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Neither the logical or theoretical mode of search – the ancient organon – nor the experimental modern mode, or organon – has answered in a direct manner. So that it seems there must be some lack in the reasoning processes yet invented …


… Now the endeavour to make discoveries is like gazing at the sky up through an oak tree. Here a beautiful star shines through between the boughs: here a constellation is hidden by a branch: a universe by a leaf. Some mental or logical organon is required enabling us to distinguish … when the apparently immovable obstacle is only a leaf …


… Some day a puff of wind will push the leaf aside, and the marvel will then be that the object was not observed long since.


Richard Jefferies, The Story of My Heart (1st draft)








Introduction


Spirituality is widely recognized as a significant experience in life; however, it is poorly understood and indeed barely acknowledged at all by rationalists. The aim of this work is to provide a definitive rational account of spiritual enlightenment that does justice both to reason on the one hand, and to spirituality on the other.


Many people feel a need for spiritual enlightenment because of a requirement for some deeper meaning, or perhaps because of a pervading sense of emptiness and futility, in life. For, despite the apparent reasonableness of all our practical aims, we may nevertheless suffer a continuing malaise, or even depression, that no rational improvement in our circumstances seems able to alleviate, and which only such a non-rational change as enlightenment can apparently cure. Why should this be? One reason may be that we sometimes feel our inmost being is in conflict, not with any particular situation in which we find ourself, and which might therefore be improved, but with life as a whole. But what then is life as a whole, and what is our inmost being? It is notable in this regard that the world’s major religions have all identified a higher human nature or sense of self (soul) from which we can become dislocated or dissociated. This dissociation, which goes under various names e.g. sin in Christianity and suffering in Buddhism, is said by them to be what causes us to lose our way in life.


Yet, while they may still feel a need to be enlightened spiritually, many people may not feel able to commit themselves to any associated religious or spiritual beliefs. Enlightenment of the kind found in Buddhism, however, requires no such belief, but only some experience of a ‘higher’ identity or self-awareness, in addition to the thinking, feeling self with which we are all familiar. This experience, for want of a better word, we may call our sense of spiritual identity. Such a spiritual sense of self does not commit us to the existence of spirit or of a soul, or indeed any spiritual belief whatsoever, but merely delimits a sphere of interest; and of the existence of this sphere of interest there can be little doubt. At the same time, this also admits the possibility of a philosophical work that might provide a fully secular account of enlightenment. Such an account is developed here, in which the reader is required to believe nothing that is not logically demonstrated in the text, step by step from her own familiar experiences. It provides a definitive explanation of the fact, noted by each religion, that our desolation can sometimes be conquered by means of a special life-changing experience variously called ‘redemption’ or ‘salvation’, as well as ‘enlightenment’, which makes life intelligible, and even blissful. As part of the investigation, the logical and psychological status of enlightenment, together with its practical benefits, are carefully identified and analysed.


We may not ordinarily notice the spiritual identity that enlightenment reveals to us, but we certainly notice its absence. Just as we only tend to notice the air that we breathe when it is in short supply, so we also tend to notice our higher sense of self when we feel it is being stifled. This occurs when we experience a clash between being true to ourself, on the one hand, and acting according to how we perceive the demands of the world around us on the other. The effect then is that the world becomes strange to us, we understand life only with difficulty, it no longer comes naturally to us. It is foreign to our nature. We become alienated. Such alienation is not directed at anything in particular, and the corresponding enlightenment that liberates us from it is, therefore, not specific either. By contrast, if for instance a man feels depressed at losing his job, then simply finding another job may make him feel better. Or, even if he feels lonely and rejected, then finding a group that finally accepts him as he is might suffice to make him happy for perhaps the first time. Fundamental as these deprivations may be, they are still relatively specific; but I am speaking of something even more general, of what is sometimes called an existential crisis, for which no rational cure exists.


