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ee ean TO ie 
SECOND EDITION 

I first published this book in 1995, under the title How the World Can 

Be the Way It Is. 

After seventeen years, however, I felt it needed considerable revising. 

Times have changed and science has made many new discoveries. 

Despite much progress elsewhere in those seventeen years, though, 

science has made no progress in the study of consciousness, which re- 

mains as much a mystery to brain researchers as ever. 

The original edition of this book had much to say about consciousness 

that science continues to overlook—including the fact that conscious- 

ness itself is not actually a mystery. These insights also form the heart 

of this second edition. This revision, however, has given me the oppor- 

tunity to clarify a few critical areas, to make some improvements in ter- 

minology, and to update certain sections and passages. In addition, with 

the help of Scott Edelstein, I have reworked the entire text for clarity. 

When people referred to the title of the original edition, they often 

got it wrong. So I have changed the title to make it both easier to recall 

and more accurate. 

When the first edition of this book appeared in 1995, I was already at 

work on a sequel. That volume, as of 2012, is at last nearing completion. 
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All phenomena, existing and apparent, 

Are ever transient, changing and unstable; 

But more especially the worldly life 

Hath no Reality, no permanent gain. 

And so, instead of doing work that’s profitless, 

The Truth Divine I'll seek. 

To the Dragkar-Taso Cave I'll go, 

to practice meditation. 

—MILAREPA 





“(INTRODUCTION ) 

A thing is what it is. What could be clearer? Could there be a proposition 

more convincing? How could anyone doubt it? And could there be any 

greater absurdity than that a thing is what it is not? 

Yet things being what they are—which is just what common sense 

would have us believe—results in a world which makes so very little 

sense. For if things are what they are, then there could be no becoming, 

and the world, contrary to experience, must be immutable, sterile and 

devoid of consciousness. 

PARADOX AND CONFUSION 

I watched the sun rise out of Minnesota, and I followed it. It came down 

through orange sky and set among the silhouettes of odd angled flat 

roofs in a jumble of buildings. 

The next day, when it rose again, I took the fast train west from 

Tokyo, past Mount Fuji, past newly-planted terraced fields of rice—past 

things I didn’t know or understand yet, but which seemed familiar in 

their strangeness. Everything was hot and steamy wet. 

A friend’s question echoed in my mind: “Why would a Lutheran boy 

from the Midwest go to a Zen monastery?” I added to myself, “What 

am I doing here?” 
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I ferried to the island; I went back in time. 

By sundown I was climbing the mountain path up a narrowing gorge. 

Five times the path crossed the river over frail wooden bridges. I met 

no one on the path. 

I paused at the last bridge, for here the gorge had widened and the 

river collected in a pool of cold, clear, refreshing water. Not far off, 

through trees, the floor of this little gorge ended abruptly at a rock wall. 

I could see where steps had been cut into the side of the mountain. 

First they traversed the rock face; then, above the wall, they turned 

from the river and rose in serpentine flights through trees and out of 

sight. 

Once again, in silence—in scented, moist, hot air that stirred vague 

memories—I lifted my pack, took a deep breath, and continued the 

climb. In the gathering dark, I occasionally knocked my pack against 

the rock. 

The final ascent was straight up a long run of stairs to an enormous 

gatehouse. Beneath the upturned roof, two giant figures stood in silhou- 

ette against the last glimmer of twilight. Even at this distance, I saw that 

they were very large, and that they stood with menacing aspect. 

As I approached they appeared wind-blown, for their robes seemed 

to fly about them—yet there wasn’t any wind and nothing was moving. 

I could see their eyes, fierce and fixed upon the stairs. They stood frozen 

in hideous expressions, looking down upon me as I came. With snarled 

lips, one’s mouth was drawn back over bared teeth in a silent scream; 

the other, with mouth shut and down-turned, frowned with serious in- 
tent. They were like two gigantic ghost-demons, now glowing in the 
light of the rising full moon. 

Yet I came on. 

Quickly, silently, the small figure of a monk appeared between them. 
He had come to take my bag and to usher me in. “Who are they?” I 
asked. “Paradox and Confusion,’ came the reply, “the guardians of 
Truth” 



Introduction 3 

THE PROBLEM 

Why was I here? I asked myself this question repeatedly for days. Yet I 

knew full well why I had come. Things did not add up and I wanted to 

know why. There was something enigmatic about the human world. For 

me it all seemed so pointless. After years of study in various fields, after 

modestly pursuing several careers—what did it all mean when there 

was no “ground floor” to what I was doing? “So what?” was the answer 

I always came to after long investigation of any question. Yet I was un- 

willing to sell out to convenience, to ignore paradox and confusion in 

order to merely feel comfortable. What comfort could I hope to find 

when my mind would not be at ease? 

It has been said that no tragedy can be written about our time, for 

there are no more great kings or rulers who can make the tragic mistake 

which thereby condemns a people. Yet it seems to me that there is much 

in our day that is genuinely tragic. But the tragedy of our time doesn’t 

lie in any singular event, for it is more like a colorless decline—not un- 

like that of, say, ecological stability in the face of global warming. 

The tragedy of our time is that the light of wisdom has gone out of 

us, and that even our great institutions of religion and science—not to 

mention politics, economics, psychology, and philosophy—can no 

longer save us. 

Something is tragically wrong with the human world. I felt sure I was 

not alone in thinking this. Many people sense that disaster is pending, 

that quality has left, that life itself is becoming devoid of meaning. There 

is hardly an educated person anywhere who does not sense in their 

bones the possibility that we’re rushing headlong toward some great 

calamity—if not a calamity in the physical environment, then at least a 

calamity for the human spirit. There are no longer any myths to bolster 

us, and we seem, despite all our efforts, only to accelerate the pace to- 

ward our demise. We seem, at times, to not know what we are doing, 

and yet we are doing a great deal and we’re doing it at breakneck speed. 
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Why this apparent madness to human life, I wanted to know? I 

wanted to get to the bottom of things. I wanted to get to the Truth of 

human life—even though, as I was soon to find, it meant going beyond 

Paradox and Confusion, to letting go of all I knew or believed. 

My teacher pointed to the stepping-stone in the garden. I looked and 

saw what I assumed was shallow flagstone lying upon the ground. 

“Stone deep,’ he said. “You step. Feels good” 

It did feel good. The good feeling, of course, was firmness and solidity 

under foot. This is just what all of us desire. Above all, we want some- 

thing solid to stand on. Something true. Something real. 

Advertising people understand this point. That’s why they used to 

tell us “Coke is the real thing.’ It must have been a very successful ad 

because it was with us for quite a while. It really spoke to the bottom of 

our minds, because what we all want, above all, is the Real Thing. 

But we’re usually very confused about what that might be. What we 

think we want today we soon forget about—and so, on the surface, we 

act as if we don’t want the Real Thing at all but, rather, fads, glitter, and 

the superficial. We place the shallow slab in the garden because we don't 

fully appreciate our strong desire for deep-set stone—or perhaps be- 

cause we assume there can be no deep-set stone. 

But our confusion is not that we do not see. It is more subtle than 

that. It is that we don’t realize what we see, and this adds a paradoxical 

spin to our experience. On the whole, we’re not given to noticing that, 

no matter who we are, scientist or aborigine, we’re very prone to story- 

telling—and to listening only to our own story. 

In fact, rarely do we realize that our story is just one among many. 

Indeed, for most of us, our private story readout is so smooth that any 

awareness of “this is a story” never registers at all. Jeremy Campbell, in 

his book The Improbable Machine, gives an eloquent account of how 

we often form our stories out of “flimsy or contradictory data,’ yet each 

of us locks on to our story and spontaneously re-makes its explanation, 
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even “in the face of devastating logical argument” It seems that, once 

we have a story, we're not given to re-examining the evidence for it. 

Why do we not simply, naturally and automatically move toward that 

which is deep-set and Real? 

We do not because, when our attention is drawn toward the Real 

Thing, we meet with thoroughgoing Paradox and Confusion, and we 

become frightened. We fear to account for what we perceive directly, 

prior to (and outside of) our story. 

Actually, there is no “prior to” for most of us in most circumstances. 

We're too quick with our story. If we’re not quick enough, however, es- 

pecially when something totally unexpected gets our attention, then we 

may sense a bit of confusion. Unfortunately, however, we’re very quick 

to manufacture a new, revised story right on the spot. As Campbell puts 

it, “the mind excels in its effortless ability to treat the world as if nothing 

it contains is entirely strange.” We compulsively “interpret what is new 

in terms of what we already know”” We prefer to do this rather than 

fully attend to what we directly perceive. 

This fear we have of slipping into confusion was profoundly ex- 

pressed by a student who came to me for meditation instruction a few 

years ago. He feared he would have a severe collision with Reality if he 

meditated. He was afraid that he would “disappear, as if at the end of 

the meditation I would find his unclaimed body lying on the floor. 

This is just how we fear Truth. It is nothing less than the fear of the 

loss of identity. 

So, while we long for the Real Thing, we also fear to draw near to it, 

for the approach to Truth confuses us. And in our fear and discomfort, 

we begin to mistake one thing for another. 

WHAT’S IT ALL ABOUT? 

We often say things like, “this means that,’ yet rarely, or never, do we 

pause to question if it is ever possible that this could truly mean “that.” 

Indeed, it is difficult for us to recognize that equating one thing with 
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another, or making one thing mean another, could pose any serious 

problem in our thinking at all. But it does, as we shall see. In fact, it is 

morally devastating. 

We’ve grown so accustomed to our inability to recognize things for 

what they are (that is, as they would actually appear prior to our con- 

ceptualizing them) that we mistake what cannot possibly be Real for 

Reality. But it’s an easy mistake. 

A few years ago, at a farmers’ market, I saw an enormous gourd sit- 

ting on the ground. I didn’t know what it was, but I was intrigued by its 

great size. When I asked the woman behind the counter what it was, 

she said, “Oh, that’s a banana squash.” I felt a moderate sense of relief, 

and my question vanished—that is, my slight discomfort, my “?” state 

of mind vanished. 

Shortly thereafter, however, while wandering through the market, I 

again came upon the gourd. I suddenly realized that I still didn’t know 

what it was any more than I did before the woman supplied me with a 

name. All I knew now was that this woman and I would agree to call 

this thing, whatever it was, a “banana squash.’ I managed to stop myself 

just prior to acquiring the belief that I understood something that in 

fact I did not. 

We human beings are commonly confused about appearance and Re- 

ality, about identity, about what we really desire, and about what we can 

and truly do know. In short, we are confused about Reality. We’ve 

formed many a theory and belief, but as we look about the human 
world, it is quite clear to us that nobody actually knows what’s going 
on. Yet claims to Truth are being made at every hand, including the 

claim that there is no Truth, 

All of this suggests that all our speculative thoughts are nothing more 
than conceptual constructs. Since we’ve fashioned these constructs out 
of our ignorance, they can reflect nothing conclusive about deep Reality. 
If there is meaning behind the word “truth; it is quite clear that most 
of us have taken the wrong approach to finding it. 

In this book we'll consider just how deep and how subtle our story lines 
can go—and in every case they go all the way to Paradox and Confusion. 
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If you rarely encounter paradox in your daily life, then you simply have 

not pursued your beliefs all the way to their bottom. We rarely follow our 

beliefs this far, but paradox awaits us all if we posit any Absolute (which, 

as we shall see, is what we repeatedly and unwittingly do with belief). 

We do not appreciate what we actually do see (i.e., perceive what bare 

attention reveals to us). Rather, we go with what we think, with what 

we believe; we go with concepts. At best, however, concepts and beliefs 

can yield only partial, temporary glimpses of a changing, relative world. 

Joseph Campbell suggested that we moderns could use a new myth, 

but it must be a myth that we can believe. Unfortunately for us, how- 

ever, we seem to have all but exhausted any possibility for holding onto 

any objective belief—that is, belief in a “that, out there” The magic and 

mystery of nature are gone for us. We do not see great significance— 

let alone deities—in every object, every place, and every dream. In other 

words, God is not a convincing argument for many of us. Meanwhile, 

our endeavors to study the external world have made it into virtually 

lifeless matter for us. We even wonder if we, too, are lifeless—that is, 

soulless. When everything, including the self, becomes a cold, lifeless 

object to the senses, the mind can be seen as lifeless as well. “Isn’t the 

mind really a machine?” we ask. “A computer, perhaps? A bit of biolog- 

ical programming locked into protoplasmic hardware?” 

These questions lead us inevitably to other, larger ones: What are 

we? What are we doing here? What is going on? And how can the world 

be the way it is? 

The world is indeed a strange place—inconceivably strange. To 

briefly illustrate just how strange, we can imagine listening in on the 

following conversation between a physicist and a philosopher: 

Physicist: ...and so we conclude an electron is a particle. 

Philosopher: But you also claim an electron is a wave. 

Physicist: Yes, it’s also a wave. 

Philosopher: But surely, not if it’s a particle. 

Physicist: We say it’s both wave and particle. 

Philosopher: But that’s a contradiction, obviously. 
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Such discoveries in physics—of contradictions that seem to be woven 

into the very fabric of physical reality—have shattered all our common- 

sense notions of how the world is made, and of how it works. 

In fact, some of these discoveries have been so disconcerting that in 

October 1987, a group of prominent physicists and philosophers con- 

vened at the University of Notre Dame to discuss “the philosophical les- 

sons from quantum theory.’ Their ultimate goal was to “construct a 

framework that is empirically adequate, that explains the outcomes of 

our observations, and that finally produces in us a sense of understand- 

ing how the world can be the way it is” 

Decades later, such understanding continues to elude us—for even 

as empirical research brings more and more of our commonsense be- 

liefs under scrutiny, both modern science and modern philosophy have 

failed to come to grips with our most basic assumptions about the na- 

ture of Reality. Nor has either been able to suggest any practical or eth- 

ical guidelines that mesh with the quantum reality that science has 

discovered. In short, it would seem we have no idea of what constitutes 

Reality. And without any idea of what constitutes Reality, we can have 

no clear idea of what constitutes Knowledge. The conversation between 

the physicist and the philosopher might, therefore, continue like this: 

Physicist: Are you then saying it’s neither wave nor particle? 

Philosopher: No, I’m asking what you mean by “it?” 

If we would carefully examine our experience of our everyday world 

in light of the philosopher’s question, we will soon realize that we are 
also faced with a knowledge crisis—for if, when we carefully examine 
the fabric of physical reality we have no way of finally conceiving that 
reality, then our knowledge of what is truly Real must come into ques- 
tion. And if we don’t know what is Real, then in what sense can we say 
we have any True Knowledge at all? How can we distinguish knowledge 
from mere belief? The prevailing discourse on knowledge leaves us at 
an impasse. The consensus is that knowledge must be other than mere 
belief, yet Western philosophy has not been able (or has any idea how) 
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to define knowledge in a way that genuinely distinguishes it from mere 
belief. 

Ultimately, this situation leaves us with a crisis in ethics as well, for 

without Knowledge of Truth and Reality, we possess no apparent means 

to resolve the great moral questions that have plagued humankind. 

Given the above conditions, we have no basis for morality whatsoever. 

And this is where humankind’s woeful state of ignorance begins to 

pierce the heart and tear at the fabric of society—for our problems with 

ontology and epistemology are not mere abstractions confined to some 

seemingly remote quantum world. The problems we face are as close 

as our social interactions, our everyday lives. Indeed, they are as close 

as the most intimate, inner workings of our own minds. 

In this book, we shall explore these questions—and, in doing so, we'll 

discover that all of these difficulties are of a single nature. They are all 

forms of what the ancient Greeks called the paradoxes of “the one and 

the many”—specifically, the “paradox of plurality.’ (I will refer to it here 

simply as the “two-not-two” paradox.) This paradox permeates and un- 

derlies virtually all of our mental experience. 

The problems in our thinking that stem from this paradox are in- 

tensely meaningful for us, for virtually everything of human value is 

supported by our notions of what is Good, Real and True—the very 

things this paradox prevents us from getting in touch with. 

As we will see, however, contradictions of the two-not-two kind are 

not in the world itself, but in how we package the world in our minds. 

When we package the world in conceptual thought, contradiction will 

always appear. Indeed, as we shall see, we cannot hold the world in any 

conceptual framework without also holding a contradiction. 

The two-not-two paradox is extremely subtle, yet it pervades virtually 

all of human experience resulting from conceptual thought. Thus it has 

generated many of the great, seemingly intractable problems of Western 

philosophy. This paradox not only accounts for the appearance of the 

wave/particle duality in physics, it also accounts for such long-standing 

problems in philosophy such as free will vs. determinism, the 

mind/body problem, the organism/environment problem, the problem 
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of appearance vs. reality, the problem of “other minds? etc. It even ac- 

counts for the “brother’s keeper” dilemma in ethics. Indeed, our con- 

fused response to the two-not-two paradox fosters many, if not most, 

of the social and political ills of humankind. 

It is through reliance on perception, rather than conception, that we 

have an opportunity to resolve this essential paradox, and through 

which we can find an effective moral, philosophical and psychological 

framework for living our lives. But, as we shall see, we’re commonly 

confused about conception, and habitually mistake it for perception. 

The primary purpose of this book is to help us learn to perceive the 

world directly—as it is, and not merely as how we conceive it to be. Ul- 

timately, it’s only through learning to recognize—and through learning 

Note to the Reader 

There are two truths—one relative, conditional, changing, bogus; 

the other Absolute and unmoving. The first refers to our everyday 

world of relationships—the relative world of things and ideas. 

The other (“Truth” with a capital T) refers to Absolute—not “THE 

ABSOLUTE,” or “an Absolute,” but simply Absolute. 

The convention of capitalizing Absolute while leaving the rel- 

ative in lower-case will be extended in this book to terms refer- 

encing Absolute as well, such as Reality, Truth, Knowledge, etc. 

Thus lower-case terms such as “knowledge” or “seeing” will 

continue to be used in the common way—that is, in reference 

to ideas or objects. 

Our problems stem from the fact that these conceptual terms 
cannot refer to Truth or Reality. The term “knowledge,” for ex- 
ample, as we shall see, is indistinguishable from what we oth- 

erwise call belief when used in the conventional way. Actual 
Knowledge is quite another matter, however, and must be indi- 
cated accordingly. More on this later. 

References to Awareness of Truth and Reality, such as know- 
ing or seeing, will be indicated by the use of italics, whereas 
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to rely on—perception that each of us can answer profound moral ques- 

tions, resolve philosophical and ethical dilemmas, and live lives of har- 

mony and joy. . 

In Part I we'll see that contradiction necessarily lies at the heart of 

all our commonsense views of Reality, no matter how we construct 

them. In Parts II and III we'll see how this revelation may help us reverse 

our otherwise painful and relentless march from innocence to igno- 

rance. We may find a new innocence, however: an innocence that comes 

from having exhausted knowledge—the innocence born of wisdom. 

But first we must examine how it is that we move, not just from child- 

hood to adulthood but, culturally, from innocence to ignorance. We will 

consider what it means to be, to know, and to assert something. We will 

Note to the Reader (continued) 

conventional uses of these terms—without italics—will be re- 

served to refer to the knowing or seeing of thoughts, feelings, 

ideas or objects in the conventional sense. 

Given this specific use of capitalization and italics in this text 

(italics will be used to introduce the occasional foreign term as 

well), emphasis of particular terms or phrases will be expressed 

in bold text—which is really what the eye suggests, anyway. 

Glance at a page of text and it will be the terms in bold that 

jump out at you. 

