that the mainstream of the Western intellectual tradition has not been sympathetic to such statements. Yet claims about subject-object nonduality, like the broad mystical tradition where they have found their most comfortable home, have survived as a puzzling subterranean undercurrent, sometimes attacked, at other times ridiculed.


The contemporary world prides itself on its pragmatism. This means, among other things, that most philosophers believe we have evolved beyond the abstract speculations of metaphysics by becoming self-critical and more sophisticated in the way we use language. But if traditional metaphysics is dead, metaphysics in the larger sense is inescapable. It ultimately refers to our basic understanding about the nature of the world, and some such understanding can always be extrapolated, if necessary, from our attitude toward the world we suppose ourselves to be “in.” The farthest we can remove ourselves is to “forget” this metaphysical understanding in the sense of no longer being aware of our philosophical presuppositions about the world and ourselves. Today we are so impressed with the success of the physical sciences — originally derived from metaphysics — that we return a compliment and derive our metaphysics from natural science. But the scientific worldview has its own metaphysical presuppositions, which originated in ancient Greece, in ways of looking at the world that came to fruition in Plato and especially Aristotle. This dualistic view stands almost in diametric opposition to a worldview based on the nonduality of seer and seen. However, the Greek tradition of that time was a rich one, abounding in competing paradigms, and it is worthwhile to remind ourselves that, however inevitable it may seem in retrospect, the Aristotelian worldview which developed into the mainstream was not the only possible path. As we shall see, other important thinkers prior to Plotinus — such as Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Parmenides, and even Plato, according to how we interpret him — were more sympathetic than Aristotle to the metaphysical claim of nonduality, and what they thought on this matter may still have meaning for us today.


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


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


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


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


Because nonduality is so incompatible with our usual experience — or, as the nondualist usually prefers, with our usual way of understanding experience — it is very difficult to grasp what exactly is meant when it is claimed that, for example, perception is or can be nondual. Clarifying those claims is the major concern of part 1. This is not to say that a dualistic claim is less problematic — the relation between subject and object has always been a (perhaps the) major epistemological problem — yet at least a dualistic approach seems to accord better with common sense, despite whatever puzzles arise when one tries to develop this belief philosophically. But that nonduality is difficult to understand is necessarily true, according to the various systems which assert it. If we did understand it fully we would be enlightened, which is not understanding in the usual sense: it is the experience of nonduality which philosophizing obstructs. From such a perspective, the problem with philosophy is that its attempt to grasp nonduality conceptually is inherently dualistic and thus self-defeating. Indeed, the very impetus to philosophy may be seen as a reaction to the split between subject and object: philosophy originated in the need of the alienated subject to understand itself and its relation to the objective world it finds itself in. But, according to the “nondualist systems” to be considered — Buddhism (especially Mahāyāna), Vedānta (especially Advaita), and Taoism — philosophy cannot grasp the source from which it springs and so must yield to praxis: the intellectual attempt to grasp nonduality conceptually must give way to various meditative techniques which, it is claimed, promote the immediate experience of nonduality. Of course, the shift of perspective from conceptual understanding to meditative practices is beyond the scope of this work, as it is beyond the range of philosophy generally. However, despite this attitude about the final inadequacy of philosophy — which means, among other things, that these systems are not philosophies at all in the Western sense — the various traditions have nonetheless made many specific claims about different aspects of the nondual experience. These claims provide the material for this work.


My approach is hermeneutical. I shall extract and elucidate a “core doctrine” of nonduality from these various claims. Such a project is ambitious enough, so let me emphasize that, despite the many references to Western parallels and contemporary theories, this work is not an attempt to establish, in some supposedly objective and rigorous fashion, whether our experience is or can be nondual. Instead, I shall construct a theory which is coherent in that it integrates a large number of otherwise disparate philosophical claims, and which is hence plausible as a systematic interpretation of these claims.