However, contrary to the existentialist view that alienation is a realistic or even inevitable response to the human condition, we here investigate philosophically the process of spiritual enlightenment, in which we may either suddenly or more gradually be said to acquire a spiritual sense of whom we really are and what life is all about. The consequent contrast with existentialism here is tantamount to urging a quite different view of the human condition. To illustrate this difference consider the words of an American mystic, Thoreau, in a cabin in the woods ‘in the midst of a gentle rain’:




I was suddenly sensible of such sweet and beneficent society in Nature, in the very pattering of the drops, and in every sight and sound around my house, an infinite and unaccountable friendliness all at once, like an atmosphere, sustaining me, as made the fancied advantages of human neighbourhood insignificant, and I have never thought of them since. Every little pine-needle expanded and swelled with sympathy and befriended me. I was so distinctly made aware of the presence of something kindred to me, that I thought no place could ever be strange to me again.


Henry David Thoreau, Walden





Far from being in conflict with the world as a whole, Thoreau experienced the exact opposite: complete harmony with the world as a whole. This naturally prompts the question: how might a transition from one state to the other be possible? Only by a thoroughgoing transformation of all one’s thought processes, by altering the entire way in which you use your own mind. This means nothing less than altering the way we engage with reality, that is changing our criteria of what we consider rational, and of when we consider ourself to understand or not understand something. As a result, what formerly seemed illogical may now come to seem logical and vice versa. In this way, we are put in touch with our deepest sense of who we are. Along with this we might also expect our standards of success and failure to change, e.g. instead of success depending only on outer results we may now be more concerned with inner fulfilment. Instead of measuring ourself by external yardsticks, our new ‘spiritual’ sense of self now allows us to judge instead the adequacy of each and every yardstick. Situations which were previously confused now resonate with meaning.


The effect of such enlightenment is a radical change from insecurity and estrangement in the world to security and familiarity, even though nothing about the world may have changed. And just as no good fortune can ever cheer the depressive, so no misfortune can now depress the enlightened mystic, largely because they are using their minds in these very different ways. Our task will be, therefore, to endeavour to explain these different ways of using one’s mind and, thereby, explain the crucial concept of enlightenment. Yet how can we presume to do so if, as is claimed, a defining characteristic of ‘enlightenment’ is that it cannot be put into words?


The answer is that we do not aspire to do the impossible, which is to define enlightenment in words. Rather, we accept that it is indefinable, but instead we seek to explain why it must be indefinable. We accept its mystical nature, but we seek to explain why it must be mystical, and how it could not succeed in what it achieves unless it were mystical. The reason is because it alters the way we understand things and events in our life, and for it to not be mystical, enlightenment would have to already be understandable in terms of our current conceptions. In that case, it would not express such an extreme life change, and we might instead be able to cure our alienation by the use of reason or a change of circumstances. But this is precisely what seems to be impossible; rather, it is a change in our understanding itself, of who we are, that makes life magically appear to switch from the existentially meaningless to one of profound meaning. This investigation will make these matters much more precise and, paradoxically, we shall hope thereby to learn, by the very act of specifying in words exactly why enlightenment cannot be put into words, something about what enlightenment itself is. This is because a crucial part of enlightenment is an inner understanding of the very difference between what is, and what is not, conceivable in thought. It is in this way that we endeavour to provide a satisfactory rational account of an experience that is, in itself, non-rational.


Our understanding of ‘life as a whole’ must, in order to be relevant to particular events, also bear upon the meaning of our particular thoughts, and hence upon the very nature of all human understanding in general. For if, due to enlightenment, our understanding of life alters, so the nature of our thoughts alters also, since the thought of the enlightened mystic is very different in nature from the thoughts of the depressive or the existentialist. In fact, it will be demonstrated that, in a precise sense, the latter tend to adhere to fixed concepts, while the mystic is more flexible, habitually allowing for new meaning. Indeed, the thesis is argued that what we call enlightenment is, at the same time, the fount and origin of all new meaning. It is concluded that there is, consequently, an irreducibly mystical component at the very heart of all human cognition, which currently goes unacknowledged by science. And it is our intimate acquaintance with this mystical component that constitutes our enlightenment. In other words, it becomes clear that the key to living life successfully turns out also to be the key to solving problems in general; the key to our higher intelligence.