What | have to say in this book is anything but linear—every- 

thing in it happens, as it were, at once. Each section relies not 

only on what comes before, but on what comes after as well, 

much like a circle of people sitting on one another’s laps. Since 

language is linear, however, the only way to apprehend what | 

have to say is one sentence at a time. 

There are, though, other ways of “getting” what I’m talking 

about than by reading a book. 
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explore what we can actually experience directly—and, as we will see, 

this is not at all what our common sense would have us believe we ex- 

perience. Our method of inquiry will be strictly empirical, yet without 

any reference to any belief structure (such as we find in, say, science, 

philosophy, politics, or religion). This will lead us to examine our beliefs, 

which in turn will force us to look at belief itself, and at our basis for 

knowledge. 

We'll consider how we use belief and how we rely upon it, only to 

suffer as a result. We'll then consider how belief differs from actual 

Knowledge and how we are frequently confused about this difference. 

Finally, we'll explore how Knowledge (i.e., direct perception) in fact re- 

veals a world of sheer wonder and magic that, though transcendent of 

meaning, is robustly moral. 

Our journey’will then have taken us full circle. In Part III we will con- 

front and resolve the reality crisis, and arrive at a workable resolution 

to our chronic problem of everyday life—i.e., what’s it all about? As we 

shall see, it’s not in what we are able to think. Rather, it’s in what we are 

able to see. 



af parti )p 

NOBODY KNOWS 
WHAT’S GOING ON 

Hui-neng, the sixth Ancestor, asked: “Whence do you come?” 

Huai-jang of Nan-yueh said: “I come from Tung-shan.’ 

“What is it that thus comes?” 

Nan-yueh did not know what to answer. For eight long years 

he pondered the question; then one day it dawned upon him, 

and he exclaimed, “Even to say it is something does not hit the 

mark,” 
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One 

(BELIEF) 

I have discovered that it is necessary, absolutely 

necessary, to believe in nothing. That is, we have 

to believe in something which has no form and 

no color—something which exists before all 

forms and colors appear. 

—SHUNRYU SUZUKI 

For it is sufficient, I think, to live by experience, 

and without subscribing to beliefs... 

—SEXTUS EMPIRICUS 

THE TROUBLE WITH BELIEVING 

When I was a child I lived on the side of a hill. It was a broad, grassy es- 

carpment, furrowed by wooded gullies and pierced by outcrops of gab- 

bro, and it rose high behind the houses of my neighborhood. I was told 

by adults that unicorns romped in those hills. 
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I don’t think I ever believed this, however. My friends and I often 

hiked there, and we never saw any unicorns. Besides, there was some- 

thing in the eyes of the adults—a bit of glee, perhaps—that made them 

seem less than convinced of their own story. 

The question of unicorns, of course, was never a serious one. But I 

was told other things—things that, even to the adults, were clearly not 

meant to be far-fetched. These stories were not so easily dispelled, for 

many people believed them. And | used to wonder, what was required 

for me to believe? 

I was raised in a strict Christian home where religion was a daily mat- 

ter of serious concern. I was brought up to believe that Christ was my 

personal Savior. This belief was of extreme importance to me asa child, 

because I was told that in order to be saved from eternal damnation, all 

I had to do was to believe in Jesus. 

Well, I certainly did not want to be damned for eternity, so I was very 

motivated to believe what I had been told. But there was something 

enigmatic about the proposition. I wasn’t sure just what it was I was 

supposed to do—that is, will myself to do. What was my responsibility? 

If belief was, as it seemed to be, a moral question, what was I to be held 

accountable for? As it was presented to me it seemed rather easy. “Just 

believe,’ I was told, “and you'll be saved” Just believe—but what could 

this possibly mean? Surely not just to say that I believed. 

The incident that brought this matter to a head occurred when I dis- 

covered that my church frowned on the idea of evolution. I had, by the 

age of twelve, become convinced through my readings that the theory 

of evolution explained clearly how life occurred and developed on this 

planet. Suddenly, I discovered that my belief regarding evolution was 

in direct conflict with my religious instruction. I was in a quandary, for 

I did not wish to be damned, yet I could not choose to believe as my 

church would have me believe. I didn’t know what to do. 

I knew, if I was to be honest with myself (and I was taught, and be- 
lieved in, the importance of being honest), that deep down I truly did 
not believe. To believe in creationism, I would have had to dismiss other 
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things from my mind that I already knew (believed, really) and under- 
stood as valid. I was not at liberty to simply start believing any notion 
that others happened to declare was true, correct, proper or necessary. 
In other words, I was powerless to make myself believe what I—or oth- 
ers—would want me to believe. 

What does it mean to believe, to hold an opinion? It certainly doesn’t 
mean merely that we say so. It means something very deep. It must 
mean that deep down we think that such and such is True. It refers to a 

state of mind that we are powerless to choose. 

HOW OUR BELIEFS CHANGE 

Since our beliefs do change from time to time, how do we acquire new 

beliefs if we are not able to simply choose them? 

Let’s consider this example, which might reveal more about the dy- 

namics of believing. When Albert Einstein published his general theory 

of relativity in 1915, he didn’t believe that the universe was expanding, 

even though certain parts of his theory suggested that it was. He 

thought that it was just some strange quirk in the math that implied an 

expanding universe, so by inserting a special term he was able to get rid 

of the troublesome part that predicted the expansion, which he re- 

garded as an absurdity.’ 

Then, in the 1920s, astronomers discovered that the distant galaxies 

were receding rapidly from the Earth—and the more distant the galaxy, 

the greater its speed of recession. This was an observed fact—physical 

evidence that implied an expanding universe. Einstein later referred to 

his alteration of his theory as the biggest blunder of his career. 

The point that concerns us here is that, since the 1920s, Einstein be- 

lieved that the universe might very well be expanding. He didn’t believe 

that in 1915. In 1915 he thought the idea so absurd that he rejected it 

in his theory. His mind later changed, but how did that happen? It didn’t 

change because he simply chose to change his mind. He didn’t just sit 

down one day and decide to believe that the universe was expanding. 
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Rather, his mind was changed because it was overwhelmed by a new 

awareness. In the moment in which he became aware of something new, 

his mind was different. It had changed—automatically, we could say, for 

at no point did volition ever directly enter into this change of mind. In 

fact, it never does. 

CONFUSING WHAT WE BELIEVE WITH TRUTH 

We should not be too alarmed that our will cannot directly determine 

what we believe. There is nothing inherent in our beliefs that make 

them True, and this applies whether or not counter beliefs are (or could 

be) offered. For example, if you believe that everyone likes spaghetti, 

there is nothing about that belief which validates that proposition; but, 

more than that, such lack of validation would remain even if no one 

could find any contrary evidence. 

When it comes to spaghetti, of course, what we believe does not pose 

a serious problem (unless we’re inordinately wild about pasta); but in 

matters of seemingly greater social consequence, such as questions re- 

garding Truth or moral conduct, relying on what we merely believe 

could prove to be a needless and disastrous mistake. 

People have always believed devoutly, even unto war and death, in a 

great variety of things that have nothing Real to validate them. Indeed, 

the very fact that we don’t all believe the same things is enough to draw 

all beliefs into question. 

One way of attempting to get around this problem is to grant the le- 

gitimacy of all beliefs. This would be very democratic, and perhaps con- 

ducive to peace among people of varying views. But, while this 

arrangement could possibly lead to a more peaceful world, it would nev- 

ertheless do nothing to show us Truth and Reality. 

Let’s consider, briefly, just how problematic this issue can become. 

Suppose two people hold contrary views regarding some phenome- 

non—such as, say, the object pictured in Figure 1-1. Though each sees 
it independently, if they enter into a discussion about their independent 
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Figure 1-1 

objects, it’s quite likely that they will believe they are talking about one 

and the same thing—namely, a single entity “out there” that exists in 

Reality, that possesses an identity unto itself, and that therefore can be 

objectified as one and the same for all observers. In this case, however, 

one person sees a concave surface illustrated, while the other sees it as 

convex. 

Let’s say that one of these people insists that only one view is possi- 

ble—say, that Figure 1-1 is convex, and can only be convex. Their taking 

this stance indicates that they do not have a strong feeling for how ap- 

pearances can differ from Reality. “The way I see it is the way it is,’ typ- 

ifies this view. 

This view causes problems when it is applied to this simple drawing; 

when such a view is applied to moral questions—e.g., when does human 

life begin, or when is war justified—the immediate and inevitable result 

is conflict, often anger, and sometimes violence. 

It is not difficult to see that Figure 1-1 can in fact be viewed in dif- 

ferent ways. For many of us, it is equally easy to see how certain moral 

questions can also be approached and seen in more than one manner. 

The person who can see how a moral issue can be viewed in different 
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ways is likely to appear quite liberal, tolerant, magnanimous, open, and 

perhaps even more intelligent than the stubborn dogmatist. 

Many philosophers, however, are not impressed by those who take 

this more generous view. Their reason is that while the first view—that 

of the dogmatist—clearly does not allow one to fully appreciate the sub- 

tle and potentially troubling ambiguities of life, the second view simply 

makes the morally weak assertion that “for you, it is like that, but for 

me, it is like this.” If we insert actual objects into this view, it begins to 

appear absurd. “For you it is convex but for me it is concave.” “For you 

abortion is murder but for me it is not murder.’ These are not com- 

pelling moral arguments. In fact, they only carry us deeper into a 

morass of endless questioning where, as in the case of abortion, we soon 

begin to discuss not just patently absurd, but inevitably dead questions: 

Is a fetus human? When does it become human? We may as well debate 

seriously the question regarding the primacy of the chicken or the egg, 

or how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. In very short order 

we are lost and drifting without a mooring. 

Philosophers have pointed out that such arguments carry us into a 

morass because (1) either we would have to assert that the object under 

discussion is both ways in Reality (a paradox), or (2), we end up saying 

that everything is to each person such as it is to that person (a tautol- 

ogy). We find in either case that we haven't really described anything 

meaningful. 

We can’t seem to get to the bottom of things. Though it seems quite 

evident that there are such distinctions to be made, when we try to pin 

down just what it is that we mean by them, we find we can’t do it. We 

never seem to touch upon any reality that is distinguishable from ap- 

pearance—and appearances, we have learned, often deceive. We seem 

unable to clarify this dense problem of Reality. We are, in short, very 

prone to falling back into the realm of the dogmatists. 

We may argue that at least when we grant the legitimacy of the views 
of others, we will not be contributing to the hatred and fighting that 
have gone on since time immemorial among peoples of differing beliefs. 
But at what cost must we hold such a view? Where does this seemingly 
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more magnanimous view get us? When it comes to the profound ques- 
tions of human life and moral conduct, we find that we only sink deeper 
into the mire of human misery. Where at least the dogmatist has some- 

thing to believe in that gives them a sense of purpose (however deluded 

it may be), the relativist is without even this and is instead left vulner- 

able to a feeling of utter meaninglessness. 

This sense of meaninglessness is a prevalent problem among intelli- 

gent, educated people these days. When carried to the extreme, it re- 

duces the individual to either (1) becoming a zealot out of desperation 

and thereby sacrificing their intellectual integrity; or (2) living with the 

sense that ultimately there is no hope or meaning to human life. 

In this book we will explore a third possibility that lies outside these 

two wretched alternatives of utter ignorance or utter despair. By this I 

do not mean to propose the weak alternative of becoming, in some 

manner, a fake—i.e., someone who doesn't believe but who pretends to, 

or who does believe but pretends not to. All such positions are bound 

by belief, and that is our chronic problem. Rather, I propose that we 

learn to face our background ignorance squarely and just see its nature. 

We must simply learn to just see what is actually presented in experience 

rather than rely upon any belief whatsoever. In so doing we'll be able to 

see that it is precisely in holding our beliefs that we make a profound 

conceptual mistake. We must learn to rely solely on what we see rather 

than upon what we think. 

TRUTH CANNOT BE AN OBJECT 

Why can’t our beliefs carry us beyond the relative world and lead us to 

Truth? One reason is that, being relative things ourselves, we cannot 

leave the relative world. But the question I’m posing here more specif- 

ically asks why the act of believing will not allow us to somehow tran- 

scend the mundane world of things and ideas. 

Let’s take a closer look at the dynamics of believing. Consider how 

the way in which we think, speak and act frequently follows from our 

innate desire to get other people to believe as we believe. We proselytize 
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others because it makes us feel better. And the reason it makes us feel 

better is because we’re unsure of what we believe ourselves. The pain 

of this uncertainty becomes less conspicuous to us if we can lose our- 

selves among others of similar beliefs. 

We're unsure of our beliefs because whatever we happen to believe 

about anything can never provide us with Certitude. As we shall see 

shortly, all beliefs, since they are conceptual, are necessarily relative 

and subject to change. They do not, and cannot, provide us with the 

solid ground we desire. Indeed, our beliefs are actually a source of 

anxiety. 

Having a ground, however, isn’t necessary for getting to Truth—in 

fact it’s a hindrance. While we do need our stepping-stones, our beliefs, 

to get along in the relative world, we don’t need them in our search for 

Truth. Indeed, they have no business there. They will only serve to cloud 

our vision and supply us with false views. 

What I’m discussing here is analogous to the enormous problem en- 

countered by mathematicians in the early part of the last century. David 

Hilbert, perhaps the foremost mathematician of the time, set forth at 

the International Congress of 1900 nothing less than a proposal to find 

a way to put mathematics back on a solid footing—a move that led to 

the development of the formalist school. Even today most people be- 

lieve that mathematics, being the most exact of all sciences, rests upon 

solid ground. But this is not the case.* Certain anomalies had crept into 

the growing body of mathematics over the centuries, and by the end of 

the nineteenth century the philosophical underpinnings of mathematics 

were beginning to crumble. It was remarked that mathematics was be- 

ginning to appear like a fifty-story building erected from the twentieth 

floor on up. By 1900 mathematicians had become very concerned that 

there was no solid foundation beneath the edifice that they had built 

and were continuing to build upon. It was precisely this problem that 

Hilbert sought to correct. 

In 1931, however, all hope of ever putting a solid foundation into 
place was dashed by Kurt Gédel when he published his two theorems, 
which proved that any system of mathematics powerful enough to do 
arithmetic could not be both consistent and complete. Gédel managed 
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to set up a correct mathematical statement which, when translated into 
English, said in effect: “This statement cannot be proved” 

In other words, if we go for consistency, it’s possible that we’ve got 
truth, but we can’t be sure. If we do manage to prove our proposition— 
i.e., if we could bring it to some sort of apparent self-completion—our 

proposition could not be true (i.e., consistent—free of paradox). Proof 

can appear only in a small frame, not in Totality. 

We'll return to this sort of paradox later, but it’s worth noting that 

such a great disturbance in mathematics, made by honest effort, was 

enough to make many mathematicians (and even some scientists) aban- 

don the idea that they were about the business of uncovering Truth. But 

they abandoned the pursuit of Truth only because they discovered that 

Truth cannot be conceived as an object of mind. 

The odd thing is that we can still see Truth. We just can’t form an 

image of it in our minds. Mathematical physicist Roger Penrose wrote 

that, “mathematical truth is not something that we ascertain merely by 

use of an algorithm.’ In other words, we cannot get to Truth by rules 

and regulation. Truth is directly present in the mind and needs no me- 

diation. We either see It immediately, or we miss It entirely. This “miss- 

ing It” is ignorance—our common habit of fixing upon concepts, on 

what can be formulated, born, created, modeled and held by the mind, 

rather than upon what is directly perceived. 

Our predicament is not unlike our situation with the ambiguous Fig- 

ure 1-1 on page 19. If it’s not obvious to you what’s going on in this fig- 

ure, then you don't really see what appears. Rather, you're locked on to 

what you commonly see, a concept. 

This ability we have to cast whatever appears before the senses into 

concept is highly developed in most of us. We do it with such rapidity 

and subtlety that even in this simple example we're likely to fool our- 

selves—at least momentarily. And this is especially true if we’re very 

“intelligent”—i.e., quick to conceptualize, quick to “get it.’ 

I'll give another example. Get out a picture of yourself as an infant. 

Is that you in your baby picture? If you say yes, go look in a mirror. You 

look quite different from the person in the picture—so in what way are 

you and the pictured person the same? If you say no, then who in the 
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world is in the picture? Consider how difficult it is to arrive at a correct 

answer to the simple question, “Is that you?” 

As may now be becoming evident in contemplating even such a sim- 

ple, straightforward question, Truth—the way things actually are—can- 

not appear as an object, a concept, to the mind. And if we cannot 

describe or model or conceive of how things actually are, it is little won- 

der that beneath it all we are forever unsure of what we do believe— 

and, as a result, we are afraid. 

We are particularly afraid when it comes to the most basic assump- 

tions of our daily lives—the ones we don’t ever allow to rise into con- 

scious awareness, for fear that we will make no sense of common sense. 

I’m speaking of the unspoken axioms that we operate out of without 

ever giving thought to them—beliefs such as the law of identity, which 

says that things are what they are. We are afraid—even if only sublimi- 

nally—because our beliefs, our concepts, which we commonly rely 

upon, give us the sense of solidity beneath our feet. But as we have seen, 

belief is necessarily conjoined with uncertainty; and if our uncertainty 

becomes great enough (through our relying evermore upon what we al- 

ready believe), then our fear also becomes great. And when our fear be- 

comes great we're all too often filled with zeal—or arrogance. 

It’s the fearful ones, the zealots, the earnest believers, the ones who 

“know” they are right and good and just and superior, who most 

strongly react to the uncertainty of what they believe. When we’re aware 

of our ignorance, on the other hand, and, therefore hold no solid idea 

of Truth, we have nothing to cram down the minds of others. We can 

afford to be open and tolerant. 

Being open and tolerant, we can then afford to just see Truth. At 

such a moment there’s nothing to assert—and there’s nothing in which 
to believe. 

BELIEF IMPLIES DOUBT 

The American philosopher C. S. Peirce noted that our commonsense 
beliefs are more like “belief-habits” that we do not generally scrutinize 
or question. For this reason they are also, as Peirce put it, “doubt-resis- 
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tant.” Though he maintained that most of our commonsense views 
would not hold through time, Peirce felt that their doubt-resistance was 
due to a built-in logical feature that left them vague. As.an example, he 
cited the common belief in the “Order of Nature,” observing that any 

attempt to give clear definition to this belief draws it into dispute. But, 

on the other hand, says Peirce, “who can think that there is no order in 

nature?” It seems like common sense. 

Common sense is one of those entities that everyone understands 

but that becomes ungraspable when attempting to define it. G. E. 

Moore outlined much of what most of us would probably accept as 

common sense in his book Some Main Problems in Philosophy. Moore 

listed a number of commonly held notions, such as (a) there are great 

multitudes of things in the world; (b) these things are of at least two dif- 

ferent kinds—material things and conscious acts; and (c) these things 

and conscious acts are subject to change (including our very notion of 

what common sense is). 

In the rest of this book, I will primarily use the term “common sense” 

to mean our tacit belief in a self. This notion underlies all other ideas 

of common sense, for if we look carefully at Moore’s (or anyone else’s) 

definition, we find the tacit assumption of self (and the assumption of 

a world external to self) lurking just beneath the surface. As we shall 

see, these hidden assumptions are gateways to paradox. 

Our commonsense beliefs are never too far from paradox. Hence our 

reluctance to scrutinize them, for encountering paradox would leave us 

with the impression that we've taken a wrong turn. And if our common- 

sense beliefs are wrong—if our security blanket were suddenly seen not 

to offer security—then what? 

Most of us take steps not to get to this point. Our fear of losing se- 

curity is so great that, long before we come upon paradox, we're likely 

to have already turned back. 