Such an approach is consistent with the attitude of the Asian traditions to be examined. Most of the passages I will quote offer assertions rather than arguments, a stance that is not atypical of the literature. When those claims were originally made, it was usually expected that they would be received reverently by those already committed to the tradition. In those whose minds were ripe (usually as a result of extensive meditation), a mahāvākya (great saying) such as “that thou art” or “mind is the Buddha” might be sufficient to precipitate the realization of nonduality. But logically compelling proofs of the possibility of nondual experience were not offered. The Upaniṣads include many claims about the nature of Ātman and Brahman, and analogies to help us understand those claims, but not arguments — which is to be expected, since they, like the classic texts of Taoism, are “prephilosophical.” Much later, Śaṅkara developed and systematized these claims with the help of many arguments, but most of these criticize other interpretations; his own views are defended apologetically as consistent with the Vedas and not contradicted by experience. The Pāli Canon does not offer proof that there is an escape from saṁsāra. Although many of the Buddha’s doctrinal formulations are philosophically subtle, he intentionally avoided even describing what the state of nirvana is, other than characterizing it as the end of suffering and craving. Long afterward, the Yogācāra philosopher Asaṅga pointed out that there are only three decisive arguments for transcendental idealism, and it seems to me that the same three arguments apply to the claim for nonduality. First, there is the direct intuition of reality (nonduality) by those who have awakened to it; second, the report that Buddhas (or other enlightened people) give of their experience in speech or writing; and third, the experience (of nonduality) that occurs in deep meditative samādhi, when “the concentrated see things as they really are.”3 It is hardly necessary to point out that none of these three needs be accepted as compelling by anyone already skeptical. The third, meditative experience, may easily be criticized as abnormal and possibly delusive. The second is partly an appeal to authority, which is unacceptable as philosophical evidence, and partly a restatement of the first. This means that the argument for nonduality is actually reduced to the experience of nonduality — either our own or that of someone else whose testimony we may be inclined to accept.


W. T. Stace has argued that the “divine order” is “utterly other” to the natural order.4 Whether or not this accurately describes Western mysticism, it is not the view of the nondualist philosophies we consider. Their general attitude is that one can realize the nature of the dualistic phenomenal world from the “perspective” of the nondual experience, but not vice versa. The Buddha did not describe nirvana because nirvana cannot be understood from the perspective of one still mired in saṁsāra, but full comprehension of the workings of saṁsāra — for example, the “dependent origination” (pratītya-samutpāda) of all things — is implied by the experience of nirvana. In fact, full understanding of saṁsāra, of how craving and delusion cause rebirth, seems to constitute the nirvana of Pāli Buddhism, for that is how one is able to escape the otherwise mechanical cycle of birth and death. Śaṅkara would agree: mokṣa — the realization that “I am Brahman” — reveals the true nature of phenomena as māyā, illusion, but until that liberation one is blinded by māyā and takes the unreal as real, the real as unreal. In Taoism, the realization of Tao gives one insight into the nature of “the ten thousand things,” but although some characteristics of the Tao (and the man of Tao) are expounded using parables and analogies, I am familiar with no serious attempt to prove the existence of the Tao.


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


Unlike science, which inquires into objects which are in the world, philosophy sets out to penetrate into the unity of all things by going back into their fundamental origin. Consequently, the object of philosophy can permit nothing outside itself by means of which it might be “understood.” Other objects are logically dependent on it, but it itself depends on nothing. Thoughts and statements about such an “object” are necessarily self-reflexive; while we explain everything by reference to this object, we must explain it by itself; it is self-explanatory, its own point of reference.5


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


This study divides naturally into two parts. Part 1 extracts various claims from the major nondualist traditions, Buddhism, Vedānta, and Taoism, in order to construct a “core doctrine” of nonduality largely consistent with all three. The process of selection is unsystematic, making use of assertions and arguments that provide helpful insights while ignoring most of the rest. This yields a theory about the nature of nondual experience that also explains the apparent “delusion” of our more usual way of understanding experience. But the disagreements among the nondualist systems — especially between Mahāyāna Buddhism and Advaita Vedānta — cannot be lightly dismissed. So part 2 works backward, using the core theory as a perspective from which to approach and resolve the disagreements. There we shall be able to understand how the same phenomenological experience may be subjected to different and even contradictory descriptions.


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


In the case of perception, we will find general agreement that the act of perception is normally not simple but complex (sa-vikalpa), for a variety of other mental processes interpret and organize percepts. Through meditative practices, however, one can come to distinguish the bare percept from these other processes and experience it as it is in itself (nir-vikalpa); experiencing this way is without the distinction normally made between the perceived object and the subject that is conscious of it. As The Awakening of Faith (an important Mahāyāna text) says, “from the beginning, corporeal form and mind have been nondual.”6 The meaning of this is discussed further, with particular reference to hearing and seeing, and is placed in the context of Western theories of epistemology as a version of phenomenalism. Two recent psychological experiments into meditation seem to provide empirical support for the possibility of such nondual perception.