For example, it will become clear how, and in what way, enlightenment can enable us to understand our own contradictory thoughts, and thereby engage with the many conflicts and dilemmas which blight our lives. This is ‘The Middle Way’ of Buddhism. Grasping contradictions must necessarily be mystical, as it goes beyond the limits of our concepts. It cannot be accomplished by conceptual thought – since the very moment a thought contradicts itself it ceases to be a thought. And, since it comprehends these contradictions, enlightenment itself cannot, therefore, be comprehensible in thought. Thus, while enigmatic or contradictory utterances have been central to many mystical and religious traditions, such as Sufism and Zen, it is shown here how such a mystical understanding can actually have rational and cognitive value also.


In this way, by studying the nature of meaning, we discover something important about what it is to be human. Indeed, we discover that the real nature of Man is to be a maker of new meaning and, contrary to Descartes, is not merely to be a thinker, a user of current meanings. It is thus seen how spiritual enlightenment is capable of assisting our most ordinary beliefs and choices, and of thereby illuminating life as it is actually lived and experienced. Because our life is guided, and indeed directed, by individual thoughts and concepts, so it is shown that to alter the limits of these thoughts and concepts via enlightenment must also be to alter by non-rational means the limits of our life. Moreover, like the early Wittgenstein, it is being suggested that the nature of these limits can only be fully comprehended by a logical engagement with the mystical. The result is a new understanding of who we are, and how to act in life.


If our original malaise was all along due to life not making sense, that is to failing to understand life, then it may not, after all, come as a surprise if both the loss and the renewal of meaning in life should be linked to a mystical component at the very centre of how we grasp and create meaning in general. If so, then comprehending the nature and function of this mystical component is enlightenment. We commence our investigation though with the very opposite of enlightenment, that is with such a sense of emptiness and futility in our thinking and reasoning that we may entirely lose our direction, or our sense of self, or both.





Chapter 1


The Problem of Life


The cartoon (Fig. 1)1 can be interpreted superficially as a tramp asking a complete stranger information about his own name and his own intentions, and the inappropriateness of such a question is fairly amusing at this level. Of course, it is even possible that the desk clerk knows this tramp, and so does actually know the answers to his questions, when interpreted this way.
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But at a deeper level, the tramp’s identity is not in any case given by his name, nor his destination by a particular place, thus making it impossible for the desk clerk to answer him. Rather, this tramp now symbolizes everyman, and his impoverished state surely depicts the poverty of his understanding of himself. His question inquires as to his real identity and his true purpose in life, and the further question raised is not: can this be answered by information from a stranger, but: is it the kind of question that can be answered by information at all? The humour now lies in the absurdity of suggesting that mere factual information is capable of answering life’s deepest questions. Self-knowledge certainly seems to be knowledge of some kind, and yet perhaps not knowledge of information. But if not information, what other kind of knowledge is there? It is this that we shall investigate.


As an example of feeling this loss of identity in real life consider the following:




I open my eyes and don’t know where I am or who I am. Not all that unusual – I’ve spent half my life not knowing. Still, this feels different. This confusion is more frightening. More total …


… Consequently my mind doesn’t feel like my mind. Upon opening my eyes I’m a stranger to myself, and while, again, this isn’t new, in the mornings it is more pronounced. I run quickly through the basic facts. My name is Andre Agassi … I play tennis for a living, even though I hate tennis, hate it with a dark and secret passion, and always have.