It would be even more disturbing to discover what we may already 

suspect—that meeting with paradox when pursuing our commonsense 

impressions is not equivalent to having taken a wrong turn. Such a rev- 

elation may be enough to topple even our most deeply held belief-habits 

upon which we’ve built all that we hold most dear. 
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Our confusion of what is relative with Absolute occurs at such a pro- 

found level that we find it most difficult to detect our mistake—even 

after it is pointed out. Writer Jeremy Campbell, in The Improbable Ma- 

chine, points out that certain unconscious cognitive processes are so 

important that they are “hard-wired into the brain” As a result, we often 

encounter “certain optical illusions [that can] still deceive the eye, even 

when the conscious reasoning mind knows they are illusions and tries 

to correct the distortions.”* (See Figure 1—2 for an example of such an 

illusion.) This “hard-wired” mechanism is great for forming concepts, 

which give us the impression we’ve got a handle on what we observe. 

What we tend not to notice, however, is that when the conscious, rea- 

soning mind—the conceptualizing mind—intercedes to give us this im- 

pression, we're actually further removed, as it were, from what’s going 

on. Yet in our confusion we feel even greater confidence that “now I’ve 

got it!” But this “knowledge,” of course, is merely another concept. It is 

not genuine, True Knowledge. 

If we approach Truth while maintaining our commonsense view, we 

necessarily encounter paradox. And because of the doubt-resistance 

of our commonsense view, we back off in order to maintain our com- 

monsense view. We back off out of fear that we may lose our sense of 

identity. 

Out of such extreme fear we tighten the lid on our sense of self. Thus 

it doesn’t strike us that our commonsense view could be faulty. But even 

when our commonsense view does become suspect, we are so unfamil- 

iar with its underpinnings that we fail to see that our problems stem 

from our habitual belief in an illusion: the illusion of a self, an “I” As we 

shall see, under close and concentrated attention, no such “I” or self can 

be found—just as no definable “Order of Nature” can be found. 

If we're interested in Truth, however—whether we are scientists, the- 

ologians, unschooled or anything else—we need to realize that to as- 
sume that what we think or believe actually is Truth is a very dubious 
proposition. When it comes to Truth, our beliefs put us on very shaky 
ground, because as soon as we latch onto an idea—a belief—the mind 
is immediately uncertain. Even conceptualized sensory data (as opposed 
to “raw,’ pure, perceived sensory data), which science must ultimately 
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rely upon, create great doubt for us when we unquestioningly believe 
these data to be Truth, or indicative of Truth. 

For example, we all know from experience, though we may not always 
appreciate to what degree, that problems occur when we try to distin- 
guish appearance from Reality. Bertrand Russell called it “one of the dis- 
tinctions that causes the most trouble in philosophy: We inherited an 

awareness of this problem from the Greeks—particularly from the 

Skeptics—and it remains a large problem for us moderns. As as- 

tronomer John Barrow put it in The World Within the World, scientists 

“study only appearances...appearances are our ultimate reality.” 

Thus, it would seem that we have no guarantee that what we study is 

actually Real in any ultimate sense. In other words, if the reality we 

study is merely relative, paradoxes must necessarily abound, since none 

of the answers we get will ever be found to be ultimately True. This is 

indeed just what bare attention to our stories always bears out, as we'll 

see in the next two chapters. 

But Absolute Reality cannot be like this. It cannot be merely relative. 

Therefore it would seem that we cannot study what is ultimately Real, 

Abiding and True. We cannot place the deep-set stone beneath our feet. 

Once this skeptical view dawns upon us, our commonsense reaction 

is to think that we might as well forget about Reality, since the relative 

is all we’re capable of grasping. It would seem, then, that the question 

of whether or not there is an Absolute Reality is without meaning, be- 

cause we can’t get a handle on it, can’t put it into concept. 

But our confusion in trying to distinguish appearance from Reality 

is precisely the sort of thinking that results from mistaking the relative 

for Absolute. What if, instead of clinging yet again to what we happen 

to believe, we might actually find a way to study Absolute Reality? Is 

it possible that there’s such a method of study that we commonly 

overlook? 

THE ILLUSION PROBLEM 

One way to consider this question is to ask ourselves why we commonly 

insist that there is a difference between what appears and what is Real. 
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Figure 1-2. The Café-Wall Illusion 

We've all been tricked by appearances from time to time—or so we 

think. But are we actually tricked by what appears, or are we merely 

tricked by what we believe appears? In other words, are we commonly 

tricked by our direct experience of Reality, or are we tricked by be- 

lieving our indirect story of Reality? Do we react to direct experience 

(perception), or to our idea (conception) of what is experienced? 

For example, if we consider the array of squares in Figure 1—2, we 

might notice that the lines that define the horizontal tiers of squares 

appear to be tilted to the right or left in alternating layers, even though 

the horizontal lines themselves are parallel. We can see that the lines 

are parallel by viewing the array from the side, from an angle slightly 

above the plane of the page. But again, if we view the figure straight on, 

even when we “know” the lines are parallel (“in reality,’ as we say), they 

still appear to be tilted. 

It does indeed seem that we can detect a difference between appear- 

ance and Reality. In this case, at least, we surely know which is Reality, 
because we've “analyzed” (i-e., conceptualized and studied) it. At least, 
that’s what we think. 

But the question still remains: in the case of Reality, what barrier, 
what division, what separateness indicates that there is a difference be- 
tween Reality and appearance? This question, seemingly trivial if not 
downright silly at first, will become considerably less absurd the further 
we pursue it. 
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This question remains because we cannot actually analyze Reality. It 
won't go into parts. We can’t hold It in concept without also holding 

contradiction. 

Let’s consider how ubiquitous such examples of “illusions” are in our 
commonsense, everyday experience. First of all, it’s not just our sense 
of vision that plays such tricks on us. All our senses are equally liable to 
lead us into deception. By placing our warmed right hand and our 

chilled left hand in a single tub of lukewarm water, we experience water 

that feels both cold and hot at once. Our sense of smell or taste can be 

equally misled, as in the old parlor trick of giving an unwary and blind- 

folded person a slice of apple while holding a slice of pear beneath their 

nose. And a sound of constant pitch may appear to change in pitch if it 

occurs among other intonations of changing pitch—an effect often ex- 

ploited by composers. 

Richard Wagner, in fact, makes use of this illusion on a grand scale 

in his Prelude and Liebestod to Tristan and Isolde, where, by modulating 

through various tonal centers, he creates in our mind an impression 

that the whole, massive structure of the music itself is continuously ris- 

ing. It’s a stunning illusion, for the mood remains dark, heavy, dense— 

yet everything rises. Like a gothic cathedral whose delicate spires and 

upward-thrusting lines can cause dense and weighty stone to breathe 

of lightness and ascendancy, so Wagner obtains for us in sound a sense 

of lightness, a sense of rising, even within the grave and somber mood 

of the Liebestod. 

I mention this particular illusion because it reveals the rich backdrop 

to human experience that we'll be encountering again and again in var- 

ious ways throughout this book—namely, that there appears a funda- 

mental duality, a subtle opposition that appears to reside within any 

single entity at any given place and in any single moment. Encounters 

with such fundamental duality are woven throughout all of human ex- 

perience. Though such experience is common, it is just as common that 

we quickly dismiss it, if indeed we allow it to register at all—for even 

though it appears everywhere, it is inconceivable and unacceptable to 

our commonsense minds. 
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EYE, EAR, NOSE AND MIND 

We are easily deceived by our senses, yet our confused reading of our 

perceptions of Reality is not limited strictly to things “out there,’ beyond 

the windows of our physical senses. Even our very thoughts—the pure, 

private and seemingly self-created objects of mind itself—also deceive. 

What is more, our thoughts do not remain strictly within a private men- 

tal sphere, but commingle with the “outer world” of “objective reality” 

in such a way that the mind, even as it acts to shape that world, is being 

shaped by that world. 

A friend once told me of an experience he had as a child. He was late 

in getting to his lunch, and he found his glass of milk and his bowl of 

soup (which had by then both become room temperature) to have 

turned “warm” and “cold” respectively. This illusion was clearly based 

on his expectations, on his ideas of what things are and how they ought 

to be. 

Let me give another example. Here our expectations, forged from 

ideas gleaned from a lifetime of experience with the world, shape the 

very registering of what we see. 

Let’s look at a line drawn on paper. Given the proper closed curve, it 

clearly forms what appears as an oval: 

Yet if placed within a certain context, the same oval shape may sud- 

denly appear as a circle: 

a Sees 

Figure 1-3 
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We easily take ovals for circles. We do it all the time. In spite of this, 
however, it took artists a while to find the trick to creating veridical im- 
pressions of common three-dimensional objects (such as circular tables 
and coffee cups) on two-dimensional surfaces. When they drew actual 
circles to represent circular shapes, they clearly looked wrong. Eventually 
artists learned to stop drawing things as they “knew” them to be. They 

learned to draw what they saw, rather than what they thought they saw. 

And so, in the interplay between the inner world of thought and the 

outer world of the body in its environment, we find an even greater pos- 

sibility that we do not grasp what is Real or True. 

But the problem doesn’t end even here; it is deeply embedded in the 

interplay of sense and mind. For example, a delirious man may see an 

illusory pink elephant standing behind the real hedge in the backyard. 

What makes such an illusion difficult to parse out from Reality is that 

the illusion (the elephant) is found to be continuous with what we oth- 

erwise call reality (the hedge). We can never be sure, even by public ex- 

perience, just where deception stops and reality begins, for agreement 

is no guarantee that we have not all agreed to be deceived. As long as 

we believe there remains some object “out there,’ that object—or more 

accurately, our beliefs and concepts regarding that object—lead us in- 

evitably to a degree of doubt. 

To realize Truth, however, it is necessarily to be free of doubt. But, 

contrary to what we may have thought, getting rid of doubt doesn’t 

mean we must have something to believe in (as if by believing in some- 

thing we could ever free ourselves of doubt). Rather, to get rid of doubt, 

we need to see clearly. Just see, that’s all. 

In answer to the question I posed earlier (page 27), there is indeed a 

way of study that we commonly overlook. It’s just seeing—that is, being 

fully awake. Seeing without any mental bias—without concepts, beliefs, 

preconceptions, presumptions or even expectations. 

Just seeing, however, is an extremely subtle discipline that few of us 

bother to cultivate. To the extent that we do not see, however, we are 

dead in a fundamental way, and doubt is invariably in the picture. 

Even superficially, it’s not too difficult to realize how not seeing is an 

invitation to doubt. Suppose you're working on a mathematical problem 
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and you don’t know how to proceed. Let’s say that your difficulty is in 

multiplying two negative numbers, which you don’t know how to do. 

Now suppose someone were to tell you that you could get the correct 

answer by simply multiplying the two numbers as if they were positive. 

You're going to have some doubt that this process will yield the correct 

answer. Just saying, “I believe you” will not dispel this doubt—especially 

if you have invested much in obtaining the correct answer. Until you 

actually see and understand for yourself how the process of multiplying 

two negative numbers works, and until you use that process yourself to 

obtain an answer, doubt will fester deep in your mind. 

In our daily lives we function all the time with just this sort of doubt, 

without really noticing how unsure we are (or ought to be) about 

things.’ But with honest reflection, we can find Great Doubt lying be- 

neath the ground on which we stand. 

BELIEF CANNOT REVEAL TRUTH 

Belief cannot be relied upon to reveal Truth, because no matter what 

we believe, we’re always left with doubt in our mind. Truth, on the other 

hand, being Absolute, must strike us with certainty. 

To put it another way, Truth can only be known directly, without any 

form of mediation (such as a concept or belief). It’s precisely because 
the objects of our beliefs must be mediated that our beliefs are, of ne- 

cessity, associated with uncertainty. 

The question of belief arises only when there isn’t any knowing—that 
is, only when we're not sure. For example, if were to approach you with 
a closed hand and tell you that I have a marble in my hand, you may or 
may not have any reason to doubt me. Either way, however, so long as 
I keep my hand closed, your mind must remain in a state of uncertainty 
about my possession of a marble. Under these circumstances, it would 
make perfectly good sense for you to refer to the presence of a marble 
in my hand as a matter of belief. It would not make sense, however, to 
speak of this as Known. You may believe that I hold a marble or you may 
not; but, Reality being what It is (Absolute and not dependent upon 
what you think), what you happen to believe has little to do with it. So 
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long as my hand remains closed, you could say that you believe I’m hold- 
ing a marble—or that I’m not holding one—but you would have to tack 
on, “However, I’m not really sure” 

Actually, it’s not at all unusual to couple a statement of belief with a 
confession of uncertainty. No one is likely to ask, “How is it that you 
can say that you're not sure after stating that you believe it?” In fact, 
often when we speak of a belief, we phrase it as, “Well, I’m not really 
sure, but I believe it’s like this...” The believing mind always exists in a 
state of doubt. 

Rather than gathering even more things and ideas to believe in, the 
way to get rid of doubt is to just see—clearly, directly. Ridding ourselves 
of the Great Doubt requires direct, deep, penetrating insight into the 

nature of Absolute Reality. 

GREAT DOUBT 

Great Doubt is not like ordinary doubt. An ordinary doubt would arise 

in your mind if someone were to tell you that they could speak twenty 

languages, or that they saw unicorns romping in the hills behind your 

house. 

Great Doubt is more like this: hold your hand in front of you. If you 

doubt that you are looking at your own hand at this moment, that would 

be Great Doubt, for you'd be doubting the immediate this before you now. 

Great Doubt means to doubt even the very bottom of what you've al- 

ways accepted as True without question. If you can doubt this—imme- 

diacy—that’s Great Doubt. This isn’t a matter of saying, “Yes, I doubt 

what I see.” You can’t doubt by simply saying you doubt, any more than 

you can believe by saying you believe. You can’t choose to doubt, for 

doubt is merely the flip side of belief. 

For example, you didn’t choose to doubt the person who claimed they 

saw unicorns chasing about in the hills. You simply doubted them right 

off. In like manner, Great Doubt is when you doubt this straight off, but 

what you Doubt in this case is the immediate object of consciousness— 

this. When you look at your hand and experience doubt—immediate, 

silent, unnamable doubt—that’s Great Doubt. 
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Great Doubt can come at moments when we're overwhelmed by a 

profound sense of “this cannot be, this cannot be!” Such a feeling may 

overtake us at the moment we realize that we’re about to die. 

I had this experience years ago when, after discovering I had cancer, 

a physician told me I probably wouldn't live another three months. Get- 

ting such news, and getting it suddenly, immediately thrust me into a 

state of shock and fear. 

But the circumstances surrounding Great Doubt need not always be so 

dramatic. I saw this same state of mind sweep over someone at the mo- 

ment she realized that her car had been stolen. In fact, “This cannot be, 

this cannot be,’ were her precise words at the moment of her realization. 

These moments that come to us with such intensity are very impor- 

tant, because through such intensity we can most easily awaken to what 

is actually going on. That is, we can awaken to this—to immediacy. We 

can awaken to experience prior to concepts. 

This is why a not uncommon time to wake up is just before death. 

The “it cannot be!” overtakes us in that moment. 

But we do not need to wait until the last biting moment to be smitten 

with Reality. Just as we can place ourselves in a position that fosters par- 

ticular beliefs, so, too, we can position ourselves to experience Great 

Doubt. Only then is it possible to see through Great Doubt, to go be- 

yond paradox and confusion, and to obtain genuine Certitude. 

DOUBTING THE GROUND OF COMMON SENSE 

Going beyond paradox and confusion is, in one sense, not easy. Typi- 

cally, it requires some training and experience in concentration, and a 
lot of practice. There are many traps and snares along the way—all con- 
ceptual. But if you observe the mind’s work (i.e., watch its reflexive ac- 
tion in attending to its objects), you can acquire mental habits and 
attitudes that avoid these traps. 

American philosopher and logician W.V.O. Quine highlights one 
such set of traps. He points out that experience never forces us to reject 
any particular belief, for we can always modify parts of our belief system 
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to accommodate new awarenesses, or new interpretations of experi- 

ence. Thus only when we stop confusing what we believe with what we 
see are we no longer in danger of the traps Quine points to. 

But what we're concerned with here is getting beyond Great Doubt— 

extricating ourselves from some sort of pseudo-Absolute Belief. We first 

must remove our very ground of belief until nothing remains except 

Great Doubt. Then we must—somehow—eradicate Great Doubt as 

well, until not a shred remains. 

This state of mind is possible, though rare. 

We must doubt and doubt again—doubt to the very bottom, to the 

ground, and then doubt the ground itself. 

How do we come to doubt the very things we once believed? Indeed, 

how do we come to doubt what we’ve never even thought to question? 

How do we turn the coin over? How do we go from believing in things 

(our concepts, our mental objects, and our stories) to truly doubting 

them, and thus sending belief into the shadows? 

How do we doubt the very ground of common sense? 

The best way is to carefully attend to what's actually going on, and to 

notice that our stories never fully explain it. After long slumbering in 

habitual, confined thought, the mind comes to a new awareness and is 

transformed. 

This careful attending to what’s happening, though uncommon, is by 

no means beyond the reach of ordinary people. A wonderful example 

of it occurs in the writings of the explorer Amerigo Vespucci. Vespucci 

visited the “antipodes,’ a word that means the other side of the Earth— 

literally, a place where people’s feet are opposite. Suddenly confronted 

with a world more vast and varied than his belief system could account 

for, Vespucci lost his innocence. We can almost feel the shift in his mind 

as his belief was transformed into doubt: 

What should I tell of the multitude of wild animals, the abundance 

of pumas, of panthers, of wild cats, not like those of Spain, but of 

the antipodes; of so many wolves, red deer, monkeys, and felines, 

marmosets of many kinds, and many large snakes?* 
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He was led to the then-heretical conclusion that “so many species 

could not have entered Noah’s ark.” 

Vespucci did not fall into the trap that Quine warned us of: he did 

not frantically attempt to modify his old, familiar explanations (by con- 

cluding, for example, that Noah’s ark must have been miles long). Sud- 

denly he became too informed to do that. He was unable to go back to 

his former naive belief in the Biblical account of The Flood. 

This is how we come to doubt. Our eyes must remain open long 

enough that we may be overwhelmed by a new experience, a new aware- 

ness, that shatters our habitual thought and our familiar stories. Ein- 

stein’s mind was overwhelmed in just this way by physical evidence of 

an expanding universe. 

We should always be willing to take another look at what we believe 

and begin to doubt it. As we shall see, it’s always possible to doubt any 

concept or belief. 

We should look and doubt even beyond the profound skepticism of 

Pyrrho and Sextus Empiricus. They and the other Greek Skeptics as- 

serted that we live in a dual world of appearance and Reality. Since all 

we can know are the appearances, the Skeptics argued, and appearances 

seem to deceive, we therefore cannot have any guarantee of Truth. I will 

argue, however, that: (1) these assertions are themselves derived in con- 

cept and, hence, doubtful (Sextus Empiricus seems to have gone this 

far himself); (2) that it’s not possible to correctly register in conscious- 

ness (i.e., conceptualize) what actually appears to perception; and (3) 

it’s out of such ignorance that we posit something that does not in fact 

actually appear in direct experience—a “self” 

We should go beyond the Skeptics and doubt until we no longer look 

to our ideas of things at all, but instead just look, and just see. We should 

doubt until we’re assured we're not overlooking something, that we’re 

not constructing something, and that we’re not taking something for 

granted. We should doubt until we no longer hold fast to any thing or 

idea at all. 