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


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


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


Part 2 defends our core theory by considering the ontological differences among the nondual systems, for the conflict among their categories constitutes the major challenge to a study of this sort. Chapter 5 interprets the three major systems of Indian philosophy — Sāṅkhya-Yoga, Buddhism, and Advaita Vedānta — as the three main ways to understand the subject-object relation. The radical dualism of Sāṅkhya-Yoga is untenable, but several factors suggest that the claims of Buddhism and Advaita Vedānta are in fact quite compatible. Chapter 6 — the most important of the book, in my opinion — provides a detailed analysis of five major issues on which Buddhism and Advaita seem diametrically opposed: no self versus all-Self, only-modes versus all-Substance, impermanence versus immutability, all-conditionality versus no-causality, and all path versus no-path. In each case, our nondualist approach leads us to conclude that the surface conflict of categories conceals a deeper agreement regarding the phenomenology of the nondual experience. When one wants to describe the nondual experience in the dualistic categories of language, two alternatives naturally suggest themselves: either to deny the subject or to deny the object; from this choice one’s attitude toward the other disagreements follows. In both cases, what is more important than the choice between denial of subject or object is the denial common to both systems, of any bifurcation between self and non-self, and so on. The last section of chapter 6 employs the conclusions regarding time and causality to make a critique of Derrida’s radical critique of Western philosophy, arguing that his deconstruction is incomplete because it is not radical enough to deconstruct itself; therefore it misses the possibility for a new, nonconceptual “opening” to something very different.


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


The study concludes by considering, very briefly, the implications of subject–object nonduality for three other important areas of philosophy: the value-studies of ethics, aesthetics, and social theory. The nondual experience subverts the ground of the ethical problem, both by denying the existence of the ontological ego and, more radically, by challenging all moral codes as deluding superimpositions. Nonduality also gives us insight into the aesthetic experience, as Schopenhauer realized; we shall see that, finally, it becomes difficult to distinguish between aesthetic and “spiritual” experiences. We shall end by reflecting on a social parallel and its implications, for “the same dualism that reduces things to objects for consciousness is at work in the humanism that reduces nature to raw material for humankind.”7


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


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


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













PART ONE



Toward a Core Theory














1

How Many Nondualities Are There?


No concept is more important in Asian philosophical and religious thought than nonduality (Sanskrit advaya and advaita, Tibetan gÑismed, Chinese pu-erh, Japanese fu-ni), and none is more ambiguous. The term has been used in many different although related ways, and to my knowledge the distinctions between these meanings have never been fully clarified. These meanings are distinct, although they often overlap in particular instances. This chapter distinguishes these different meanings, explores the relationships among them, demonstrates their importance for what I call “the nondualist systems,” and reflects on the significance of all the above.


The following types of nonduality are discussed here: the negation of dualistic thinking, the nonplurality of the world, and the nondifference of subject and object. In subsequent chapters, our attention focuses primarily on the last of these three, although there will be occasion to consider two other nondualities which are closely related: first, what has been called the identity of phenomena and Absolute, or the Mahāyāna equation of saṁsāra and nirvāṇa, which can also be expressed as “the nonduality of duality and nonduality”; second, the possibility of a mystical unity between God and man. No doubt other nondualities can be distinguished, but most of them can be subsumed under one or more of the above categories. As the negative construction of the word in all languages suggests, the meaning of each nonduality can be understood only by reference to the particular duality that is being denied. We shall quickly see that each of these negations has both an ontological and a soteriological function; the term is used to criticize our usual dualistic experience (or understanding of experience) as both delusive and unsatisfactory, and the corresponding nondual mode is recommended as both veridical and superior.


THE NEGATION OF DUALISTIC THINKING



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


— Chuang Tzu8


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


Without relation to “good” there is no “bad,” in dependence on which we form the idea of “good.” Therefore “good” is unintelligible. There is no “good” unrelated to “bad”; yet we form our idea of “bad” in dependence on it. There is therefore no “bad.” (Nāgārjuna)9


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


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


Thinking in terms of being and non-being is called wrong thinking, while not thinking in those terms is called right thinking. Similarly, thinking in terms of good and evil is wrong; not to think so is right thinking. The same applies to all the other categories of opposites — sorrow and joy, beginning and end . . . all of which are called wrong thinking, while to abstain from thinking in those categories is called right thinking. (Hui Hai)10


The second passage contains a claim that negates itself, as Hui Hai must have realized: dualistic thinking is criticized as wrong thinking, but the distinction between right and wrong thinking is itself dualistic. So, in fact, is the very distinction between dualistic and nondualistic thinking, or between duality and nonduality generally. Carried to this extreme, “the perfection of wisdom (prajñāpāramitā) should not be viewed from duality nor from non-duality.”11 Therefore such teaching naturally tends toward self-negation and paradox, due to its apparent violation of logic, especially the law of identity:




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


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


Q: But what does that mean?