Andre Agassi, Open





I should call this: losing one’s sense of oneself spiritually; in one way Agassi knows perfectly well who he is, he is the author of his thoughts and actions, and the subject of all his feelings. But it is in a spiritual sense, the sense of knowing how to act in a way that is truly meaningful and fulfilling to him, that he has lost track. This is a distressing state of mind, and when we are in this state no instruction is more perplexing than ‘Just be yourself’, for one does not know where to begin. Being ourself is the one role we cannot be taught, precisely because it is not a role as such but is rather the way we approach every role, and no one can tell us how to do that. Neither can this spiritual sense of self even be regarded as somehow the aggregate of all the roles I take in my various relationships, since one can experience this desolation at the same time as conducting any or all of these relationships.


Such a state can generate a morbid depression leading even to thoughts of suicide, as the author Leo Tolstoy attested. ‘At about the age of fifty,’ writes William James,2 ‘Tolstoy relates that he began to have moments of perplexity, of what he calls arrest, as if he knew “not how to live”, or “what to do”. “I felt,” said Tolstoy, “that something had broken within me on which my life had always rested, that I had nothing left to hold on to, and that morally my life had stopped. An invincible force impelled me to get rid of my existence, in one way or another.”‘ Tolstoy survived his despair, but Van Gogh’s ominous painting Wheatfield with Crows exhibits the same directionless quality, by depicting a path which peters out, together with crows as harbingers of death. It was painted shortly before the artist took his own life.


False identity


Existentialist philosophers have referred to this loss of identity as alienation: an extremely painful, even unbearable, state. To escape this emptiness of existence the mind often then seems to compensate by manufacturing an idealized artificial self to give meaning to our actions, and to make life bearable. The lack of a sense of self may now be filled by a set of thoughts and images which we adopt as ideal criteria for how we ought to think and act. If, for example, we only pride ourself on whenever we succeed in attaining these criteria, then this is an unmistakeable sign that we have developed an ego. If, however, we fail to live up to the ideal requirements of this self-image relentlessly ‘pressing down’ on us, the result may be depression and feelings of inferiority or failure. The feelings of ego and failure may seem to be very different; nevertheless the reality is that in both cases we experience a similar sense of low self-esteem. This is surely because in both cases we have become the mere puppet of a self-image that is foreign to, yet esteemed above, whom we naturally are. A teenage girl may be dominated by her image in the mirror, Agassi had to win every match, and even Tolstoy reported his compulsion to perfect himself physically, mentally and morally.


Jean-Paul Sartre employed the notion of a self-image to make a fundamental claim about human nature, namely that the only way for man to be free is to lack any such conception of his own identity. In a famous example he described a man self-consciously acting out the role of a waiter, having the idea of a perfect waiter in his head. Sartre calls this ‘bad faith’ because the waiter so completely identifies with his role that he believes his options to be determined only by this idea. In this way he curtails all the other choices that exist for him as a human being which in reality are restricted only by the power of his imagination. Thus any self-image misrepresents the true nature of human freedom. To live what Sartre calls an ‘authentic’, and therefore free, life is to acknowledge the choices that really exist for you, without hiding behind artificial restrictions that can be used as excuses.


It follows that the choices available to man thus cannot be defined by any single idea or concept, however complex. In this respect man differs from an artefact, which Sartre says – using the example3 of a paper knife – is ‘producible in a certain manner and one which, on the other hand, serves a definite purpose.’ Thus the artefact may be said to have a particular essence. Furthermore, he adds that ‘there is at least one being whose existence comes before its essence, a being which exists before it can be defined by any conception of it. That being is man.’ Thus for man, existence precedes essence. Sartre called this view Existentialism.