Most of the time we are desperate to place (or replace) a floor be- 
neath our feet. We try to ignore belief’s inevitable links to doubt. But 
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deep beneath the surface, our mind spins in confusion and smolders in 
Great Doubt. It’s this profound Doubt that we must get in touch with if 
we would find peace of mind. 

Were I today to claim a belief in, say, the literal story of Noah’s ark, 
no one would think that I possessed a charming innocence that they 

might otherwise grant to people of the Middle Ages. Rather, I would 

simply be considered ignorant. The story of the ark is a wonderful myth, 

and it says many valuable things about human beings, but it doesn’t be- 

long to our Age. We ought to know better than to accept it literally. 

But we cannot stop there. If we pick up any other belief and run with 

it, we will, in time, discover that as far as Truth is concerned, we are still 

as ignorant as we ever were. We still have not freed ourselves from the 

possibility—indeed, the certainty—that confusion lies within our story. 

We are free from this confusion only when we cultivate an open and 

inquiring frame of mind, ever on guard not to sink into insisting upon 

some particular belief, no matter how well “justified”? As we shall see, 

no belief can ever be fully justified. 

If it’s Truth we’re after, we'll find that we cannot start with any as- 

sumptions or any concepts whatsoever. 

Ignorance has no bounds. It is ever with us. Our fallen state is not 

the result of eating from the “tree of knowledge,’ but of constantly eating 

from the “tree of concept” without understanding the consequences. 

We'd suffer less if we’d only learn to cultivate an eye that just sees. 

ERGO SUM? 

The subtlety with which we make many of our assumptions is profound 

indeed. In fact, there is a basic unwarranted (i.e., not found in experience) 

assumption that goes unidentified by nearly everyone all the time. The 

consequences of this assumption—this ignorance—are great. 

The best example of this unwarranted assumption appears in 

Descartes’ classic proposition, “I think, therefore I am’ 

Descartes wanted to get to some statement that could not be 

doubted. He wanted Certitude. In his day, religious authority had fallen 
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under attack. There had been a renewed interest in the ancient skeptics, 

most notably Sextus Empiricus, and in the unsettling idea that all 

propositions could be rendered equally improbable. It was even being 

seriously questioned whether there could be any Knowledge at all. This 

was a very troubling problem in Descartes’ time, and it still is. 

Descartes contemplated the possibility that all we commonly believe 

might be false. For him the question was, “What do I know?” He tried 

to find the answer by searching through the various beliefs he felt in- 

clined to hold and, though he was not a skeptic himself, he used skep- 

tical methods to bring himself to doubt everything, even beliefs he had 

long held. He doubted all until he came upon his cogito—“I think” — 

which he regarded as a “primitive datum that the mind can recognize 

only when it encounters it”’” And here he stopped, thinking that he had 

hit bottom. 

Descartes set down the assumption that “I think” is the ground that 

is beyond all doubt. But even in the simple statement “I think,’ 

Descartes had already made an assumption: he assumed the existence 

of a self, an “I” 

Once he had done this, of course, it was not too difficult for him to 

“prove” the inevitable conclusion (“therefore I am’), since he had already 

assumed an “I” 

Such a tightly knit package appears as a truism to most of us—and, 

indeed Descartes’ cogito does appear as a truism to many. But Descartes 

did not doubt enough. In saying, “I think, therefore I am,’ we have al- 
ready assumed the “I's” existence before we begin. This merely reflects 
our normal way of thinking—we all assume a self most of the time. 

But this is no proof. Just as it is not difficult to discover “God” if we 
begin with the foregone conclusion that “God is,’ so too it is not sur- 
prising that Descartes could discover “I am” after he had already posited 
the “I” in his thought. This isn’t the unshakable proof, the indubitable 
ground that Descartes was seeking. If he truly questioned his existence, 
how could he have already assumed it? 

I noticed that while I was trying to think everything false, it must 
needs be that I, who was thinking this, was something. And ob- 
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serving that this truth, I am thinking, therefore I exist [Je pense, 

donc je suis] was so solid and secure that the most extravagant 

suppositions of the sceptics could not overthrow it, I judged that 

I did not scruple to accept it as the first principle of [the] philoso- 

phy that I was seeking." 

But where or what is this “I”? Does Descartes mean his mind is 

thinking? Does he mean his body is thinking? Notice how the “I” gets 

tossed into the picture from out of nowhere. What is doing the think- 

ing here? 

The absurdity of this assertion becomes clearer once we switch sub- 

jects. We've all used the common expression “It’s raining” But would 

we Say, “It is raining, therefore it is’? What is raining? Do we suppose 

there is some entity corresponding to the word “it” that is doing the 

raining? No, of course not. 

But how does this situation differ from “I am thinking”? What is rain- 

ing? Who is thinking? Where are these hidden entities? What is this “I” 

we keep referring to? What thing corresponds to this word? What is 

this “I” that is doing the thinking? 

You may say, “But, of course, when we use the expression ‘it is rain- 

ing, there’s nothing out there that corresponds to the word ‘it’—it’s just 

that we cannot construct a proper sentence in English unless it has a 

subject. And so, by convention, we insert one. But this is obviously not 

the case with the ‘T’ in ‘I am thinking.” 

Oh? Then what is the “I” referring to? Where is it located? What are 

its properties? The more we try to grasp what “I” is, the more it slips 

away from us. As Ambrose Bierce put it, “I think I think, therefore, I 

think Iam” We’ve assumed self at the end of an endless regression, and 

we can’t get to it. “I” seems to refer to something we tacitly assume is 

there, but that we can’t seem to find. The “I” is deeply, profoundly, and 

quietly assumed, but it’s assumed without justification. 

You'll recall from earlier in this chapter how difficult it is to answer 

a simple question such as, “Is that you in your baby picture?” We can't 

find anything in experience that clearly corresponds to the word “you.’ 

That is why we find it so difficult to answer this question. 
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So, how does “I am thinking, therefore | am” differ from “it is raining, 

therefore it is”? 

“I” is a most difficult thing to come to doubt—but we must go beyond 

Descartes and doubt it, for it is in fact no more than a mere construct, 

a concept, a belief. It is nowhere to be found within direct experience 

(i.e., through perception). We do not find anything in our experience 

that corresponds to that word, “I.” 

We'll be looking at this matter in detail later—but, before we go any 

further, let’s consider how Descartes might have constructed his “proof” 

in a manner that better reflects actual experience—i.e., that reflects per- 

ception rather than conception. 

Note that, short of its being demanded by the conventions of lan- 

guage, the “I” is absent from actual experience. What Descartes was di- 

rectly aware of was thought, not “I” Whichever way we might put 

it—“thought,’ “cognizance,” “awareness,’ “mind,’ “consciousness” —these 

words directly refer to immediate experience. The word “I” does not. 

The problem with Descartes’ cogito is that it posits a self before it ac- 

knowledges thought. But since it is thought and not “I” that is directly 

experienced, then Descartes might have said, “Thought, therefore I am.” 

But such a proposition is clearly absurd, for now it is plain to see how 

the “I” just pops into the picture out of nowhere. The insertion of “I” 

follows neither logically nor experientially from the first statement. 

To get his statement more in line with direct experience, Descartes 

might have said “cogitatio ergo esse” —“Thought, therefore being” Or, 

“Thought, therefore existence.’ Thought, therefore something (with- 

out naming it) is. Something's going on, in other words.” 

We must come to doubt the commonsense idea that we experience 

an “I” antecedent to, separate from, and distinct from what is “not-I” 

We must come to doubt the explanation that there can be a self (literally 

a “not-other”) that is separate from an other. 

How we actually do experience (i.e., perceive rather than conceive) 
the world will be discussed in Chapter 4. For now, it’s enough to say that 
neither “self-separate-from-other” nor “self-not-separate-from-other” 
are correct reflections of actual experience. 
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TRUTH CANNOT BE BELIEVED 

Truth must be known. It cannot be simply believed. Belief, holding an 
opinion, is necessarily conceptual. Truth, on the other hand, being Ab- 

solute, cannot be conceptualized. Truth is not what can be believed, for 

It can’t be formulated in a phrase and held by the mind. It cannot be 

“understood” as such. Yet It can be seen and known. 

You'll recall the example I gave earlier in which I held out my closed 

fist and told you there was a marble in it. Now, you may or may not be- 

lieve I’m actually holding a marble; but when I open my hand, it sud- 

denly becomes meaningless to continue speaking of belief, for now the 

presence (or absence) of the marble has become known. Like this, 

Truth, once actually seen, is already known directly. At that moment 

all uncertainty clears up. 

Now you may very well protest and say, “But surely knowledge is 

also conceptual.” And, indeed, what we commonly call “knowledge” 

surely is, for it’s actually belief. And though philosophers since Plato 

have rejected the idea that knowledge and belief are one and the 

same—mostly on the grounds that knowledge, unlike belief, provides 

Certitude—the fact is, conceptual knowledge never provides Certi- 

tude, as we shall see. 

Unlike knowledge, Knowledge or Certitude can come only with di- 

rect perception, never with conception. What we commonly assume of 

knowledge—that it is conceptual—is, in fact, a necessary characteristic 

of belief, but not of True Knowledge. 

In these subtle ways we confuse Knowledge (perception) with belief 

(conception). As a result of this confusion, contradictions necessarily 

occur in all our stories, and in all our attempts to account for our expe- 

rience. 

The real distinction, then, is not between belief and knowledge but 

between belief (i.e., what can be doubted) and Certitude. Whether we 

call our concepts beliefs or knowledge, they are necessarily linked to 

doubt. True Knowledge, or Certitude, is pure, objectless Awareness. It 

isn’t linked to doubt, or concept, or belief. 
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What most distinguishes Certitude from belief is that belief always 

involves an object, while Certitude, since it must necessarily be imme- 

diate, does not. Another way of putting it is that belief yields paradox, 

while direct Knowledge does not. 

It’s quite possible to believe all sorts of things that are not true, but 

we can only have actual Knowledge of Absolute Truth. Short of this, 

our “knowledge” can be nothing more than belief. 

But how might we establish Real Knowledge? What would be neces- 

sary in order that we may be certain that what we perceive is Real and 

True? We might well wonder if complete certainty could ever be ob- 

tained, since at any point we may unwittingly be mistaken about what 

is being perceived. If we can only have Certain Knowledge of Absolute 

Truth, and if it is impossible to conceive of objects that are Absolute, it 

would follow-—seemingly, anyway—that we can have no idea of what is 

True. 

To declare that there is no possibility for Certitude, however, is al- 

ready contradictory. If there truly were no possibility for Certitude, then 

we have attained Certitude about the impossibility of Certitude! We 

thus become stuck in a vicious circle, because we assert what we deny. 

Part of our problem of why we don’t ordinarily get to True Knowl- 

edge is that it must be Certitude—and we reject Certitude. Instead, we 

insist on “getting it”—having Knowledge—by putting conceptual han- 

dles on It. And then we get frustrated, because It won't go into concept. 

In our frustration, we may begin to lower our standards for Certitude. 

Indeed, G.E. Moore, in a move somewhat reminiscent of the Academic 
Skeptics, argued that our problem stems from the fact that we’ve taken 
Certitude to mean 100% certainty, which is what everyone thought it 
meant before he said it didn’t. But accepting anything less than True 
Knowledge for Certitude simply means once again to replace Certitude 
with belief (and, thus, with a degree of doubt). The same problems im- 
mediately arise, and we are back to where we started. 

Yet only Certitude can still the hollow ache of the heart. No substi- 
tutes will satisfy. 
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All of these intractable problems (and, as the centuries since the an- 

cient Skeptics have come and gone, they’ve only become more in- 

tractable) are brought on by conceptual thought. Our problems stem 

from the fact that we tend not to appreciate direct perception, but in- 

stead build upon false assumptions. 

So let’s turn our attention to these false assumptions—what we un- 

wittingly take for Knowledge—and see how, like belief, conceptual 

knowledge is never without Great Doubt. 



Lwo 

(KNOWLEDGE) 

These our actors, 

As I foretold you, were all spirits, and 

Are melted into air, into thin air; 

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision, 

The cloud-cappd towers, the gorgeous palaces, 

The solemn temples, the great globe itself, 

Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve 

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded, 

Leave not a rack behind. 

—FROM THE TEMPEST, 

BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

In a substantialist view, the universe will be un- 

born, non-ceased, remaining immutable and 

devoid of variegated states. 

—NAGARJUNA 
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GOING TO ZERO 

Science is the religion of our time. Much of what we assume of Reality, 
our Weltanschauung, has been shaped by the general view that is em- 

braced by most scientists today. Often called “realism? it is a “substan- 
tialist” view. This scientific realism, according to physicist James 

Cushing, “requires roughly at a minimum that our scientific theories 

are to be taken as giving us literally true descriptions of the world”! Yet 

we have already seen that all conceptual thought—all theory, concept 

and belief—leads inevitably to contradictions. Indeed, some scientists 

themselves view scientific realism as suspect. Physicist Asher Peres, for 

example, reaches the conclusion that “any attempt to inject realism in 

physical theory is bound to lead to inconsistencies.” 

In this chapter we'll examine what we believe we know. We'll ques- 

tion the view of scientific realism and test its foundations. We'll find 

that it’s not merely this system that is without foundation, but all belief 

systems. In the process, we shall gain a radically different perspective 

on some of our most profound problems of Reality. 

We'll see that the problem isn’t merely some logical limitation or in- 

built defect in our methods. We will see that we do not find a conceptual 

ground to experience at all, for the same reason Flat-Earthers do not 

find an edge to the Earth: because there is none. We'll see that what 

“sround” we can find is utterly nonconceptual. 

Scientists, on the whole, make certain basic assumptions, all of which 

turn out to be unwarranted and unfounded. Like Descartes, they begin 

at step one instead of at zero. This chapter, however, and Chapter 3, are 

about going to zero. We'll mark several trails, all starting with a few 

commonsense assumptions, and we'll follow them all to zero. As we'll 

discover, any starting point other than zero (i.e., any belief system) will 

lead us to zero, if only we would attend fully to perception alone. 

Most of our effort, our thought, our habits, our desires, our culture 

and our education is designed to suspend us in conceptual thought. In 

this chapter and the one that follows, we'll attempt to break through 

conceptual thought. 
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SCIENCE AS A SYSTEM OF BELIEF 

Scientists are in the business of knowing. As physicist Johann Rafelski 

put it, “Science is about knowing. It’s not about believing” Science, we 

say, is not a belief system, but rather a methodical search for Knowledge. 

Science is a way of going about the world in search of what can be es- 

tablished as “justifiably true’—which is how contemporary philoso- 

phers define knowledge. 

Our modern definition of knowledge, however, as a “justified, true 

belief” was dealt a serious blow in 1963 when Edmund Gettier showed 

that one can have a justified, true belief and yet not know what one be- 

lieves. His argument runs like this: say a man believes there is a sheep 

in a field, but it is actually a dog that he’s mistaken for a sheep. Yet, as 

it turns out, there actually is a sheep in the field, but it remains unseen 

by the man. The three criteria for knowledge (belief, justification, and 

truth) appear to have been met, yet we cannot say that this person ac- 

tually knows there is a sheep in the field, since his “knowledge” is based 

on having mistaken a dog for a sheep. 

Since the arrival of the “Gettier problem, as it has been called, others 

have put forth new ideas of adding yet a fourth criterion—e.g., that 

knowledge is a “nondefective” or an “indefeasible,’ justified, true belief. 

But, as we'll soon see, adding this fourth criterion does not get us any 

closer to Knowledge or Certitude. Indeed, piling up criteria turns out 

to be utterly futile. 

As it’s commonly practiced, science is our attempt to arrive at con- 

cepts that yield greater and greater doubt-resistance—that is, concepts 
that come with stronger and stronger justification. Science gets in there 
and examines the world, carefully and in great detail. No theorizing is 
taken on faith; every theory is put to the test. The irrational beliefs of 
scientists, and their biased attachments to pet theories and projects, 
shouldn’t have many deleterious effects in the end, for everything is 
open to peer review. The effects of human weakness and folly get ironed 
out over time. In short, science is honest work done in the open. Any- 

one can repeat an experiment and verify or reject what the experiment 

purported to prove. 
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Clearly, science has been humanity’s one great attempt to get to the 
bottom of things. And so, we tell ourselves, we can put our faith in sci- 
ence. The conclusions—concepts—we arrive at through the scientific 

method come only after slow, hard, thorough research, yet even then, 

we maintain that all is subject to being overthrown by further research 

and information. What more can we do than this? 

Actually, science is the predominant belief system today. Even those 

of us who possess very little knowledge in science still treat it somewhat 

as a religion. As a society we put our faith in and make use of the “mir- 

acles” of science. For the most part, we believe that the beliefs scientists 

hold about the universe are indeed justified and true. And it’s our sci- 

entists to whom we typically turn for answers, explanations, and wis- 

dom, much as people in earlier cultures turned to shamans, village 

elders, and medicine men. 

At the same time, however, we are aware that our scientific beliefs 

are subject to change and modifications as the result of future research 

and discoveries. This is rather curious. We seem to be willing to accept 

what science tells us—and equally willing to accept that what we have 

so easily accepted may turn out to be false! In short, we accept science 

only as a belief system, never as a source of Truth, Knowledge or Cer- 

titude. (Of course, it’s rare that a whole platform in scientific theory is 

dismantled. Usually only a few planks get replaced or removed or 

turned around.) 

We’ve managed to convince ourselves to accept a system that can 

yield only a “maybe” at its best. As it was put in the Skeptical Inquirer 

by Lys Ann Shore, 

The quest for absolute certainty must be recognized as alien to the 

scientific attitude, since scientific knowledge is fallible, tentative, 
#46 ‘ ° 4 

and open to revision and modification. 

We no longer believe our science is about the search for Truth. And 

so, because relative knowledge is all that science (or any belief system) is 

capable of dealing with, relative knowledge is all that science ever finds. 

And it’s all we’ve come to expect is possible. Though science astounds 
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us in how precisely it has allowed us to define and manipulate the phys- 

ical world, when it comes to enlightening humankind on ultimate Truth 

and Reality, it fails. In the end, science is not capable of providing Cer- 

titude. And this is fine, as long as we don’t conclude that Certitude is 

therefore impossible. 

Even so, science is in the business of acquiring knowledge—that is, 

justified beliefs. Yet science rests upon an unfounded belief. Science, 

not by necessity but by common assent, rests upon the enormous com- 

monsense assumption that an external world is Really “out there.” As we 

shall see, we cannot assume this without rushing headlong into paradox. 

THE RELIGION OF SCIENCE 

In his book The World Within the World, astronomer John Barrow ob- 

served that “the practice of science...rests upon a number of presuppo- 

sitions about the nature of reality. We usually take them for granted” He 

then quoted the Hungarian scientist and philosopher Michael Polanyi: 

the metaphysical presuppositions of science...are never explicitly 

defended or even considered by themselves by the inquiring sci- 

entist. They arise as aspects of the given activity of enquiry, as its 

structurally implicit presuppositions, not as consciously held 

philosophical axioms preceding it. They are transcendental pre- 

conditions of methodological thinking, not explicit objects of such 

thinking; we think with them and not of them. 

Barrow then lists nine of these presuppositions: 

1. There exists an external world which is external to our minds, 

and which is the unique source of all our sensations. 

2. This external world is ultimately rational. ‘A’ and ‘not A’ cannot 

be true simultaneously. 

3. The world can be analyzed locally without destroying its essen- 

tial structure. 
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4. The elementary entities do not possess what we call free will. 

5. The separation of events from our perception of them is a harm- 

less simplification. 

6. Nature possesses regularities, and these are predictable in some 

sense. 