A: It is a state beyond purity and impurity. . . . Purity pertains to a mind which dwells upon nothing whatsoever. To attain this without so much as a thought of purity arising is called absence of purity; and to achieve that without giving that a thought is to be free from absence of purity also. (Hui Hai)12


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


Subhūti, the so-called good virtues, the Tathāgata says, are not good, but are called good virtues.


Subhūti, when [the Tathāgata] expounds the dharma, there is really no dharma to teach: but this is called teaching the dharma.13


This paradox finds its “purest” philosophical expression in Mādhyamika. Nāgārjuna insisted that the Buddha himself had no philosophical views, and his own approach was solely concerned to demonstrate that all philosophical positions are self-contradictory and untenable. In the process he had occasion to employ the term śūnyatā (emptiness), but woe to him who grasps this snake by the wrong end and takes śūnyatā as making some positive assertion about the nature of reality: “The spiritual conquerors have proclaimed śūnyatā to be the exhaustion of all theories and views; those for whom śūnyatā is itself a theory they declare to be incurable.”14 Insofar as the assertion of any philosophical position negates the opposite view, Mādhyamika may be said to have developed the critique of dualistic thinking to its most extreme philosophical conclusions. Ch’an (Zen) took this one step further and eliminated even Nāgārjuna’s antiphilosophy:


The fundamental dharma of the dharma is that there are no dharmas, yet that this dharma of no-dharma is in itself a dharma; and now that the no-dharma dharma has been transmitted, how can the dharma of the dharma be a dharma? (Huang Po)15


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


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


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


. . . You must melt down your delusions. . . . The opinions you hold and your worldly knowledge are your delusions. Included also are philosophical and moral concepts, no matter how lofty, as well as religious beliefs and dogmas, not to mention innocent, commonplace thoughts. In short, all conceivable ideas are embraced within the term “delusions” and as such are a hindrance to the realization of your Essential-nature. (Yasutani)16


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


THE NONPLURALITY OF THE WORLD



What is here, the same is there; and what is there, the same is here. He goes from death to death who sees any difference here.


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


— Kaṭha Upaniṣad17


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


All the Buddhas and all sentient beings are nothing but the One Mind, beside which nothing exists. This mind, which is without beginning, is unborn and undestructible. It is not green nor yellow, and has neither form nor appearance. It does not belong to the categories of things which exist or do not exist, nor can it be thought about in terms of new or old. It is neither long nor short, big nor small, for it transcends all limits, measures, names, traces and comparisons. It is that which you see before you — begin to reason about it and you at once fall into error.18


This asserts more than that everything is composed of some indefinable substance. The unity of everything “in” the world means that each thing is a manifestation of a “spiritual” whole because the One Mind incorporates all consciousness and all minds. This whole — indivisible, birthless, and deathless — has been designated by a variety of terms; as well as the One Mind, there are the Tao, Brahman, the Dharmakāya, and so on.


There is a beginning which contains everything.


Before heaven and earth it exists:


Calm! Formless!


It stands alone and does not change.


It pervades everywhere unhindered.


It might therefore be called the world’s mother.


I do not know its name; but I call it the Tao. (Tao Tê Ching)19


Now, all this [universe] was then undifferentiated. It became differentiated by name and form: it was known by such and such a name, and such and such a form. Thus to this day this [universe] is differentiated by name and form; [so it is said:] He has such a name and such a form.” (Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad)20




Changes in one’s train of thought produce corresponding changes in one’s conception of the external world. . . .


As a thing is viewed, so it appears.