Man cannot be defined by any one particular essence or concept of himself precisely because he can grasp all possible concepts, any of which can be used by him to guide his actions. The only fact about himself invariably given to the mind of man is that he exists, and his nature or essence therefore can only be whatever he creates for himself. While the flexibility of this view might seem to liberate man from stereotypes, what then is the purpose of man? For Sartre, man has no innate purpose; his only purposes are those of his own devising. Furthermore, if there is no ultimate conception of man or his destiny for us to hold on to, then we appear to be adrift in an endless sea of possibilities, with no guidance as to how to act. Like the tramp in the cartoon, man has become directionless and lost his identity; Sartre called this the Human Condition. However, it will be my aim to demonstrate that Sartre was mistaken, and that it is indeed possible to find a conception of ourself by which to comprehend our innermost identity.


Every ‘identity’ we make we can, in principle, unmake. Even our closest relationships: husband, father, lawyer, friend do not compel my actions, are not what make them my actions, for I am always free to act in any other way I can imagine, and still be me. I may indeed be compelled to act in certain ways by my relationships but, says Sartre, it is I who choose those relationships. The true nature of human freedom is that whatever identity I adopt can always be reappraised; and because this is always hard work we arrive at Sartre’s paradoxical conclusion that (psychological) freedom is a burden. Here, it is not acting responsibly that is identified as the burden, but the choosing of where my responsibility lies, for Sartre says that ‘there exists a specific consciousness of freedom’ and that this consciousness is always one of anguish. Anguish or existential angst is another one of Sartre’s terms and is intended to be as devoid of material content, as freedom itself is. The ‘anguish’ of such freedom resides in our being unable to find any basis for choosing one action over another that can ever be regarded as ultimate or intrinsic to our nature. If we base the action upon any moral or political code, any religious doctrine or idea of ourself, these are all values or systems of belief that we ourself freely choose. With bitter irony, Sartre declares: we are ‘condemned to be free’ for no relationship or idea we hold about ourself is ultimately justified in telling us how to act: we are condemned to confusion and indecision. It would be a different matter if we were made in the image of God: then divine guidance might tell us how to act. However, in this work we accept the problem in the same terms as Sartre, namely: as one that needs to be addressed in secular language without assuming any supernatural entities.


We now seem to reach the absurd conclusion that it is the alienated individual, the least committed to roles and relationships, who is the most free i.e. the most true to the human condition in which we all find ourselves. In other words it is the tramp in the cartoon who did not know who he was nor where he was going, or Tolstoy who was so directionless he knew not how to live, that now appear to be our role models of freedom. Sartre calls this existing authentically despite lacking an ultimate essence, but we can surely call it existing without really living, existing without really experiencing life, living only half a life. For surely, if my only identity is merely to exist, then paradoxically the most authentic person would be one who is unencumbered by any other sense of self that might appear to give his life an illusory direction or purpose. A person who, in other words, by lacking these very assets, is consequently not fully living! It seems we are victims of a cruel dilemma: if we are truly free, then life has no purpose; if we give purpose to our life, then we are not truly free. Indeed, in the existentialist works of Kafka, Beckett, Camus, and Sartre himself, the protagonists are often just such alienated and confused individuals.


Surely, however, there must be something wrong with such a conception of freedom, in which the most free individuals are those who are unable to act at all, either from confusion or because they are paralyzed with indecision? In effect, such persons are only proposed as being the most true to themselves, because it is believed there really is no self to be true to.


Spiritual freedom


In fact, Sartre’s concept of freedom is almost a parody of ordinary speech, where in practice freedom is ordinarily viewed as an attractive thing and which, far from being a burden, represents the shedding of all burdens as a form of release and liberation. When we say we yearn to be free, do we really mean we are yearning for a burden? Rather, the complete opposite. This common usage of ‘free’ actually agrees far more closely with Eastern spirituality than with existentialism. We might more plausibly say, therefore, that the common usage means being spiritually free in some sense, rather than existentially free. Spiritual freedom means that, far from free choices being ‘hard work’ and agonizing, they are now effortless and even exhilarating. And far from living only half a life, the free individual now feels fully alive. Somehow choices now feel natural to us, indicating that they do in some sense express our real nature. Of course, executing the chosen action may well be hard work and painful, but the prior act of choice, the freedom itself, is now effortless and painless. This must be because, in some sense, truly knowing who I am (and hence knowing what I want) must also be effortless, contrary to Sartre’s view that ultimately there is no me to be known.