7. Space and time exist. 

8. The world can be described by mathematics. 

9. These presuppositions hold in an identical fashion everywhere 
5 

and everywhen. 

For good measure, I'll add a tenth: “A thing is what it is.” This, of 

course, is the law of identity: a thing is identical with itself and implies 

itself. 

Barrow says that the presuppositions of science “enable us to proceed 

most effectively from simple experience of the world to knowledge of the 

world” But this is precisely how we confuse belief with Knowledge! As 

Barrow’s statement reveals, we have already missed what bare attention 

provides as base experience, and replaced it with a set of beliefs (what he 

calls presumptions).’ It’s Descartes’ fundamental error all over again. 

Most scientists, and indeed most people, believe there’s a great deal 

behind these propositions. As science writer Martin Gardner puts it: 

The hypothesis that there is an external world, not dependent on 

human mind, made of something, is so obviously useful and so 

strongly confirmed by experience down through the ages that we 

can say without exaggerating that it is better confirmed than any 

other empirical hypothesis.” 

It is not difficult to find others who agree. Mathematician Morris 

Kline, for example, has written that, despite the denials, qualifications, 

and reservations of certain philosophers: 

physicists and mathematicians do believe that there is an exter- 

nal world. They would argue that even if all human beings were 
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suddenly wiped out, the external world or physical world would 

continue to exist. When a tree crashes to the ground in a forest, a 

sound is created even if no one is there to hear it. We have five 

senses—sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell—and each of these 

constantly receives messages from this external world. Whether 

or not our sensations are reliable, we do receive them from some 
9 

external source. 

The observation is repeated ad nauseam: mathematician John Casti 

referred to a straw poll taken recently in a small university's department 

of physics, where ten out of the eleven members of the faculty “claimed 

that what they were describing with their symbols and equations was 

objective reality. As one of them remarked, ‘Otherwise, what’s the 

use?” Similarly, when Copernicus replaced the Earth with the sun as 

the center of the solar system, he believed he was offering a description 

of how things “really are.’ This has been the dominant attitude of sci- 

entists ever since. Physicist and author Nick Herbert, who has superbly 

and insightfully presented the bizarre realities that seem to lie behind 

the “phaneron” (the phenomenal world), has argued that, unlike some 

philosophers, but like ordinary people, “physicists cannot deny the ev- 

idence of their senses. The indubitable reality of measurement results 

is a solid rock on which to found an empirical science, or from which 

to launch speculative voyages into deep reality” 

I could go on citing such comments, but clearly belief in an objective 

reality and an external world is a central tenet of modern scientific 

faith. 

But such a belief is not a very solid rock, I’m afraid. Gardner believes 

that no one “except a madman or a professional metaphysician”’ would 

doubt such a belief. But I would argue that an empiricist fully attending 
to what is provided by perception alone would doubt it, and I would 
have us doubt it here. 

Oddly enough, after declaring that only a madman or a metaphysi- 
cian would doubt an external world, Gardner adds that this hypothesis 
says “nothing about the essential nature of the external world; only that 
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something lurks behind the phaneron to preserve its complex regular- 

ities” ’ But what is this lurking something and why is it there at all? Or 

more appropriately, what is it doing “out there”? Like Bertrand Russell, 

who said that for him the great mystery is why there is something as 

opposed to nothing, we do feel something’s “out there” 

For Bishop George Berkeley the something “out there” is the mind 

of God. For materialists (“substantialists”) the something is an objective 

reality. But to one who attends fully to what is given in experience and 

not to thought constructs—in other words, to a pure empiricist—there’s 

no ground to support the notion that there’s a regulating “behind” to 

the phaneron. There’s not even ground to support the idea that there’s 

any substance to the phaneron’s “front”! I’ll say more about this shortly. 

The power and validity of science would seem to arise from the ap- 

parent fact that it relies on empiricism and indubitable mathematical 

deduction. But the fact is that science rests not upon any such solid 

ground at all, but upon presumptions that, by their very nature as pre- 

sumptions, must harbor doubt, and upon deductive reasoning that 

must remain uncertain so long as these presumptions are rooted in the 

metaphysical and not the empirical.” Science thus rests upon nothing 

solid, but merely examines and assists in an endless series of furniture 

rearrangements in a room. Science, as it’s currently practiced, will never 

lead us to glimpse the nature of the room itself. 

Furthermore, scientists must believe in an external world, simply be- 

cause it’s the task of the scientist to measure, test and observe the world 

“out there” so that conclusions about reality (or at least about phenom- 

ena) may be drawn. In other words, without a belief in an external 

world, science itself cannot proceed—or so, at least, it would appear. 

HERE NAS. BUT WHAT IS lt 

I do not mean to argue that an external world is not “out there”—nor 

am I arguing the converse. I am simply suggesting that the existence 

or denial of an external world are in fact propositions we cannot make 

with any validity. In fact, I intend to demonstrate that the question of 
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the existence vs. the nonexistence of an external world is meaningless— 

much as questions regarding the edge of the Earth have been rendered 

meaningless. 

I’m not the first to come to this conclusion. Seren Kierkegaard, the 

Danish philosopher and theologian, thought that no accurate model of 

Reality was possible. Kierkegaard, however, felt that Reality contained 

a fundamental ambiguity or paradox that would forever block our vision 

of Truth. I am suggesting, however, that what appears as a fundamental 

ambiguity or paradox does not block our vision of Truth, but, rather, 

leads directly to it. Indeed, to abandon our pursuit of Truth simply be- 

cause no model can be made is to give up precisely when the first glim- 

mer of Truth is present. 

Let’s look at the phenomenal world. The Realness of there being any- 

thing “behind” phenomena is questionable. If we read the writings of 

such philosophers as Berkeley, Locke and Hume, we have to consider 

that what we are aware of, when we think we are observing a world “out 

there” apart from ourselves, is nothing more than our sensations. As 

Berkeley pointed out, if there were an external world, we should never 

be able to Know it; and if there were not, then we should have the same 

reasons as now to think that there is one. As we have already discussed, 

this observation cannot lead us to any solid ground—but it does indi- 

cate the need for us to leave our belief (in either an external world or 

the lack of one) suspended. 

Nevertheless, something—phenomena, at least—is there. Something 

is moving our senses—or, so it seems. But what is it? 

This question—“what is it?”—arises with the appearance of some- 

thing—that is, with any mind object. It generally goes unnoticed, 

though, because we’re so quick to conceptualize experience and explain 

it to ourselves in familiar terms. The “what is it?” aspect of experience, 

however, often becomes noticeable when we see something (the mind 
object) from an odd angle, or in dim light, or under some unusual cir- 
cumstance—or when what we see is simply unfamiliar. For an instant 
(or, in rare cases, for several seconds) after we first make out an object 

in our mind, we do not know what it is, or what to call it, or how to re- 
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spond to it. In that instant of awareness prior to recognition, we may 
feel uneasiness or even outright distress. We then struggle to re-frame 
bare perception into familiar terms once again, hoping to scratch the 

“what is it?” itch in our mind. Thus we easily buy into some definition 

or label (“that’s a banana squash”). Once this occurs, our attention to 

our object, and to what is actually taking place, diminishes greatly. 

We have not really adequately answered the question of “what is it?” 

We have merely answered the question “how do we conceive of it?” or 

“what do we call it?” Some deeper question remains. And if we continue 

to scrutinize our mind object, sooner or later the question will reappear. 

In fact, if we just persist in strictly observing things, however they hap- 

pen to appear, the question—what is it?—invariably recurs, a persistent 

and troubling uncertainty. We never arrive at anything solid. 

For example, if I say, “Here, in this cup, is water,’ you may ask, “What 

is water?” We could end our discussion at this point if you were to just 

take a drink. But as scientists we might wish to point out, “Water is hy- 

drogen and oxygen.” (This would not be an answer we could give on the 

basis of having drunk some, of course—that is, on the basis of direct 

experience. We can obtain this answer only after we have conceptual- 

ized and analyzed the water very carefully.) 

Thus by using scientific methods it seems we can discover what water 

is “made of.’ With confidence we say, “What is really in this cup is hy- 

drogen and oxygen, combined and transformed into this unique sub- 

stance we call ‘water.” 

But the questions continue. What is hydrogen? What is oxygen? And 

so we look again, using scientific methods, and say, “Hydrogen is an el- 

ement made of atoms, each consisting of a single proton and a single 

electron” But still the questions remain: what are atoms? What are pro- 

tons and electrons? 

It seems that we’ve started on a never-ending regression. At no time 

do we ever really get to the other end of the question: “What is water?” 

We can name the mind object, even break it down and name its parts, 

but we still don’t really answer the question. In the end, water (or any- 

thing else) is just like the banana squash I encountered in the farmers’ 
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market. We can discover what it is called, but we can never Really say— 

or Know—what “it” is. Yet, paradoxically, we can experience what's 

going on. We can drink the water. 

When we look “out there” for the answer to “what is it?” we find endless 

regression. We can only point to some other thing (or set of things) and 

say, “it is this” (or “it is like this”). But try as we will, we can never gather 

all of what “it” is together into one place to reveal what it Truly is. 

In fact, phenomenal reality always presents itself in human con- 

sciousness in the form of: “here it is,’ and “what is it?” ’ll henceforth 

refer to these two aspects of phenomena as this, and what. Here’s the 

cup (this), but what is it (what)? 

What can be more accurately thought of as pure interrogative. It’s a 

state of mind often depicted in the comics as a question mark appearing 

over the head.of some bewildered character. It’s the fragile state of mind 

I had when I happened across the banana squash at the farmers’ market. 

It’s a state of mind we will inevitably come to if we persistently an- 

alyze the phenomenal world. 

It’s this what aspect of phenomena that our commonsense view of 

the world typically overlooks. (In fact, common sense demands that we 

overlook this aspect of Reality.) But it’s also this very aspect that deter- 

mines that science cannot reveal Absolute Truth, for science can never 

truly answer, “what is it?” It can only answer, “what is it called?” and, 

superficially, “what is it made of?” 

If we try to ignore this troublesome what aspect and examine the 

presumed external world in detail, and if we go far enough in our in- 

quiry, we'll discover that we can’t get a conceptual handle on things. 

Rather, we'll find that the what aspect will appear to us in at least three 

ways: first, that an objective world can’t be discerned from what is sub- 
jective; second, this presumed substantial, external, physical world will 
eventually appear devoid of all substantiality; and, finally, the only truth 
revealed through the study of an external world is merely relative. 

Let’s look at these three points more closely. You may note that, as 

we consider these, the distinction between mental and physical phe- 
nomena will become considerably less clear. 
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AN OBJECTIVE WORLD CANNOT BE 

DISCERNED FROM WHAT IS SUBJECTIVE 

A cup of coffee sits on my desk in front of me. From five or ten feet 

away, I can see the cup very clearly. I can hear and feel it as well, if I 

snap my finger against its rim. When I include a relatively large part of 

the world that surrounds the cup—the air, the light, my finger, my eyes 

and ears, the desk beneath the cup, the room in which the cup appears, 

etc.—I can discern “cup” quite easily. 

But suppose that you and I, using scientific instruments, move in 

closer for a better look. When we do this, we quickly lose the “cup of 

coffee” First we see just a ceramic wall. Examining more closely, we find 

merely a lot of rapidly moving molecules. At this point we are no longer 

viewing anything that we may rightfully call a “cup.” Our object has now 

become a collection of molecules. 

Once we're in close enough to “observe” the cup’s atoms, we start to 

notice that something very strange is happening. The atoms, which we 

say “make up the cup,’ seem to be losing many of the properties we at- 

tribute to everyday, commonsense, physical entities such as cups, 

clouds, planets and people. Atoms seem to have less definite positions 

in space, for example. They seem, rather, to be somewhat fuzzy or in- 

determinate. 

If we get in close enough to view our object on the level of the sub- 

atomic particle, we find that these very minuscule bits of matter (can 

we call it matter at this point? If we cannot, then where did the matter 

go?) simply do not have qualities such as position, or momentum, or 

size, or velocity, or any number of other such physical attributes. 

At this point, we have not only not answered the question “What is 

a cup of coffee?” but we have ended up posing several others: “What 

are molecules?” “What are atoms?” “What are subatomic particles?” 

Furthermore, the closer we look at some of these things, the more 

bewildering they become. An electron’s position, for example, is not 

something that really exists—until we look for it. Electrons have specific 

locations only when someone is looking, it seems. Until we looked for 
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it the electron didn’t possess anything that we would commonly call a 

position. On the other hand, if we look for its position and nail it 

down—to a general area, anyway—it seems that, by virtue of our know- 

ing its position, we’ve now forfeited the possibility of knowing much 

about its momentum. And if we choose to look for an electron’s mo- 

mentum rather than its position, we would be able to measure that mo- 

mentum, but we would discover that the electron doesn’t seem to have 

a position! This is what physicists refer to as the Heisenberg uncertainty 

principle. It’s an essential ingredient of physical reality. 

This is precisely the sort of thing science finds when it takes a close 

look at phenomena. Without the consciousness of an observer, the stuff 

underlying this physical reality does not seem to exist. Only when we 

look for something does it appear to leap into existence—and, at the 

same moment, what we do not look for cannot be said to exist. 

We tacitly assume that Reality only presents us with this (our object 

of consciousness). But we don’t know what to make of a Reality where 

things are instead weirdly blended with, or take their identity from, what 

they are not. 

No matter how we slice it, this is physical reality at close range. Sub- 

jectivity, it seems, enters the “objective” world at a very profound level. 

THE INSUBSTANTIALITY OF THE PHYSICAL WORLD 

The second reality we discover, when we attempt to put to rest the what 

aspect of objects through a careful study of the material world, is that 

substantiality disappears. When we drink coffee from a cup we naturally 

assume the cup is “there,” We say it’s “substantial.” But what are we talk- 
ing about? What does it mean to be substantial? 

We say the cup is made of atoms, which in turn are made of sub- 
atomic particles. Yet if we take two subatomic particles—say, protons— 
and smash them together at extremely high speeds, we find that the two 
original colliding particles fly apart, along with two new additional 
particles. The two new particles didn’t exist anywhere in time or in 
space before the collision. Physicists have done this repeatedly, with the 
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same results every time. One physicist said it would be like smashing 
two watches together, but in addition to the expected wheels, springs, 
gears and cases flying apart, we also find two new, completely whole 
watches among the wreckage! 

What’s going on here? Where did these new bits of matter come 

from? Out of nothing? Perhaps so—but first we notice that these new 

particles came from the reduction in speed of the original two particles. 

In other words, the new particles were created from motion. 

This is very interesting, because it doesn’t support our everyday com- 

monsense view of things. How substantial is matter—the book you’re 

reading now, or the hand that holds it—if it can be created from some- 

thing as apparently insubstantial as motion? 

Astrophysicists tell us that motion is an expression of energy, and 

that the energy of the physical universe is of two kinds. There’s positive 

energy, such as the energy that is locked up in matter. This is the energy 

we release when we set off nuclear bombs. It is also the kind of energy 

generated by the sun. But there is also a negative form of energy—we 

call it “gravity.” It so happens that the amount of positive energy in the 

universe is equal to the amount of negative energy in the universe—that 

is, the total amount of energy in the universe adds up to zero. If we 

could gather all the mass-energy in the universe into one place, it would 

amount to zero too.’ 

Just how “substantial” is this stuff that is made from motion and en- 

ergy, and that adds up to zero? Modern philosophy and mathematics 

have not been able to put away the inherent contradiction in the idea 

of motion discovered by the Eleatics, the ancient Greek philosophers 

who noted more than twenty centuries ago that a thing can move nei- 

ther where it is nor where it is not.!” Instead, they regarded Reality as 

without motion and unchanging—but this seems a bit extreme, consid- 

ering that change is evident everywhere we look. 

This argument has always reminded me of those who say that “all is 

one,’ even in the face of first-hand evidence that we live in a world of 

abundant multiplicity. As we shall see, our problem with motion is a 

psychological one. Anyone who has ever seen a movie can attest to the 
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fact that “apparent motion” looks and feels like what we might other- 

wise call “real motion.” Yet a movie is nothing more than a rapid series 

of still photos. “We're not really seeing moving pictures,’ we say. We'll 

discover, however, that no such distinction between motion and still- 

ness—indeed, between oneness and multiplicity—can be made objec- 

tively. In fact, these are not two entirely separate phenomena. In later 

chapters, we'll explore how it is that such “opposites” must occur at 

once—and that it’s only in this way that we can have an understanding 

of Reality that is free of contradictions. 

The simple point I want to make here is that there are serious obsta- 

cles to overcome before we may attribute any substantiality to the phys- 

ical world. Even G.E. Moore, the great champion of material realism, 

finally conceded in the end that he could not answer the Skeptics’ 

doubts about.the existence of materiality. Indeed, no one has satisfac- 

torily answered the Skeptics to this day. 

THE PHENOMENAL WORLD 

REVEALS ONLY RELATIVE TRUTHS 

Finally, in our effort to exhaust the what aspect of Reality, we will dis- 

cover that by examining the external world, we can arrive only at rela- 

tive truths—that nothing is Certain. 

Let’s consider yet another view of my cup. The cup sits upon my desk. 

But how can it be without a great deal of other stuff surrounding it— 

and, thus, defining it? At the very least, my cup needs to be surrounded 
by space. Furthermore, in order that we may experience this cup, we 

have to be situated away from it. If this were not the case with our ob- 
jects, then we might not find anything ludicrous about an artist who 
sells plain white canvases that supposedly depict polar bears eating 
marshmallows in a snowstorm. 

Our objects can be only in a dynamic relation with “other” Once we 
package up a small portion of the universe in concept—whether it be a 
physical or a purely mental object (e.g., an idea)—the only way we can 
actually have our object is in contrast to what it is not. 
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But “what-it-is-not” is necessarily an aspect of our object’s actual 

identity—and, as we shall see, this aspect necessarily involves the rest 

of the universe. 

In conceiving any object, then, we isolate and set it apart from what 

it is not. Therefore, any “truth” found in such a concept could be only 

relative and provisional at best. Like a seiche sloshing within a basin, 

or like an endless process of arranging and rearranging furniture within 

a room, relative truths replace themselves over and over, with (and to) 

no end. In other words, such truths will not satisfy the deep need of 

the heart. They are not Real Truth, and they do not provide us with 

Certitude. 

The fact apparent to direct experience is that any theory (or concept), 

even a “theory of everything” (as scientists have dubbed some of their 

theories), necessarily leaves the what aspect of existence unresolved. 

What is the universe? What are atoms? What are sub-atomic particles? 

What is a person? What are life and death? What is reality? What is 

anything? As my Zen teacher used to put it, “Whatever you think, is 

delusion.” Whatever conceptual answer we come up with is relative at 

best, and is never Absolute Truth. 

MIND IS MOVING 

We'll look at Mind and consciousness in Part II, but I would like to in- 

troduce a few points on the subject now, for these will help to clarify 

what’s to follow. 

The great mathematician John von Neumann concluded that, “from 

a strictly logical point of view, only the presence of consciousness can 

solve the measurement problem” and “the world is not objectively real 

but depends on the mind of the observer” 

Our problem of not being able to see what’s going on occurs partly 

from holding to the commonsense belief in the primacy of matter over 

Mind, of an external world “out there” over perception. But if we insist 

on the primacy of matter over Mind, we will eventually be led to in- 

tractable problems. 
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For example, in his book, Speakable and unspeakable in quantum 

mechanics, J.S. Bell observed that: 

the most simple and natural...[way] in which quantum mechanics 

can be presented is called..“wave mechanics.” What is it that 

“waves” in wave mechanics? In the case of water waves it is the 

surface of the water that waves. With sound waves the pressure of 

the air oscillates. Light also was held to be a wave motion in clas- 

sical physics. We were already a little vague about what was waving 

in that case...and even about whether the question made sense. In 

the case of the waves of wave mechanics we have no idea of what 

is waving...and do not ask the question. 