To see things as a multiplicity, and so to cleave unto separateness, is to err. (Padmasaṁbhava)21


The mechanism of differentiation identified in this passage from the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad — nāmarūpa (name and form), which is a common Vedāntic description of māyā — is also mentioned in the first chapter of the Tao Tê Ching (discussed in chapter 3), where it serves the same function in differentiating the Tao. Compare too the following quotation from Chuang Tzu:


The knowledge of the ancients was perfect. How perfect? At first, they did not know that there were things. This is the most perfect knowledge; nothing can be added. Next, they knew that there were things, but did not yet make distinctions between them. Next they made distinctions among them, but they did not yet pass judgements upon them. When judgements were passed, Tao was destroyed.22


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


If we compare the following two passages with the long quotation from Huang Po at the beginning of this section, we have our first encounter with a controversy that develops into a major theme of this book:


This Self is that which has been described as not this, not this. It is imperceptible, for It is not perceived; undecaying, for It never decays; unattached, for It is never attached; unfettered, for It never feels pain and never suffers injury. (Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad)23




Gaze at it; there is nothing to see.


It is called the formless.


Heed it; there is nothing to hear.


It is called the soundless.


Grasp it; there is nothing to hold onto.


It is called the immaterial. . . .


. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


Invisible, it cannot be called by any name.


It returns again to nothingness.


Thus, we call it the form of the formless


The image of the imageless. (Tao Tê Ching)24


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


The Upaniṣads and the Tao Tê Ching also contain passages which imply another intermediate position between monism and pluralism: that the Ātman/Tao functions as a first cause which created the phenomenal world and then pervades it as a kind of spiritual essence. The first passage quoted above from the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad continues:


This Self has entered into these bodies up to the very tips of the nails, as a razor lies [hidden] in its case, or as fire, which sustains the world, [lies hidden] in its source.25


There is the same claim in the Kaṭha Upaniṣad:


As the same nondual fire, after it has entered the world, becomes different according to whatever it burns, so also the same nondual Ātman, dwelling in all beings, becomes different according to whatever It enters. And It exists also without.26


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


It is noteworthy that, although there are many references to the Tao in Taoist texts and to Ātman/Brahman in Vedānta, there are fewer such references in Buddhism. There is not even any agreed-upon term; a variety of expressions are used: dharmadhātu, dharmakāya, tathatā, vijñāptimātratā, and so on. These are all Mahāyāna terms; there is no good equivalent in Pāli Buddhism because early Buddhism is more pluralistic in its preoccupation with the interrelations of dharmas. Generally, Buddhism, with the exception of Yogācāra, is hesitant to assert a nondual whole in this second sense, preferring to emphasize that everything is empty (śūnya) while offering admonitions against dualistic thinking. This inverse proportion is quite logical: dualistic thinking in the broad sense includes any conceptual labeling, hence one should not name even the nondual whole. After all, any Tao that can be Tao’d is not the real Tao.




THE NONDIFFERENCE OF SUBJECT AND OBJECT



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


–Dōgen27


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


■ ■ ■ ■


We begin with Vedānta. Several of the most important passages in the Upaniṣads assert this nonduality; for example, these famous ones from the Bṛhadāraṇyaka:




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


And when [it appears that] in deep sleep it does not see, yet it is seeing though it does not see; for there is no cessation of the vision of the seer, because the seer is imperishable. There is then, however, no second thing separate from the seer that it could see. [To emphasize the point, this verse is repeated, in place of seeing substituting smelling, tasting, speaking, hearing, thinking, touching, and knowing.]28


The nonduality of subject and object also constitutes the heart of the short Īśā Upaniṣad: “To the seer, all things have verily become the Self: what delusion, what sorrow, can there be for him who beholds that oneness?”29 The Taittirīya Upaniṣad concludes with it:


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


“I am food, I am food, I am food! I am the eater of food, I am the eater of food, I am the eater of food! I am the uniter, I am the uniter, I am the uniter!


“. . . He who eats food — I, as food, eat him.”30


So many other passages could be cited that I can say, with no exaggeration, that asserting this third sense of nonduality constitutes the central claim of the Upaniṣads. It is most often expressed as the identity between Ātman (the Self) and Brahman, implied by the most famous mahāvākya (great saying) of all: tat tvam asi (that thou art).31 Such an interpretation is of course crucial to Advaita (lit., nondual) Vedānta, and the great Advaitin philosopher Śaṅkara devoted an entire work to expounding it, the short Vākyavṛtti. A stanza from the Ātmabodha gives a clear and succinct expression of his view:


The distinction of the knower, knowledge, and the goal of knowledge does not endure in the all-transcendent Self. Being of the nature of Bliss that is Pure Consciousness, it shines of Itself.32