Now, since both these opposing kinds of freedom are claimed to be the ultimate arbiter in deciding how to act, they are consequently in genuine conflict. In order to resolve this contradiction it will be necessary to investigate the concept of freedom found in Eastern spirituality. But firstly, a Western allegory may help. The two conscious experiences of freedom are distinctively different mental states, and I believe the biblical metaphor of Exodus, historically celebrated in Judaism during Passover, may also be said, on a psychological interpretation, to symbolize both these two mental states. Here, the bondage of the Israelites in Egypt could stand for the ‘bad faith’ of identifying internally with an image of oneself, or with a particular social role or belief, for maintaining any such identity is hard work in a ‘foreign land’. The Promised Land ‘flowing with milk and honey’ would then by contrast stand for spiritual freedom. I shall also eventually argue that the confusing ‘freedom’ of Sartre is represented by wandering lost in Sinai, resulting finally in a transition from the anguish of both existential freedom and bad faith, to the joy of spiritual freedom. In this way the Exodus, along with many other religious myths and legends, can be seen as symbolizing a very real psychological process that can be life-changing.


What is expressed in the West only by such religious allegories seems to find more explicit expression in the Eastern philosophical tradition as a concept of spiritual freedom. This Eastern concept of freedom is very different from our modern existential concept, and ultimately rests on a fundamentally different view of the human condition. To explore this idea of spiritual freedom, we begin with a recent radical thinker from the Indian tradition, J. Krishnamurti. In a series of almost Socratic dialogues, Krishnamurti repeatedly confronted Western attitudes and lifestyles with the challenge of Eastern wisdom. In one such dialogue the questioner expresses a Sartre-like disapproval of his own social conformity and asks how he can become free of conformity. Krishnamurti replies:




One conforms instinctively for various reasons: out of attachment, fear, the desire for reward, and so on. That is one’s first response. Then somebody comes along and says that one must be free from conditioning, and there arises the urge not to conform. Do you follow?


J. Krishnamurti, Commentaries on Living, 3rd Series





The ‘somebody’ here could almost be Sartre himself, advocating the ‘authentic’ life. But now Krishnamurti says something surprising: he points out that the urge not to conform is not substantially different from the urge to conform, for he says:




Surely, not to put an end completely to the mechanism that produces patterns, moulds, whether positive or negative is to continue in a modified pattern or conditioning.





By a mould or pattern Krishnamurti here means any fixed concept or idea by which the mind guides all its preferences and decides all its actions. If we apply the above observation to Sartre’s criticism of bad faith, we notice that not only is the self-image or ego of the waiter such a fixed concept (mould) to which the waiter conforms, but also Sartre’s own idea of the authentic individual by which it is to be replaced is such a fixed concept. I.e. Sartre’s whole theory of there being no concept or essence of a self adequate to guide our preferences is nevertheless a concept or essence by means of which we are being urged to guide our preferences instead. And to act ‘authentically’ is to choose to conform to this concept. This is because, here, deliberately not conforming to any (direct) idea of the self is nevertheless still conforming to an idea intended to decide our actions. Moreover, since this latter idea concerns nothing more than choosing between our own internal thoughts, it surely must also be (indirectly) an idea of the self. In other words, it seems that Sartre has just replaced one idea of the self with another. For an idea of oneself as merely existing without an essence, but for whom all choices therefore remain possible, seems still to be a fixed, if unpalatable, idea of oneself.