It was physicist Louis de Broglie who first realized that not only were 

waves particles (bits of matter), but particles were also waves. As Nick 

Herbert wrote in Quantum Reality: 

New quantum facts destroy the once sharp distinction between 

matter and field. With two magic quantum phrases we can...[turn] 

matter into field and vice versa. It’s beginning to look as if every- 

thing is made of one substance—call it “quantumstuff”—which 

combines particle and wave at once in a peculiar quantum style 

all its own. 

The world is one substance. As satisfying as this discovery may 

be to philosophers, it is profoundly distressing to physicists as long 

as they do not understand the nature of that substance. For if 

quantumstuff is all there is and you don't understand quantum- 

stuff, your ignorance is complete.” 

Distressing, yes. For starters, if everything is One, how do we explain 
the seemingly self-evident fact of multiplicity? What is this combination 
with a “peculiar style all its own,” anyway? 

There’s a Zen story about two monks arguing over a flag that they 
see waving in the breeze. One monk said, “It’s the flag that’s moving!” 
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The other monk replied, “No, no. It’s the wind that moves!” Wishing to 
get to the bottom of this question, they carried on in this way, back and 
forth. 

When their teacher passed by and heard the monks quarreling, he 

said, “Mind is moving” What is this Mind the teacher referred to? 

For those of us who would agree with the definition that the mind is 

what the brain does (a commonly accepted definition of “mind” today), 

consider how the brain is made of atoms, made of subatomic particles, 

made of...what? Motion? Energy? And what are motion and energy 

made of? What is the material world? 

One of the central problems in quantum physics today is how it is 

possible for an arrangement of atoms to support consciousness (that is, 

how it can constitute a “measuring device”). But why the foregone con- 

clusion that consciousness requires atoms? Does it make any sense to 

suppose that consciousness is constituted of atoms at all? According to 

scientists, the world remains in a state of superimposed possibilities 

until a measurement is made, thus determining which possibility is ac- 

tual. The act of taking a measurement collapses a potential into an 

actual. And what is the act of taking a measurement? It’s conception 

itself. As we shall see, measurement is an apparent alteration of Mind— 

an alteration that opens the door to uncertainty and probability. 

What is known as “measurement” is a function of consciousness that 

collapses perceived Reality into conceptual reality, into mind objects. 

We can devise a theory of everything and say, “This is Reality,’ “This 

is Truth” Or we can even say, “Mind is moving—that’s the Truth, believe 

it” But our explanations don’t cut It. It’s only consciousness itself that 

cuts Reality—literally, as we shall see. 
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( CONTRADICTION} 

The firmest of all principles is that it is impossi- 

ble for the same thing to belong and not to be- 

long to the same thing at the same time in the 

same respect. 

—ARISTOTLE 

A is not A, therefore it is A. 

—DAININ KATAGIRI 

A CONTRADICTORY WORLD 

I once listened to a man who identified himself as a member of the Flat 

Earth Society. He noted that as a departing ship gets farther and farther 

away, it appears ever smaller and smaller, until we can no longer see it. 

He argued that this phenomenon was simply a matter of perspective, 

and nothing more. 
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The ancient Greeks knew better than this. They developed the idea 

of a spherical Earth, and pointed to the manner in which departing 

ships appear to descend beneath the surface of the Earth—first hull, 

then sail, then masthead—as evidence. 

Believers in a flat Earth, if they would only examine the evidence, are 

faced with glaring contradictions. How are they going to explain this 

phenomenon of ships descending beneath the horizon? It seems para- 

doxical. 

And there are other things just as difficult to explain. For example, 

when we travel south we find that the northern stars, swirling counter- 

clockwise as they do, dip ever deeper under the northern horizon. Even 

the North Star will pass beneath the horizon once we cross the equator. 

Continuing south, after the sinking of the North Star, we'll find that all 

our familiar stars of the northern sky will depart, one by one, while the 

new stars of the south come to dominate the sky. But these stars swirl 

clockwise about a place due south that holds no star. Here we have an- 

other apparent paradox. 

How to explain such phenomena? If you believe in a flat Earth, it’s 

very difficult. If you truly believe the Earth is flat and you hang on to 

that belief, you’ve got numerous contradictions facing you once you take 

note of how ships actually appear over the horizon or how stars actually 

course through the sky. This and so much more will contradict your be- 

lief. But your understanding will deepen the very moment you admit 

that there are things in your experience that often contradict your be- 

liefs. And once you accept the explanation that the Earth is spherical 

rather than flat, the apparent paradox unravels and your experience 

makes sense. 

But until you do understand, the paradoxes, and the question of how 

to explain apparently paradoxical phenomena, remain. In your lack of 

understanding, you can only see a paradoxical world filled with things 

that “cannot be,’ yet which apparently are. 

But does our world seem any less paradoxical than the Flat-Earther’s? 

Is it possible to find situations where we might begin to notice some very 

odd and troubling things about the world? Where, like a Flat-Earther 
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observing a ship passing over the horizon, the world we think we know 

and understand suddenly begins to appear very strange and completely 

inexplicable? Is it possible that we can still meet up with paradox as we 

attempt to get at Truth? 

HOW CAN WE LIVE IN A CONTRADICTORY WORLD? 

Paradox always involves a contradiction, usually in the form of seem- 

ingly reasonable premises leading to absurd conclusions. For example, 

this is a paradox: 

(A) The following statement is true. 

(B) The previous statement is false. 

Note that each statement taken by itself poses no problem. It’s only 

when the two are taken together that the mind begins to spin. Paradox 

arises in the mind whenever any set of propositions—which, when taken 

separately, pose no problem to reason—defy reason when taken together. 

But two contradictory assumptions need not be so neatly separated 

as these. They may just as well appear in a single statement. For exam- 

ple, the “liar paradox” of Eubulides, a Greek philosopher of the fourth 

century B.C.E., is an assertion to this effect: 

This statement is false. 

If the statement is false, then it must be true, for that is just what it 

states. But then, if it’s true, then it must be false, for again, that is just 

what it states. 

The world of common sense is our thinly disguised version of a world 

that otherwise abounds with paradox. Common sense is no more than 

our habit of artificially packaging Reality so that we might keep contra- 

dictory premises from ever sharing the same conceptual territory. Since 

the boundaries of our conceptual packages are ours and not Reality’s, 

however, our efforts are doomed to fail. As long as it’s Reality we’re in- 

terested in probing—how else to get at Truth?—it’s only a matter of time 
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before we'll encounter contradictions. In other words, if we put the 

world into concepts, we've necessarily got paradox. Our problem is that 

were neither very good at seeing how we box up Reality, nor very good 

at getting down to the contradictions that our packages—our con- 

cepts—necessarily hold. 

In his book Labyrinths of Reason, William Poundstone notes that 

paradoxes are generally of three types: (1) the fallacy; (2) the “common 

sense is wrong” type; and (3) “genuine” paradoxes. The genuine para- 

doxes—the “liar paradox,” for example—hold contradictions that, ac- 

cording to Poundstone, “defy resolution” 

I intend to show that this is not the case, but that the so-called “gen- 

uine” paradoxes are no more than “common sense is wrong” paradoxes. 

We err in our assumptions, and fail to recognize what we see. Then we 

imagine contradiction instead. We'll look at some of these “genuine” 

paradoxes shortly, but first let’s get a little better understanding of the 

fallacy, so that we might set it aside. 

Apart from being amusing parlor tricks, fallacies do not carry the 

biting sting or mind-disturbing qualities of “genuine” paradoxes, for 

they are no more than mere mistakes of logic. Once the mistake is 

found, the “paradox” is seen through. Poundstone notes that there have 

been various clever, but logically faulty, algebraic “proofs” devised to 

support absurd conclusions. He gives us this example:? 

Lets x 

Then obviously: x 

Subtract x? from both sides: x 

Factor both sides: x (*%— x)= 

Factor out the (x — x): ae 

Or: ed K 

And since x = 1: 1=2 

1 

x 

Square both sides: ak 

< 

+ 

+ 

So oo Re. ee YS 

Here our difficulty occurs in step 6, where we attempt to divide by (x 

— x), or zero. Dividing by zero is, of course, not allowed. Just because 

step 5 tells us that two times zero equals one times zero, it doesn't follow 
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that 2 equals 1. Any number times zero equals any other number times 

zero, for zero of anything is zero. Once we detect our logical error, the 

paradox is no more. 
A nonmathematical example of a fallacy would be to conclude that a 

platypus is a bird since (1) they lay eggs and (2) all birds lay eggs. This 

is known as the fallacy of affirming the consequent. Again, the error is 

in our reasoning. Just because birds lay eggs, this doesn’t mean that 

other egg-laying creatures—fish, reptiles, duckbilled-platypuses, etc.— 

are necessarily birds. We’ve simply made a mistake. There’s nothing 

very mind-boggling about that. 

Paradoxes of the “common sense is wrong” variety are not too dis- 

turbing either, once we see how we're mistaken in our background as- 

sumptions about Reality. But if we do not see the error in our 

commonsense assumption, the paradox will appear as “intrinsic and in- 

delible” (Poundstone’s words) as any genuine paradox. 

The paradoxes faced by Flat-Earthers are of the “common sense is 

wrong” type. They differ from fallacies only in that the error involved 

is not necessarily one of logic, but simply one of not seeing what’s ac- 

tually going on. It’s only when Flat-Earthers take note of how ships ac- 

tually pass over the horizon that they suddenly run into apparent 

paradoxes. It’s not merely a simple matter of logic, but an error in some 

tacit assumption they’ve made about the world. We can see the two con- 

flicting premises that are involved. Each by itself does not pose any 

problem—but united, as they are in actual experience, they form a par- 

adox. Stated in the form used above, the paradoxes will appear as soon 

as we attempt to hold the following two premises at once: 

(A) The Earth is flat. 

(B) Approaching ships appear from beneath the horizon. 

Until we actually see what’s wrong with our idea (in this example, of 
course, the error occurs in the first supposition), “common sense is 
wrong” paradoxes will appear as intrinsic and indelible as any of those 
of the “genuine” variety. 
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My Zen teacher used to ask me, “How can you live ina contradictory 
world? How can you walk down the sidewalk in a contradictory world? 
Nevertheless, you do.” I didn’t know what he meant at the time. But 
then I began to notice that, yes, the world was very strange indeed. 
Once it was brought to my attention, I began to see a paradoxical world 
appearing everywhere, just beneath the facade of my commonsense 
world. 

“GENUINE” PARADOXES ARE 

“COMMON SENSE IS WRONG” PARADOXES 

Let’s take a look at some “genuine” paradoxes and see if we can find 
where we err in our commonsense thinking. 

Though few of us boggle at watching ships appear and disappear on 

the horizon, most of us tend to boggle when we encounter the elastic 

quality of time. We used to believe—most people probably still do— 

that time ticks away mechanically, evenly. After all, we’ve invented ma- 

chines—clocks—that steadily tick it off for us. 

But we don’t really understand time if we think of it in this way. If we 

closely observe our experience, we start to notice some strange things. 

Something appears quite paradoxical. 

The first strange thing we notice is that the speed of light never 

varies. It’s not relative to position or velocity. If someone approaches 

you at half the speed of light and shoots a light beam toward you, the 

light beam passes you at a certain speed—186,000 miles per second. 

And if someone else receding from you at half the speed of light shoots 

a light beam toward you, that light beam will also pass you at 186,000 

mps. 

When scientists first discovered this, it seemed to defy common 

sense. If you’re driving down the freeway at 50 mph, and someone 

passes you doing 60, they'll appear to you to be pulling away at ten mph. 

People in the on-coming lane, on the other hand, if they’re also traveling 

at 60 mph, will appear to close in on you at 110 mph. This is what we 

normally experience, and it’s just what we'd expect. 
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Light from both 
ships appears to 

Light source 7 
approaching at 
half light speed 

Light source 
receding at 

half light speed 
travel at the same 

speed, 186,000 mps. 

Figure 3-1 

But our experience with light presents us with a picture like this: if, 

as you drive down the freeway, everyone else were traveling on light 

beams, they would all pass you at the same speed—i.e., the speed of 

light. Whether they are coming toward you or overtaking you, whether 

you greatly increase you own speed or come to a halt, or even turn 

around and go the other way, everyone would always pass you at the 

same speed. This is how light behaves. It seems very strange. How can 

this be? There seems to be a paradox here: 

(A) Relative to me, the speed of an object is the sum or difference of 

my velocity and its velocity. 

(B) The speed of light is constant, regardless of changes in my own 

velocity. 

It literally took an Einstein to figure this one out. Einstein was like 

the fellow on the shore who noticed how the ships crossed over the 
horizon—he noticed that certain observations conflicted with some of 
our commonsense ideas. Einstein wasn’t the only one to notice the con- 

tradictions, but it was he who first realized that there was something 
wrong with our idea of time. If the speed of light is constant, he rea- 
soned, then time (as well as space) cannot be constant, but must, rather, 

be dependent on the observer’s motion. 
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This, too, seems counter to common sense. In fact, when Einstein 
proposed this new description of time and space, learned people pro- 
posed “thought experiments” such as the “twin paradox” in an attempt 
to show the absurdity of Einstein’s idea. The twin paradox, a paradox 

of the “common sense is wrong” type, presents this strange situation: if 

time passes at different rates according to the motion of the observer, 

then if one of a set of twins travels at near the speed of light to Alpha 

Centauri, a little more than four light-years away, and returns to Earth, 

she will have aged only a few months—while her Earthbound twin will 

have aged ten years. 

Today the “twin paradox” is no longer a paradox but an accepted fact, 

for it has been demonstrated that this is precisely what would happen 

in numerous experiments using jet planes and extremely accurate 

clocks. As Poundstone wrote, “The paradox lies in our mistaken as- 

sumptions about the way the world works rather than in the logic of the 

situation” This paradox ceased to be a paradox the moment we began 

to hold a view that coincided with actual experience. 

It’s easy for us to still feel the twangs of this paradox even after we 

know what we’re doing wrong. This is not unlike the fact that the tiers 

in the café-wall illusion (Figure 1—2) still appear tilted and tapered, even 

after we know the horizontal lines are parallel. 

What I am talking about is understanding. As we begin to better un- 

derstand what we’re actually looking at—whether it’s the flatness of the 

Earth or the constancy of time—we become aware of how our experi- 

ence of things presents contradictions to us. These contradictions result 

from our having made very deep but quiet assumptions about Reality 

that, in fact, have no basis in Reality. 

Once we begin to understand what we're really faced with, we might 

begin to see how many unfounded assumptions form the (incorrect) 

ground of what we believe. 

For example, we understand very well that the Earth isn't flat, so we're 

not going to be sucked into a debate about what the edge of the Earth 

is like. But consider people of the early Middle Ages, many of whom 

believed the Earth was flat like a tabletop. Undoubtedly some of these 

people held heated discussions about what was at the Earth’s edge. Some 
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may have feared there'd have to be a huge waterfall somewhere. “Wouldn't 

the ocean drain off?” they might ask. “There must be some sort of lip there 

that holds the ocean back;’ others would reply. “Maybe there isn’t any edge 

at all” still others might have said. “Maybe it’s ocean forever? Or maybe 

after the ocean, some flat, barren plain stretches on and on.’ 

To us, since we know that the Earth is in fact spherical, all such dis- 

cussion now seems pointless and absurd. 

Yet when it comes to certain ideas we commonly hold, particularly 

those that contain or engender paradox, we are just as much up in the 

air and wildly spinning as people of former Dark Ages. Substitute one 

of our contemporary issues and you'll see how easily we run off on an 

endless chain of wild speculation. 

Instead of discussing what the edge of the Earth is like, how about 

discussing whether or not a two-month-old fetus is a human being? (It’s 

best if you discuss this with someone with a slightly different angle on 

it than yourself.) 

If, as I stated earlier, contradiction is an intrinsic part only of our 

ideas of Reality and not of Reality Itself, then it is precisely through our 

ideas that we fail to understand what is actually going on. 

What I’m suggesting here is that whatever idea we have, we must ex- 

amine it very carefully. And if we do, we'll find it always leads to para- 

dox. Consequently, our ideas never quite explain what is actually going 

on. They do not (and, indeed, cannot) fit with anything we actually ex- 

perience. They only elaborate and reify what we imagine and already 

believe. 

If this is so, then we would do better to focus on what we actually 

do experience rather than on our ideas of what we experience. When 

we do, our problems with paradox and vain speculation simply do not 
arise. 

THe DOUBLE: SEU 

Let's look at some other paradoxes that regularly put us moderns into 
a spin. 
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The wave/particle duality in modern physics is common knowledge 

these days—I even saw a book of short stories titled Light Can Be Both 

Wave and Particle. But what does this mean, that light can be both wave 

and particle? 

J. J. Thomson won a Nobel Prize in 1906 for proving that electrons 

are particles. Thirty-one years later his son, George, won a Nobel Prize 

for proving that electrons are waves. But waves are distinctly different 

phenomena than particles, for waves are spread-out things, while par- 

ticles are point-like things. Yet George Thomson's discovery did not in- 

validate his father’s discovery. They both stand firm today. As Nick 

Herbert put it: 

Whenever it’s being observed, an electron always looks like a par- 

ticle.... In between observations, the same electron spreads out 

like a wave over large regions of space. This alternation of identities 

is typical of all quantum entities and is the major cause of the re- 
: Pr ee ° 5 

ality crisis in physics. 

As Herbert says, it’s not just electrons that behave this way. With the 

help of Louis de Broglie and others, we now know that all particles and 

all waves are a mixture of wave and particle. Says Herbert, “The world 

is made entirely of quons that behave like [an] electron” (“Quon’” is 

Herbert’s generic term for all quantum entities such as protons, elec- 

trons, photons, etc.) 

The question is, of course, how can anything be both wave and par- 

ticle? It’s a paradox: 

(A) Electrons are particles. 

(B) Electrons are waves. 

Either possibility by itself poses no difficulty. But the two options ap- 

pear to be mutually exclusive. It’s not possible for both to be true at 

once, yet they are. It’s a paradox—or, at least, it seems to be. 
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Figure 3-2. The wave interference pattern of light 

Physicist and astronomer Sir Arthur Eddington observed that “no fa- 

miliar conceptions can be woven around the electron.’ Rather, an elec- 

tron is “something unknown, doing we don’t know what?” 

Consider the double slit experiment. Physicist Richard Feynman said, 

in his Lectures on quantum mechanics, that the double slit experiment 

is “a phenomenon which is impossible, absolutely impossible, to ex- 

plain in classical ways [or, I might add, by common sense], and which 

has in it the heart of quantum mechanics. In reality, it contains the only 

mystery...the basic peculiarities of all quantum mechanics” 

This experiment, as Feynman implied, is the archetypal quantum me- 

chanical experiment. It’s carried out by firing a monochromatic (mean- 

ing that all the photons—i.e., light particles—have the same energy) 

beam of light (or electrons, or any other sort of “quon”) through a pair 

of narrow slits. Behind the slits is set up a screen to register the photons. 