In his commentary on passages from the Bṛhadāraṇyaka quoted above, Śaṇkara insists that our usual sense of subject–object duality is delusive:


When, in the waking or dream state, there is something else besides the self, as it were, presented by ignorance, then one, thinking of oneself as different from that something — though there is nothing different from the self, nor is there any self different from it — can see something.33


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


The foremost Advaitin of the twentieth century supports and restates the traditional Vedāntic position on nonduality:


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




The world is perceived as an apparent objective reality when the mind is externalized, thereby abandoning its identity with the Self. When the world is thus perceived the true nature of the Self is not revealed; conversely, when the Self is realized the world ceases to appear as an objective reality. (Ramana Maharshi)34


■ ■ ■ ■


Advaita Vedānta clearly asserts nonduality in our third sense, to the extent of making it the central tenet. The case of Buddhism is more complicated. Ontologically, Pāli Buddhism, which bases itself on what are understood to be the original teachings of the Buddha, seems pluralistic. Reality is understood to consist of a multitude of discrete particulars (dharmas). The self is analyzed away into five “heaps” (skandhas) which the Abhidharma (the “higher dharma,” a philosophical abstract of the Buddha’s teachings) classifies and systematizes. So early Buddhism, while critical of dualistic thinking, is not nondual in the second, monistic, sense. Regarding the nondifference of subject and object, the issue is less clear. While the second sense of nonduality logically implies some version of the third, it is not true that a denial of the second sense implies a denial of the third. The world might be a composite of discrete experiences which are nondual in the third sense. I am not acquainted with any passage in the Pāli Canon that clearly asserts the nonduality of subject and object, as one finds in so many Mahāyāna texts. But I have also found no denial of such nonduality. One may view the anātman (no-self) doctrine of early Buddhism as another way of making the same point; instead of asserting that subject and object are one, the Buddha simply denies that there is a subject. These two formulations may well amount to the same thing, although the latter may be criticized as ontologically lopsided: since subject and object are interdependent, the subject cannot be eliminated without transforming the nature of the object (and vice versa, as Advaita Vedānta was aware). This issue is discussed in chapter 6 as part of a broader consideration of the ontological differences between Buddhism and Vedānta.


Mahāyāna Buddhism abounds in assertions of subject–object nonduality, despite the fact that the most important Mahāyāna philosophy, Mādhyamika, cannot be said to assert nonduality at all, since it makes few (if any) positive claims but confines itself to refuting all philosophical positions. Mādhyamika is advayavāda (the theory of not-two, here meaning neither of two alternative views, our first sense of nonduality) rather than advaitavāda (the theory of nondifference between subject and object, our third sense).35 Prajñā is understood to be nondual knowledge, but this again is advaya, knowledge devoid of views. Nāgārjuna neither asserts nor denies the experience of nonduality in the third sense, despite the fact that Mādhyamika dialectic criticizes the self-existence of both subject and object, since as relative to each other they must both be unreal.


Nāgārjuna holds that dependent origination is nothing else but the coming to rest of the manifold of named things (prapañcopaśama). When the everyday mind and its contents are no longer active, the subject and object of everyday transactions having faded out because the turmoil of origination, decay, and death has been left behind completely, that is final beatitude. (Candrakīrti)36


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


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


Through the non-perception of these two, there arises the realization of the Essence of Reality (dharmadhātu).37


Where there is an object there is a subject, but not where there is no object. The absence of an object results in the absence also of a subject, and not merely in that of grasping. It is thus that there arises the cognition which is homogeneous, without object, indiscriminate and supermundane. The tendencies to treat object and subject as distinct and real entities are forsaken, and thought is established in just the true nature of one’s thought. (Vasubandhu)38


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


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


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


The synthesis or rather the unification of all duality in an absolute unity is the real principle of union, which has been termed Yuganaddha . . . the real principle of Yuganaddha is the absence of the notion of duality as the perceivable (grāhya) and the perceiver (grāhaka) and their perfect synthesis in a unity.39


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


There being really no duality, pluralism is untrue.


Until duality is transcended and at-one-ment realized, enlightenment cannot be attained.