Krishnamurti, however, is saying that in order to truly free the mind, to achieve spiritual freedom, it must be entirely released from the ‘mechanism’ or thought process of creating new ‘moulds’ or concepts of itself so that, whenever one concept of the self is rejected, it is not merely replaced by another such concept, albeit more abstract. What Krishnamurti is asking us to do is to ‘put an end’, not to this or that fixed concept of oneself, but to all concepts of self however abstract, and the thought process that produces them. But how is this ‘putting an end’ to the thought process of defining ourselves to be accomplished? Krishnamurti appears to imply that one can simply refrain from thinking about one’s own nature. This indeed is what he affirms at other places, where he seems also to endorse the process of meditation, whether formal or informal, as a means of achieving this. For, in nearly all forms of Eastern meditation, as a prelude to deeper mental states, a first step has been to eliminate all thought.


In order to do justice to the issue raised by Sartre and Krishnamurti, it will evidently be advantageous to examine the origins of each view within their respective traditions. This will entail investigation of the philosophy of Rene Descartes on the one hand, and of Hinduism and Buddhism on the other. As this work proceeds, the reader will therefore find that we shall, as here, alternate freely between Eastern thought and Western thought.





Chapter 2


Mystical Experience


Tolstoy’s Redemption


Tolstoy eventually rediscovered his reason to live but, gifted author though he was, it was not a reason he was able fully to put into words, and so serves to illustrate well the enigmatic nature of Redemption or Enlightenment. Indeed, he believed it was his very ability to reason in words that had led him astray and let him down, as he expresses eloquently via a character, Levin, in Anna Karenina:




… he had been stricken with horror, not so much of death, as of life … The physical organization, its decay, the indestructibility of matter, the law of conservation of energy, evolution, were the words which usurped the place of his old belief. These words and the ideas associated with them were very well for intellectual purposes. But for life they yielded nothing, and Levin felt suddenly like a man who has changed his warm cloak for a muslin garment, and going for the first time into the frost is immediately convinced, not by reason, but by his whole nature that he is as good as naked, and that he must infallibly perish miserably. [My italics]





Tolstoy seems to be saying it is as much the experience of his body as of his mind that creates Levin’s instinctive reaction to the chill of the intellect. This metaphor of clothing is relevant also to the tramp in Fig. 1, whose ragged coat also implies he too lacks the necessary protection to make his way in the world. The humour here highlights the irony noted grimly by Tolstoy: that no amount of theoretical information can answer the vital question of life. We can now perhaps read the cartoon as saying that no theoretical idea of self (including even Sartre’s idea of freedom) can liberate, since it cannot allow for acting instinctively. By acting instinctively, we mean acting not only according to our physical (lower) nature, but perhaps also according to the higher nature I have postulated. Tolstoy uses the above metaphor of a physical need (warmth) of our lower nature to symbolize a spiritual need of our higher nature. But whenever we act naturally, I shall argue that it may be either our lower nature or our higher nature that we are expressing.


Clearly, the cartoon may now be regarded as depicting the complete person, with both the clerk and the tramp as parts of the same mind. Interpreted thus, it now suggests that there is no idea the conscious mind (the clerk) can provide that can tell the whole person (including the tramp) how to act instinctively, in either a higher or a lower sense. This means no ideas can tell us how to be ourself. Indeed as Tolstoy said, it seems these ideas actually prevent us being ourself. If the man at the desk dominates our life, then we turn our real self into a tramp; we become spiritually homeless.


By confining ourself only to ideas (even Sartre’s) of ourself we impoverish our real sense of self. And yet Tolstoy describes how the complete person of Levin, uniting body and mind, is somehow able to instantly comprehend that he lacks something he needs, without knowing what. He feels that the new chill of intellect runs counter to his very nature. Samuel Beckett also often used the poverty of tramps to portray the human condition. In Waiting for Godot, Beckett similarly employs ill-fitting boots to signify the spiritual poverty of man despite all his knowledge, and has Vladimir saying, ‘There’s man all over for you. Blaming on his boots the faults of his feet.’ Here, clothing is again being used to signify that although we can grasp some of life via our ideas, it is only with great discomfort that we do so, and that thought and reason are not fully adequate to our requirements, since they do not come naturally to us.