Though they are particles when they arrive at the screen, the photons 

accumulate at the screen in a pattern indicating wave interference. This 

pattern appears as several alternating light and dark bands (see Figure 
3-2). The bright bands (appearing as collections of black dots in Figures 
3-2 and 3-3) on the screen are where the light waves coming through 
each slit are in phase with each other (that is, the peaks of some waves 
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Figure 3-3. The diffraction pattern of light is compatible with a particle 

picture. 

line up with the peaks of other waves, and the valleys of some waves 

line up with the valleys of other waves, thus reinforcing each other); the 

dark areas are where the light waves from each slit are out of phase (the 

peaks line up with the valleys and thus cancel each other out). This pat- 

tern is clearly indicative of light as waves. 

If we block one of the slits, however, so that the photons can only 

reach the screen through one slit (see Figure 3—3), the interference pat- 

tern disappears and is replaced by a diffraction pattern. This pattern 

reveals that the photons are randomly deflected as they pass through 

the slit, striking that portion of the screen that is directly in line with 

the slit more often than the outlying areas of the screen. The likelihood 

of a photon striking any given area on the screen drops off in direct pro- 

portion to that area’s distance from the centered line. 

If the intensity of the light is relatively large—i.e., if the number of 

photons passing the slit is large—the illumination at the screen will ap- 

pear uniform. If we cut back on the number of photons hitting the 

screen, however, we can see that the illumination is made up of separate 

points of light. This agrees with our understanding of light as particles. 

So, when we open both slits we have an interference pattern. When 

we open only one slit we have a diffraction pattern. Common sense tells 

us that the wave interference pattern that occurs when both slits are 

open is the result of large numbers of photons streaming through both 
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slits simultaneously. But that isn’t the case. In fact, as mathematician 

and physicist Penrose explains, “each individual photon behaves like a 

wave entirely on its own?” 

To test this, let’s replace our screen with a photographic plate that 

will record each individual photon as it strikes the plate. Then let’s set 

the entire contraption in a room of total darkness and shoot single pho- 

tons—say, one per minute—through the two slits to the photographic 

plate behind. In the next room let’s repeat the experiment, except that 

we'll shoot our individual photons through a single slit. Then let’s go 

away for a week and let the experiment run. 

When we come back and develop our plates, on the plate that 

recorded the photons passing through the single slit we'll find the usual 

diffraction pattern. On the one behind the double slit we'll find the in- 

terference pattern. But in our double slit experiment, we've only been 

shooting a single photon at a time—so what in the world could possibly 

be causing any interference? 

To put it another way, if the photons in the double slit experiment 

were passing singly from the source to the photographic plate, and if 

they each arrive at the plate as a single photon, what was interfering 

with them that, over time, they gradually build up a wave interference 

pattern? 

As it’s commonly put, the individual photons somehow “know” when 

both slits are open. It would seem that the interference is caused by each 

photon interfering with itself when both slits are open. But how can a 

single entity pass through two slits? How can it interfere with itself? 

How can we have two without there being two? 

Let me quote Penrose: 

The reader should pause to consider the import of this extraordi- 

nary fact. It is really not that light sometimes behaves as particles 

and sometimes as waves. It is that each individual particle be- 

haves in a wavelike way entirely on its own; and different alter- 

native possibilities open to a particle can sometimes cancel 

one another out!" 
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Figure 3—4. The slits from the photon’s point of view. How can it make any 

difference to it whether the second slit, some 300 ‘photon-sizes’ away, is 

open or closed? 

To press the point home, we are asked to consider this strange affair 

from the point of view of the photon. Says Penrose, 

On the scale of the photon, if we take its wavelength as a measure 

of its “size,” the second slit is some 300 “photon-sizes” away from 

the first (each slit being about a couple of wavelengths wide), so 

how can the photon “know” when it passes through one of the slits 

whether or not the other slit is actually open? In fact, in principle, 

there is no limit to the distance that the two slits can be from one 

another for this [interference] phenomenon to occur.”” 

Should we think of the photon as somehow splitting and going 

through both slits, but then reuniting before it hits the screen? Physi- 

cists developed an experiment to check this out—and came up with un- 

expected—and paradoxical—results. I’ll quote Penrose again: 

As support for the view that the particle does not partly go through 

one slit and partly through the other, the modified situation may 
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be considered in which a particle detector is placed at one of the 

_ slits or the other. Since when it is observed, a photon—or any other 

particle—always appears as a single whole and not as some frac- 

tion of a whole, it must be the case that our detector detects either 

a whole photon or no photon at all. However, when the detector 

is present at one of the slits, so that an observer can tell which slit 

the photon went through, the wavy interference pattern at the 

screen disappears. In order for the interference to take place, there 

must apparently be a “lack of knowledge” as to which slit the par- 

ticle “actually” went through. 

To get interference, the alternatives must both contribute, 

sometimes “adding”—reinforcing one another...sometimes “sub- 

tracting”—so that alternatives can mysteriously “cancel” one an- 

other out. In fact, according to the rules of quantum mechanics, 

what is happening is even more mysterious than that! Alternatives 

can indeed add (brightest points on the screen); and alternatives 

can indeed subtract (dark points); but they must actually also be 

able to combine together in other strange combinations, such as: 

“alternative A” plus i x “alternative B” 

where “i” is the “square root of minus one” (= V -1).... In fact any 

complex number [i.e., numbers containing the square root of 

negative one] can play such a role in “combining alternatives”! 

...complex numbers are “absolutely fundamental to the struc- 

ture of quantum mechanics.” These numbers are not just mathe- 

matical niceties. They forced themselves on the attentions of 

physicists through persuasive and unexpected experimental 

facts.” 

Part of our confusion in this matter stems from our lack of under- 
standing about the role of consciousness. Detecting a photon (or any- 
thing else, microscopic or macroscopic), whether at the screen or at 
the slit, is to find it “there” and not somewhere else. But before we find 
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it “there,” it makes no sense to speak of it as having a location—for, if it 
doesn’t appear in consciousness, it makes no sense to speak of “it” as 
existing at all. Yet our commonsense view of things is that they remain 
the same—and stay just as much “there” when no one is looking as when 
someone is. 

To further examine the idea that things actually do abide “out there” 
when no one is looking, let’s have a look at Schrédinger’s strange cat. 

A REAL LIVE DEAD CAT? 

Physicist Stephen Hawking once said that whenever he hears of 

Schrédinger’s cat he reaches for his gun. But how could a cat frustrate 

aman so? Schrédinger invented his cat (or, rather, his cat’s situation) as 

a way to elevate to a macroscopic level the “two-not-two” phenomenon 

that lies at the heart of quantum mechanics. (It’s not really necessary 

to rely on Schrédinger’s cat to present us with so strange a situation, 

though. As we shall see, the sort of “strangeness” involved already oc- 

curs in our everyday lives all the time simply as the result of conceptu- 

alization—albeit on a more subtle level, and so we tend not to notice.) 

Now, I will say at the outset that the cat in question is really a cat. I 

mean as we commonly conceive of a cat—that is, as we think of a cat, 

see a cat, hear, feel and smell a cat—that is, as a mind object. Like all 

cats, it’s always either alive or dead. No one has ever experienced a liv- 

ing dead cat, and no one ever will. There is no cat, or anything else, that 

is both alive and dead simultaneously, because, in that we’re dealing 

with a mind object, consciousness simply will not have it that way. 

The problem we have with Schrédinger’s cat is that we believe we’re 

dealing with an actual, objective reality—i.e., a Real Cat, “out there”’— 

and not with a mind object. But the fact is, we never deal with Real Ob- 

jects, “out there,’ but only with mind objects. Hence, as we shall see, 

“live/dead” is not our problem. Our problem is “cat.” 

So, let’s take a look at what Schrédinger and others find so vexing. 

Picture a sealed chamber, so made as to not let any physical influence 

of any kind pass either into or out of its walls. In the chamber we’ve 
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Figure 3—5. Schrédinger’s cat—with a few Penrose modifications 

placed a live cat, a vial of cyanide and a device that can be triggered by 

some random quantum event such as, say, the decay of a radioactive 

atom (this was Schrédinger’s original version). When triggered, this de- 

vice will smash the vial, thus killing the cat. In Penrose’s version, the 

quantum event is the triggering of a photo-cell by a photon. The photon 

is fired inside the chamber to a half silvered mirror, where it faces a 50— 

50 possibility of either being reflected by the mirror to the triggering 

device, thus smashing the vial of cyanide and killing the cat, or being 

transmitted through the mirror and being absorbed by the wall behind, 

thus sparing the cat. 

Okay. We’ve put a live cat in the chamber and sealed it shut. We have 

knowledge of the initial conditions of our quantum system, and the pho- 

ton is sent on its way to the half silvered mirror—and the cat is now ei- 

ther alive or dead. Common sense tells us this is so. But, according to 

quantum mechanics, as in our double slit photon experiment above, 

until someone looks inside the chamber—i.e., until the outcome regis- 
ters in consciousness and the cat is found either alive or dead—the cat 

is both alive and dead at once. 

Why? Why doesn’t it merely mean that the cat is in the chamber ei- 
ther alive or dead, as common sense would have it? 
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For starters, we could say it’s because we’re now dealing with a quan- 
tum system, which means we must use the mathematics of quantum 
theory—i.e., Schrédinger’s wave equation. This dictates that, just as we 
needed the contribution of what seemed to be two mutually exclusive 

alternatives in the double slit experiment, we need both a live cat anda 

dead cat to account for the experimental facts. But, of course, this time 

we're not talking about a single photon going through two slits without 

dividing, but about a cat that is both alive and dead at once. 

Earlier, Penrose invited us to pause and consider the import of the 

extraordinary fact that each individual photon behaves in a wavelike 

way on its own. We are faced with the same situation here, except 

that now our quantum system has incorporated not a mere 

wave/particle, but a live/dead cat. And just as the wave/particle 

evolves in a pattern of superimposed states until we make a measure- 

ment—i.e., detect it—thus collapsing this evolution into a definite out- 

come (a particle at this slit), so too does our poor cat seem to be 

continuing on in an eerie superimposed state of being alive and dead at 

the same time. And the superimposition of these states continues until 

we make a measurement—i.e., open the chamber and look—thus col- 

lapsing the two alternate possibilities into one reality, whereupon we 

find either a single live cat or a single dead one. 

Something seems terribly turned around here. But what? There does- 

n't seem to be anything experientially wrong with the wave equation. 

The quantum theory, including Schrédinger’s wave equation, is the 

most successful theory in all of science. It has performed flawlessly. As 

Penrose put it, 

probably most physicists would maintain that...there is now so 

much experimental evidence in favor of [the deterministic evolu- 

tion of superimposed states, i.e., live/dead cats and wave/particles 

taking two paths at once]—and none against it—that we have no 

right whatever to abandon that type of evolution, even at the scale 

of the cat. If this is accepted, then we seem to be led to a very sub- 

jective view of physical reality."* 
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We’ve become like the Flat-Earther on the shore, noticing for the first 

time how ships actually appear over the horizon. We suddenly realize 

that we've held hidden assumptions about the nature of Reality. We've 

noticed something impossible about them. 

We look for a way to explain what we think we see—but, in the case 

of quantum theory, our “explanation” leaves us more perplexed than 

ever. 

If we do not accept the implications of quantum theory, such as 

live/dead cats, then we're forced to accept paradox as the basis of Real- 

ity, with all the confusion and uncertainty that ensues from such a re- 

jection. 

But if we do accept the implications of quantum theory, isn’t a 

live/dead cat at least as much of a paradox? 

Either way; we seem stumped. 

On a deeper level, however, we will soon see that our problem stems 

from our lack of understanding of the nature of consciousness. Our dif- 

ficulty with Schrédinger’s cat arises from our commonsense view—i.e., 

that we take our objects of consciousness for absolutes. That is, we be- 

lieve there’s really something solid and clearly defined “out there” that 

persists through time. We believe in the solidity and persistence of live 

cats, dead cats, cups and even ideas. 

But actually these things are just concepts, conceived things, 

thoughts. We can just as easily conjure up another kind of thought— 

say, a square circle. Strangely enough, though we can conjure up the 

idea of a square/circle or a live/dead cat, we cannot actually conceive 

what either term refers to. No one has ever witnessed a square/circle 

or a live/dead cat. No one ever will. Square/circles, wave/particles and 

live/dead cats simply cannot form as objects of consciousness. Go 

ahead, try to picture one of these “entities.” 

The point here is that discrete outcomes are not what we truly ex- 

perience or perceive. Rather, discrete outcomes (e.g., particles, live cats, 

dead cats, etc.) are how we package Reality, how we conceive of things. 

These discrete outcomes, however, are not, in themselves, reflective of 

what’s Really going on. 
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When we conceptualize a thing, we commonly overlook the fact that 
we've left something out—namely, the rest of the Universe. It’s not 
quantum theory that forces paradox upon us. Rather, in holding to our 

commonsense view, our situation is like that of a Flat-Earther noticing 

for the first time how ships pass over the horizon. As long as we hold 

to an assumption that bare attention does not bear out, we remain con- 

fused. There’s nothing wrong with what we see; our problem is with 

what we think. 

THE THOMSON LAMP 

Physicist Niels Bohr claimed, “anyone who is not shocked by quantum 

theory has not understood it”’” Einstein apparently understood it; this 

was why he had many doubts about the implications of quantum the- 

ory and always felt the theory was incomplete. I suspect his reserva- 

tions came from a feeling that the world cannot be paradoxical. 

Rather, it must be that we, in some fundamental way, habitually see it 

wrong. 

But it’s not just in the quantum world where things get sticky. Our 

experience of everyday things, if we attend to them carefully, will lead 

us to the same kind of paradoxical questions. 

Let’s take a look at the strange world of the Thomson lamp. 

William Poundstone describes this lamp in Labyrinths of Reason: 

The “Thomson lamp” (after James F. Thomson) looks like any other 

lamp with a toggling on-off switch. Push the switch once and the 

lamp is on. Push it again to turn it off. Push it still another time to 

turn it on again. A supernatural being likes to play with the lamp 

as follows: It turns the lamp on for 1/2 minute, then switches it off 

for 1/4 minute, then switches it on again for 1/8 minute, off for 

1/16 minute, and so on. This familiar infinite series (1/2 + 1/4 + 

1/8 + ...) adds up to unity. So at the end of one minute, the being 

has pushed the switch an infinite number of times. Is the lamp on 

or off at the end of the minute? 
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Now, sure, everyone knows that the lamp is physically impossi- 

_ ble. Mundane physics shouldn’t hamper our imaginations, though. 

The description of the lamp’s operation is as logically precise as it 

can be. It seems indisputable that we have all the necessary infor- 

mation to say if the lamp would be on or off. It seems equally in- 

disputable that the lamp has to be either on or off. 

But to answer the riddle of the Thomson lamp would be pre- 

posterous. It would be tantamount to saying whether the biggest 

whole number is even or odd!!® 

Poundstone takes us into a logistical analysis of this dilemma, which 

ought to be enough to convince anybody that this paradox is indeed 

“genuine” —that is, he makes it quite clear that, since we'll not figure it 

out, this paradox is as “indelible” as any paradox could be. I will not pur- 

sue Poundstone’s trail here, for, just as discussions of what the edge of 

the Earth might be like do not help us find our way out of the Flat- 

Earther’s dilemma, so Poundstone’s analysis of the problem only takes 

us deeper into the paradox. Rather, I want to see if we might be making 

some unfounded assumption in thinking that a lamp—not just the 

Thomson lamp, but any lamp—must be either on or off. 

Poundstone’s observation, that it must be on or off, seems reasonable 

enough. But if we look at this assumption more carefully, it will show 

how we're being misled. 

Bare attention to actual experience shows us that, in fact, the “on” 

state is meaningless without the “off” state, and vice versa: each of the 

two states defines, and is defined by, the other. Each state is thus intrin- 

sic to, and indelibly enmeshed in, its opposite. It is literally impossible 

for either state to exist without the other. Consider this question: Is the 

tree outside my window on or off? The question is meaningless unless 

we conceive of what an “on” tree and an “off” tree are. If we know that 

an “off” tree is a dead tree, then and only then can we determine 

whether the elm outside my window is on (alive) or off (dead). 

This hearkens back to Schrédinger’s cat. It seems absurd to think of 

a lamp as being both on and off, or neither on nor off, at the same time. 
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But what we miss is that being “on” always implies “off” and vice versa. 
When we say “it seems indisputable that the lamp has to be either on 
or off,’ we unwittingly imply the existence of an Absolute state of “On” 
or “Off” This paradox arises from our having posited these absolutes in 
our accounts of experience. If we would attend to bare perception, how- 
ever, wed notice that we do not experience absolutes anywhere—ever. 

To put it another way, the idea that a lamp must be “just on” or “just 
off” without regard to its opposite state is an abstraction we’ve created 
in thought only. It’s a concept, and therefore it’s highly paradoxical. In 
practice—that is, in Reality—no such absolute abstraction appears. 

I do not expect you to be convinced by these arguments. My point is 

simply that bare attention to actual experience shows us that the Real, 

Absolute, state of any lamp is in one sense both on and off—even 

though it’s obvious that if we'd look at (i.e., conceive of) a lamp, it can’t 

be both at once. Yet it must be both at once! Like a wave/particle, this 

is the fundamental “genuine” paradox we encounter with common 

sense. 

Do we have any experience that might suggest that both the on and 

the off state appear together in some sort of superimposed state, which 

is neither on nor off? 

Actually, we do. Whatever can be described as particle-like can also 

be described as wave-like, and all waves are subject to Fourier analysis, 

a powerful mathematical language used to describe wave motion. 

Called a “great mathematical poem” by Lord Rayleigh, the foremost 

British physicist of the day, Fourier analysis was invented by the French 

mathematician Joseph Fourier in 1823. 

Fourier analysis allows us to express any wave—no matter how com- 

plex, no matter what its form, and no matter what its medium—as a 

sum of elemental sine waves. If a pure sine wave of sound, say, were 

being produced by some perfect musical instrument, it would be a 

steady tone unadulterated by tones of other frequencies. But musical 

instruments don’t generally produce pure sine waves, but, rather, sums 

of sine waves—which accounts for why middle C on a piano sounds dif- 

ferent from middle C played on a flute or a guitar. It also accounts for 
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why human voices do not all sound alike. Different objects create dif- 

ferent series of overtones. And it’s these other tones that give each 

sound source its own peculiar signature. 

Today modern electronic music can be produced by a synthesizer. A 

synthesizer can take, say, a piano’s signature and break it down into pure 

sine waves through Fourier analysis. The synthesizer, producing the 

pure sine waves, then recombines them in just the right combinations 

to reproduce the piano’s sound, more or less. (At least that’s the idea. 

In practice, portions of the sine waves get left out, resulting in the some- 

times unconvincing sound of a synthesized piano.) 

The point that concerns us here is that these sine waves, out of which 

all waves are made, are infinite. As Nick Herbert puts it, 

An elementary sine wave is a smooth oscillation that goes on for- 

ever. Yet sums of these smooth endless waves are able to represent 

waves that are not smooth—waves with sharp corners, for in- 
: We 

stance—or waves that are not endless—short pulses, for instance. 

Like light waves that can combine to produce light and dark areas, 

sound waves can interfere with each other in ways that cancel out all 

sound. Thus, before and after the appearance of any sound or the light, 

interfering sine waves, which are infinitely long, must be canceling out 

completely. As Herbert notes, 
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In practice—music synthesis, for example—finite sine waves are 

necessarily used to synthesize instrumental wave forms, but 

strictly speaking each phase wave extends in its direction of mo- 

tion across all space and vibrates eternally at one unchanging fre- 

quency....its technically infinite extent leads to a particular 
18 

paradox. 