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


The unenlightened externally see the externally-transitory dually.40


We find this exemplified in the Mahāmudrā (Yoga of the Great Symbol), which provides a set of graded meditations. The final two practices are, first, “the Yoga of Transmuting all Phenomena and Mind, which are inseparable, into At-one-ment (or Unity).” This involves meditations on the nonduality between sleep and dreams, water and ice, water and waves. Finally, there is “the Yoga of Non-Meditation,” which simply signifies the end of effort, since with the above transmutation into nonduality one has completed the Path: “one obtaineth the Supreme Boon of the Great Symbol, the Unabiding State of Nirvana.”41


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


Higher cognition is the penetrating to, and cognizing of, the true nature of these appearances, of these forms created by our discursive knowledge, these products of a false dichotomy between subject and object. . . . The final objective remains the awakening of that higher cognition, that shes rab, Sanskrit prajñā, in the adept’s consciousness, which enables him to survey the ultimate nature of all things with the clarity of direct insight; in other words, the transcending of the subject–object dichotomy.42


In his voluminous writings on Zen, D. T. Suzuki repeatedly emphasized that the satori experience is the realization of nonduality. For example, in the first series of his Essays on Zen Buddhism, during a discussion of “original Mind,” he states that “there is no separation between knower and known.” Zen is “the unfolding of a new world hitherto unperceived in the confusion of the dualistically-trained mind.”43 There are many traditional Zen dialogues to support this:


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


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


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


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


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


Chih: “There is no seer, either.”


Another monk asked Wei-kuan: “Where is Tao?”


Kuan: “Right before us.”


Monk: “Why don’t I see it?”


Kuan: “Because of your egotism you cannot see it.”


Monk: “If I cannot see it because of my egotism, does your reverence see it?”


Kuan: “As long as there is ‘I and thou’, this complicates the situation and there is no seeing Tao.”


Monk: “When there is neither ‘I’ nor ‘thou’ is it seen?”


Kuan: “When there is neither ‘I’ nor ‘thou’, who is here to see it?”44


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


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


Hui Neng and his followers now came to use the new term chien-hsing instead of the old k’an-ching [to keep an eye on purity]. Chien-hsing means “to look into the nature (of the Mind).” K’an and chien both relate to the sense of sight, but the character k’an, which consists of a hand and an eye, is to watch an object as independent of the spectator; the seen and the seeing are two separate entities. Chien, composed of an eye alone on two outstretched legs, signifies the pure act of seeing. . . . The seeing is not reflecting on an object as if the seer had nothing to do with it. The seeing, on the contrary, brings the seer and the object seen together, not in mere identification but the becoming conscious of itself, or rather of its working.45


The teachings of contemporary Zen masters also support the centrality of nonduality in Zen experience. Here are excerpts from Yasutani-rōshi’s private interviews with Westerners during a meditation retreat:


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


Kenshō [self-realization] is the direct awareness that you are more than this puny body or limited mind. Stated negatively, it is the realization that the universe is not external to you. Positively, it is experiencing the universe as yourself.46


Devotional Pure Land Buddhism, which emphasizes dependence upon Amitābha to help one be reborn in Sukhāvatī (the Western paradise of Mahāyāna), is not treated in detail in this work. But Shinran’s development of Pure Land Buddhism into Shin Buddhism, a school that has been more popular in Japan than Zen, is relevant to my purpose. Shinran redefined Pure Land doctrine in the direction of nonduality. Rebirth in the Pure Land is not a stepping-stone to nirvana but is itself “complete unsurpassed enlightenment.” Faith for Shinran was not merely belief in the power and benevolence of some external force; in the words of one commentator, “The awakening of faith in Shin Buddhism is an instant of pure egolessness.”47 This happens when we surrender to the infinite compassion of Amitābha, who is not an external God or Buddha but Reality itself, which is also our own true nature.


The Compassion of all the Buddhas, though transcending all the categories of thought, including those of subject and object, appears to our ego-oriented perception as a force which acts upon us externally — as the Other Power [tariki]. This Shinran makes quite clear when he says “What is called external power is as much as to say that there is no discrimination of this or that.” To surrender to the Other Power means to transcend the distinction between subject and object. As we identify ourselves with Amida, so Amida identifies himself with us. (Sangharakshita)48


Unfortunately, the emphasis upon tariki (Other Power) has too often led to minimizing the importance of any personal meditation practice, continuing the traditional division between Pure Land and Zen, which emphasizes jiriki (self-effort). This disagreement is due to a misunderstanding: nonduality seems to imply the negation of the opposition between tariki and jiriki in an effort which is not identified as either mine or another’s. We might say, instead, that the effort Amida exerts to identify with me is at the same time my effort to identify with him.