It is clear, however, that we have no conceptual description of what kind of behaviour constitutes acting naturally in the higher sense. For example, there can be no specific instructions telling a person how they are to act if they are to act naturally in this sense. There is no intended state of affairs that we need to bring about to achieve this result, and calculated efforts succeed only in preventing it, since acting by calculation tends to be what we mean by acting unnaturally. To act naturally is to be yourself, but thinking about yourself is clearly different from simply being yourself, either physically or spiritually. And so it is not natural, but self-conscious, to think about how you are acting, or how you ought to be acting. However, now it seems that, apart from our physical or biological nature, we have also found another nature, which we can call spiritual. Although we cannot characterize this nature literally, Tolstoy, Beckett and others have found aspects of our physical nature to provide useful metaphors for our spiritual nature. And it seems that we can act naturally either by appeasing our physical (lower) nature (e.g. physical appetites), but equally by appeasing our spiritual (higher) nature.


What kind of behaviour does in fact appease our higher nature? This should become clearer later, but for the moment we may notice that for each person it seems likely there is some sphere of activity that comes naturally to them. In these cases we have some knack or gift, which we are able to perform without calculation. Examples of this for suitably talented people can be: electronic design, dancing, mending cars, cookery and mathematics; for all these can contain an element of intuition in which decisions can be made freely (e.g. gestures in a dance) with the impression of not following any rule. Thus our higher nature seems to be an aspect of human cognition not involving thought.


Indeed, it was by some such realization that Tolstoy regained his faith in life. By observing how the serfs on his own estate appeared to ignore the dictates of Reason, he remarks in his Confession:




Yet how believe as the common people believe, steeped as they are in the grossest superstition? It is impossible – but yet their life! Their life! It is normal. It is happy! It is an answer to the question!





And indeed he makes his character Levin experience something of this answer, by actually taking on the work of one of his peasants:




The longer Levin mowed, the oftener he felt the moments of unconsciousness in which it seemed not his hands that swung the scythe, but the scythe mowing of itself, a body full of life and consciousness of its own, and as though by magic, without thinking of it, the work turned out regular and well-finished of itself. These were the most blissful moments.





Here Levin was no longer confined to intellectual words but had found a new physical mode of understanding. Just as he was acting naturally in avoiding the cold, so he is now acting naturally in another, cognitive, sense: by seeming to avoid rational thought and calculation.


In real life Tolstoy, like Levin, was able to find his own reason to live, by apparently abandoning part of his own dependency on rational thought. His reasons are obscure, but William James quotes him as saying that he had mistakenly been:




… looking for the value of one finite term in that of another, and the whole result could only be one of those indeterminate equations in mathematics which end with 0 = 0.


… but that, after enlightenment, he learnt to ‘believe in the infinite as common people do’. It seems that by ‘finite’, Tolstoy meant conceivable in rational thought, and by ‘infinite’ he meant not conceivable in thought. Surely, taking such a fateful step is what is usually called, a leap of faith.





However, here we hope to do something rather better: to explain rationally how and why such a thing is possible and to justify such a move logically. Nevertheless, it is clear Tolstoy achieved spiritual redemption from his travails and, we may say, attained Enlightenment, despite the lack of such a logical analysis. Typically, those who have attained insight beyond thought can’t say what they have learnt. But we will find a way. For what Tolstoy came to grasp seems to have been neither the unreason of the superstitions exhibited by his serfs, nor Levin’s impeccable reasoning about the conservation of energy or evolution. In other words, his insight seems to have consisted neither of false theories, nor of true theories. In fact, it seems that what he came wordlessly to understand did not consist of theories at all. We shall see that the vital insight is actually a different mode of using your entire mind, and that it is this that, at the same time, provides a way of learning how to really be yourself.
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