■ ■ ■ ■


None of the three classical Taoist texts — Tao Tê Ching, Chuang Tzu, and Lieh Tzu — is as definitive as Vedānta and Mahāyāna in denying subject–object duality. There are several passages in the Tao Tê Ching (e.g., in chapter 13) which may hint at such nonduality, but they are unclear. The Chuang Tzu is less ambiguous. “The perfect man has no self; the spiritual man has no achievement; the true sage has no name.” “If there is no other, there will be no I. If there is no I, there will be none to make distinctions.”49 In chapter 6, “The Great Teacher,” Nu Chü teaches the Tao to Pu Liang I:


After three days, he [Pu Liang I] began to be able to disregard all worldly matters. After his having disregarded all worldly matters, seven days later he was able to disregard all external things; after nine days, his own existence. Having disregarded his own existence, he was enlightened . . . was able to gain vision of the One . . . able to transcend the distinction of past and present . . . able to enter into the realm where life and death are no more.50


This and other passages refer to the negation of duality while in meditative trance. We find the same in the Lieh Tzu, where Lieh Tzu learns to “ride on the wind” by meditating until “Internal and External were blended into Unity.”51 Such passages strongly imply, but do not explicitly state, that the goal, the resulting experience of Tao, is also nondual. Some other Chuang Tzu passages, however, are more explicit. The first quotation in this chapter is from the Chuang Tzu, criticizing dualistic thinking; it continues:




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


Chuang Tzu repeatedly urges: “Identify yourself with the infinite”; “hide the universe in the universe.”52 But how are we to do this? “With the state of pure experience,” explains Fung Yu-lan in the introduction to his translation of the Chuang Tzu:


In the state of pure experience, what is known as the union of the individual with the whole is reached. In this state there is an unbroken flux of experience, but the experiencer does not know it. He does not know that there are things, to say nothing of making distinctions between them. There is no separation of things, to say nothing to the distinction between subject and object, between the “me” and the “non-me.” So in this state of experience, there is nothing but the one, the whole.53


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


Chih [intuitive knowledge] is the key word to understanding Tao and unlocking all the secrets of nonbeing. In other words, intuitive knowledge is pure self-consciousness through immediate, direct, primitive penetration instead of by the methods that are derivative, inferential, or rational. In the sphere of intuitive knowledge there is no separation between the knower and the known; subject and object are identified.54


■ ■ ■ ■


Having established the significance of subject–object nonduality for Taoism, the presentation of nondualities comes to an end. I have offered a number of passages from Vedāntic, Buddhist, and Taoist sources and have referred to the opinions of many respected scholars commenting on these traditions. The point of this exercise has been to establish, indubitably and in detail, the central importance of the concept of nonduality for these three traditions, which we now see can well be called “nondualist traditions.” Various meanings of the term nonduality have been determined. The chapter began by distinguishing five such meanings and has analyzed three of them: the negation of dualistic (more generally, conceptual) thinking, the nonplurality of the world, and the nondifference of subject and object. Given the interrelations among these three meanings, it is significant that all three of them are important for all three of our nondualist traditions, although there are differences in emphasis. For example, Buddhist texts contain more admonitions against dualistic thinking and fewer claims about the nonplurality of the world, as we have seen. Generally, explicit assertions of subject–object nonduality are less common in China than in metaphysical India, reflecting their different philosophical interests, and as a consequence Indian sources are cited more often in the chapters that follow. My emphasis continues to be on the third sense of nonduality, but the relationships among all three also continue to be important. Many other passages could be quoted, and other traditions incorporated, both non-Western (e.g., Sufism) and Western (e.g., Plotinus and other examples of the philosophia perennis). These are not included partly for reason of space but primarily because our three nondual philosophies are the ones that have developed the concept of nonduality in the greatest detail, providing more than sufficient material on the topic.


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


This is provocative, but of course it is not much. So far, it is too vague to be very meaningful, much less persuasive — only the bare bones of a hypothesis, which needs much fleshing in to become a living theory. Developing this hypothesis into a core doctrine of nonduality, finding the common ground largely agreeable to all three nondualist systems, is the concern of the next three chapters. Each one takes a specific mode of our experience — perceiving, acting, and thinking — and asks: what does the claim about nonduality actually mean in this context? For example, in the following chapter we attempt to determine what nondual perception is, by integrating what the nondualist systems say about perception and by considering in what ways this is or is not consistent with our own experience.


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