This is called Carvello’s paradox. The paradox appears by this rea- 

soning: a certain Dr. Carvello flashes a light in your eyes precisely at 

midnight. Before Carvello turns the light on, however, you put on a spe- 

cial pair of green sunglasses that, as you look in Carvello’s direction, en- 

able you to see the light even before Carvello turns it on. The idea is 

that since the light we see can be analyzed into a multitude of phase 

waves that are infinite in extent, it therefore follows that since these 

waves, being infinite, have always been with us, we should be able to 

detect them when they are filtered out from the light that we otherwise 

see under normal conditions. The reason we normally don’t see a light 

before it’s turned on, of course, is because the phase waves that go into 

making it up have always conspired—at least up until the point where 

the light manifests—to cancel each other out so as to reveal no light. But 

since these phase waves are “there,” even though we don't ordinarily see 

them, it’s just a matter of filtering out a number of them with the sun- 

glasses so as to allow the remaining light through to our eyes. And there- 

fore, with the special sunglasses, when we look in the direction of the 

source, even before the light is turned on, we ought to be able to see it. 

That’s the reasoning—but, of course, in actual experience, this never 

occurs. So why do we never see future events taking place as we look 

out upon the world with various light-filtering devices? 

This paradox defied explanation for physicists until Hendrik Kramers 

and Ralph Kronig were able to demonstrate why such future-revealing 

sunglasses are not possible. It seems that if we made a pair of sunglasses 

that filter out all but a narrow band of frequency, they would indeed 

allow us to see into the future—except that, as Kramers and Kronig dis- 

covered, there is no material that can only filter light. It turns out that 

anything that filters light also disperses light, and it disperses it in just 

such a way so as to make the waves cancel out completely. The filtered 
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light cancels out just as completely with the glasses as the full spectrum 

of sine waves cancels itself out when we do not wear the sunglasses. 

Kramers and Kronig were able to debunk the paradox, but they did 

not debunk the Reality of infinite, superluminal phase waves. They are 

there; we just cannot see them directly. In other words, the “on” state 

and the “off” state of any lamp (or any object at all) are both parts of a 

single state, a single continuum that is broken only by our awareness 

(our consciousness) of “now they conspire to show on,’ and “now they 

conspire to show off? 

And so the question remains: how is it possible to have two without 

there being two? 

Just how this is not only possible but normal is where I want to focus 

our attention—for, whether we’re speaking of a phenomenon that is 

wave/particle or an ontological state that is on/off, we always come up 

against this peculiar paradox. 

This paradox of two that are not two runs through all that we com- 

monly think we know or believe about the world, about Reality. Yet if we 

try to say whether the Real state of something is on or off, or wave or 

particle, then all of our pursuits down that road of commonsense ques- 

tioning will be as vain as any speculations about the edge of the Earth. 

In order to further penetrate this fundamental paradox of two that 

are not two, it might be easier if we first look at some “genuine” para- 

doxes of everyday life. 

THE COMPLEXLTY OF SIMPLICITY 

Consider “simplicity.” The word “simplicity” is defined as: (1) a simple 

state or quality...freedom from intricacy or complexity; (2) absence of 

luxury, elegance...; (3) freedom from affectation, subtlety...; (4) plain- 

ness or naturalness, as of behavior...; (5) lack of sense or reasoning abil- 

ity, foolishness or dullness. 

This is the Webster Collegiate Dictionary’s definition of simplicity. 

We approach most of our objects of consciousness just like this: we 

name them, then define their labels, and then take them in as if they 
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were their labeled definitions. We first invent and then we reify. But 
nowhere in our definitions, as we can see in the definition of “simplicity” 
above, do we find any reference to that other aspect of simplicity. Just 
as “on” completely contrasts with “off, there is an aspect of simplicity 

that is completely contrary to what we think of as simplicity. 

Of course, we all know what simplicity is, and no amount of clever 

manipulation of words can make simplicity out to be something other 

than what we know it to be. We know simplicity when we see it. But the 

thing we have to notice about simplicity is that if we pick it up, every- 

thing that isn’t simplicity comes along with it. We must realize that, 

like either a wave or a particle, or on or off, we cannot simply have one 

aspect of Reality set apart, existing wholly on its own. 

Let me illustrate this. I once spoke at a retreat in which people had 

gathered to examine, among other things, the idea of simplicity—more 

precisely, living the “simple life’ One of the speakers was a woman who 

had spent a number of years living in the countryside in Wisconsin, rais- 

ing a family. Many years ago, she and her husband decided that they 

would go off to the country and live a simple life. By choice they didn’t 

have a phone. They didn’t have electricity. They didn’t have plumbing. 

They raised two children. And they surely led a simple life because, hav- 

ing so limited their activity, they made few demands upon their envi- 

ronment and upon the world. 

Most of us at the retreat probably had a clear sense of what is meant 

by “a simple life.” It meant living unpretentiously, humbly, and effi- 

ciently; above all, it meant being self-sufficient and not tied into or de- 

pendent on some massive, external infrastructure. Yes, we all knew what 

the simple life was, even those of us who didn’t live so “simply.” But as 

we discussed the idea of simplicity, we began to see a great deal of com- 

plexity in it. After all, here were our friends, clearly living a simple life— 

we all recognized that they did—but when it was time to do the dishes, 

they had to have already cut some firewood, which had to have already 

been cured and hauled into the house. They then had to stoke a fire, 

and pump their water from the well, and heat the water on the stove, 

and pour it into a pan, and regulate its temperature by mixing it with 
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more cool water from the well. Then they could do their dishes—after 

adding some homemade soap. 

By contrast, those of us who don't live quite this “simply” load our 

dishes into the dishwasher, add store-bought soap, and push a button. 

Yet we most often think of the lifestyle that includes a dishwasher as 

being the more hectic and complicated one. 

We call the first lifestyle the simple life, the second a rat race. But 

where’s the simplicity? Where’s the complexity? Clearly they are two. 

But if they are two, how are they two? When we go looking for simplic- 

ity we find it laced with complexity, while complexity holds simplicity. 

We can’t single out simplicity as if it were not completely enmeshed 

in complexity, any more than a particle can be parsed from its life as a 

wave. Yet, of course, in both cases, they are clearly and distinctly sepa- 

rated, for how else can we have them as objects and talk about them as 

we do? 

Behind each object of consciousness—each thing or idea we see—is 

a hidden aspect that is intrinsic to what we do see. Behind the simple 

life’s simplicity is its other identity that is complexity, and behind the 

simplicity of merely pushing a button is the hidden complexity of the 

modern world, with its water heaters and plumbing and power lines. 

When we look at anything carefully—any thought or thing we can 

conceive of—we discover that everything appears as two yet not two. If 

you pick up an idea or a physical object, it isn’t that pure, crystalline thing 

you thought was separated out from everything else. Things and ideas 

are just not that way. Bare attention to what is going on bears this out. 

AM | MY BROTHER’S KEEPER? 

Where else do we find two that are not clearly two? Actually, a better 

question might be, where else do we not? In our everyday life—in every 

choice we make or have the chance to make—lies this same paradox. 

It should come as no surprise that the two-not-two paradox is in- 

evitably deeply embedded in ethical issues. 

Life constantly gives us situations where we seem faced with a moral 

choice. We come to the proverbial fork in the road. One leads to heaven, 
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the other to hell. But which is which? Is either what it seems? Does it 
even matter? 

Consider, for example, one of the great moral dilemmas of all time: 

the question Cain asked of God. After Cain killed his brother, we are 

told, God went to him and asked, “Where is your brother Abel?” Cain 

replied, “I do not know. Am I my brother's keeper?” 

Cain’s is a very troubling question. Indeed, most who’ve grappled 

with it conclude that it has no resolution. Yet it seems imperative that 

it be resolved. As one modern theologian put it, “We must say yes, even 

though it is not morally satisfying” 

It is not morally satisfying because, as soon as we give such a re- 

sponse, we are immediately thrown into an unending sea of questions: 

Do I own him, then? Should I control him? Am I responsible for his 

welfare? For his thoughts or actions? If so, what are the limits of my re- 

sponsibility? 

On the other hand, if we say “no,” we’re just as quickly thrown into 

another sea of questions: Are we to stand by while others are being 

harmed, even if we have the wherewithal to intervene? What if those 

people are our children? If we are not our brother’s keeper, why do we 

sometimes feel pain when we observe others in pain or distress? If our 

responsibility extends no further than our own skins, then why do we 

feel it wrong to lie to others, or steal from them, or kill them? Isn’t our 

own well-being inextricably linked with that of others? Are we not 

threatened when others are threatened, repressed or marginalized? 

Once we attempt to answer this great question with a “yes” or a “no,’ 

we're soon, as John Milton wrote, “in wand’ring mazes lost.’ 

We must resolve this dilemma, yet the more deeply we probe into it, 

the more confused we become. 

THE BIZARRE MUNDANE WORLD 

My Zen teacher gave me the name 3:8 (Tokan), which means, as he 

told me, “breaking through barrier into peace and understanding.’ When 

he lay dying of cancer, I wrote a little verse to express my gratitude to 

him. I wanted to say something of what I had learned from him, and 
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though what I had learned gave me the background to write this book, 

what I really had to say to him could never amount to much in the end. 

I was able to reduce it to these two lines: 

Say “barrier” and two appears. 

See “barrier” and two cannot be found. 

The longer we study our objects of consciousness, the stranger they 

become. Their boundaries become less clear as we gather more infor- 

mation about them. With more and more detail, the objects of discrim- 

inating consciousness reveal less and less of their own being. 

For example, time, as the title of a book on my shelf states, is a “fa- 

miliar stranger.’ Though it is a common experience shared by nearly 

everyone, the more we focus on just what time is, the stranger it be- 

comes. 

If we say “barrier,’ or if we think “barrier”—and this is what we ordi- 

narily think, what we ordinarily see—we see multiplicity. And the first 

thing we assume is: “I’m here.’ And immediately we must also assume 

that “everything else is out there’ 

If we say “barrier,’ if we think “barrier, if we see “barrier” in this or- 

dinary way (which is not True seeing but, rather, mundane conceptual- 

izing), then we see a world divided up. To see in this ordinary way is to 

see Others as apart from “me.” The world we commonly see ourselves 

living in is a world of barriers, a world of multiplicity. 

But what is the barrier that divides us and yields all this multiplicity? 

If we are Really situated off from each other, how? 

If we attend to the barriers—which must be there if there is to be 

multiplicity—and actually see what we’ve tacitly assumed were barriers, 

then we'd notice a very profound paradox indeed: we can't find two! 

This has already been demonstrated with wave/particles, with onto- 

logical states such as on/off and live/dead, with concepts such as sim- 

plicity/complexity, and with ethical questions such as whether or not 

we are our brother’s keeper. But how can this state of two-which-is-not- 
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two be true of ordinary physical objects, such as stones and coffee cups 
and people? 

Lao Tzu wrote in the Tao Te Ching: 

What is a vessel? If you take clay and shape it into a vessel, the 

function of the clay lies in the space that is absent of clay.” 

Or, as a friend of mine once observed, “We all long to know the essence 

of things, yet we can only know what things are in their function” 

If we look at Lao Tzu’s image of the vessel and the clay, we might well 

ask, “What is the vessel?” Our commonsense view might have us say 

“clay,’ as if saying what it’s made of accounts for it. But with such an ex- 

planation, clay becomes separated out and divided off from all that is 

not clay. This is not a perception of Reality but a concept, an idea of 

what is Real. And so, though we may believe “the vessel is clay,’ and may 

say so with full conviction (as though such an explanation were enough 

to account for things), it’s still insufficient. For what is this vessel if it 

isn’t also its function? If the vessel in question were, say, a cup, how 

could it be such if we exclude its function? And the function that is the 

cup is not merely in the clay but requires also the ambient space that is 

devoid of clay. 

There seems to be a twoness here: a vessel, that is clay; and a vessel 

that is function. (Consider that, for example, the same function, which 

we still call “cup,” also occurs in spaces that surround other objects 

made of plastic or paper.) And so we ask, “Well, what is this vessel, Re- 

ally? What is the essence of this thing that we call ‘cup’?” 

We feel this question because we deeply want to know what things 

are in their essence—yet all we seem to be able to know is what things 

are in their component parts and their functions. In fact, apart from 

their functions, relationships and components, we do not seem to know 

what things are at all. 

We are so used to thinking of things only in terms of their functions, 

components and relationships that we become all but blind to them. 
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We become so habituated to our concepts, and we assume those con- 

cepts so quickly and automatically and repeatedly, that we ignore the 

Reality that we’ve packaged as “cup.” 

We make ourselves coffee, and, somewhat blindly, while having a 

conversation, we reach into the cupboard and pull out a cup, almost ig- 

noring it. We do this because, after all, “it’s just a cup.’ 

But is it, in fact, “just a cup”? Bare and careful attention to what the 

cup actually is yields quite a different answer. Thich Nhat Hanh speaks 

of it like this: if you really see what you're calling “cup,’ you must see the 

sun as well. For many eons the sun has supplied the Earth with energy, 

and it has helped to evaporate water into the atmosphere. The water 

has then condensed to form clouds, and, for many eons, rain has fallen 

on the Earth. You have to understand this if you truly see this cup, be- 

cause over many eons of time, under the sun and with the rain, vegeta- 

tion began to creep out upon the land, and mosses and lichens began 

to create soils, until eventually trees appeared. These trees get their 

nourishment from the air and the sun and the rain and the soil. And, 

being so nourished, the trees grew and produced wood. 

And there was the person who thought to take some clay, and work- 

ing with it a while, learned to shape it into many useful forms. And 

someone made a spinning potter’s wheel and shaped the clay into “this 

cup.’ All of this thinking, all this ingenuity and activity, all of this is the 

“cup”—for we can’t separate all this from what we call “the cup’ 

And someone fashioned an axe and took wood from the tree, and 

split the wood and dried it in the sun. And someone built a fire. Even- 

tually someone thought of making an oven and baking the clay. All of 

this goes into our cup, too. 

All of this is “cup” and must be included if we are to understand the 

Real Cup. The cup’s identity is not just with itself; it is as much with 

everything that it isn’t—with “other,’ with “not-self?” 

And where does this “other” end? It doesn’t, because if we think 

about the sun, and the rain, and the many ways everything’s connected, 

and if we think of the life that is dependent on the sun and on the rain, 

and the turning of the Earth, and all the stars (which are necessary, as 
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we shall see, to define a “turning Earth”), and the whole cosmos, which 

is made up of stars and countless galaxies of stars—if we think of all this 

we can see that there is no end to “other,” until the whole universe is 

taken in. The whole universe, everything and every thought, flows right 

into this cup. That is “cup.” 

So what we call a “cup” is, in a sense, the whole universe. It’s every- 

thing, every thought, everywhere and everywhen. We can see this. We 

can experience this. We can know this directly. 

But notice—once we've got everything taken in, like cosmologists 

who note that the total mass-energy of the universe sums to zero, we've 

got nothing at all. Nothing’s being separated out. Nothing’s being de- 

fined by consciousness. 

Our commonsense, conceptual view of things is that they are sepa- 

rate from one another. Our mistake is that we take these relative, con- 

ceptual things for Absolute. 

Let’s consider your nose as an example. We commonly believe that a 

nose is a nose is a nose...and that’s all there is to it. Its essence is forever 

noseness. Indeed, we might ask whether anyone can be so foolish as to 

believe otherwise. 

But this is Absolute Nose. There’s no such “Nose” anywhere in our 

experience of the world, existing separately, Absolutely and eternally. 

There is no such Absolute “Clay Vessel” either, or “You” or “Me” in ac- 

tual experience. Bare attention to actual experience, prior to our con- 

ceptualizing, bears this out. 

The nose you actually experience is a relative nose through and 

through. This nose requires, as an integral part of its very identity, 

everything it is not for us to experience it. 

We simply cannot experience Absolute Nose, Absolute Cup, Ab- 

solute Anything. Yet Absolutes are what we commonly believe we find 

before us. We construct mind objects in the form of concepts, which 

we then unwittingly take to be Absolutely Real. 

But we don’t actually experience Absolute Things, because every- 

thing we experience is defined and implied by other things. A nose is 

defined by its location in space, the spaces and objects around it (eyes, 
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cheek-bones, mouth, etc.), the light that illumines it, biology, geology, 

etc. Even events of history must be drawn into the framing of “this nose.’ 

And so it goes with a clay vessel, with “simplicity,” with a photon, and 

with any object of consciousness conceived—including you. 

THE INCOMPLETE LAW OF IDENTITY 

So what does all this mean? It means that we commonly miss the hid- 

den, dark aspects of our objects of consciousness. But they are always 

there. And they are there not as mere adjuncts to our objects but as in- 

tegral parts of our objects themselves. They are intimate parts of our 

objects’ very identity. 

In other words, the law of identity is incomplete. In saying that a 

thing is what it is, we omit the obvious observation that a thing receives 

its identity as much from what it is not as it does from what it is. 

As a result of missing the obvious, we make a lot of trouble for our- 

selves. When we unwittingly go only for the bright aspect of something, 

the dark, hidden aspect can sneak in and override (or at least under- 

mine) the experience. 

We tend to not notice, for example, that in pursuing security we make 

ourselves insecure. Or when we go for knowledge with a small k, we be- 

come more confused. Or when we look for substance, either in thoughts 

or things, we find nothing substantial. If we examine multiplicity we 

find Oneness. 

But most of us don’t go far enough to see the Oneness that backs mul- 

tiplicity. Others do go far enough, but then get stuck in it, touting, “One- 

ness, Oneness, Oneness,’ denying the obvious multiplicity, the dark or 

reverse aspect of Oneness. 

When we draw a concave line, we draw a convex one as well. And so, 

which is it? We say, “It depends.’ Of course, but what is it in Reality? 

Let’s take another look at the ambiguous figure we examined in 

Chapter 1 (see Figure 3—7). The outside of a soup can presents us with 

a convex shape. Do you see a convex shape in this figure? Or do you see 

a concave shape? Or do you actually see both a concave and a convex 
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Figure 3—7. An ambiguous figure 

shape? Is it possible that you see neither a concave nor a convex shape? 

After all, there’s no actual curving surface here, but only this flat sheet 

of paper with certain markings on it. 

We cannot say this figure is convex, for it’s just as much concave; nor 

can we Say it’s concave for the same reason; nor is it both convex and 

concave—how can we have such a thing as that? Nor can we say our 

object is neither concave nor convex, for clearly concave and convex 

are there. What’s going on here? What is this object, Really? Doesn't it 

have to be either concave or convex, or both, or neither? 

This is a little strange, yet most of us are not likely to be emotionally 

jerked around by it. It’s not enough to make us really feel the paradox— 

so let’s step it up a little. 

We're usually not perplexed while contemplating our baby picture, 

either. But if you were asked the question, “Is that you in that photo?” 

you might respond without difficulty, “Yes, that’s me.’ Yet anyone can 

see that that’s ridiculous, for you are a grown person and that’s just a 

little baby in the picture. So should we conclude that it’s not you? If it 

isn't you, then who is it? We might think, “Well, no, it’s both me and it 

isn’t me!” But how can that be? It’s both you and not you? So then we 

may say, “Well then, it’s neither me nor not me.’ But then, what are we 
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talking about? Isn’t there something, some object “out there,’ that got 

us started on this? 

Nagarjuna, a brilliant Buddhist philosopher of the second century C. E., 

takes us through all these possibilities in many situations and shows us 

repeatedly that any object of consciousness—and this would include 

things like simplicity, electrons, lamps and coffee cups, as well as the 

subject in your baby picture—is never found to be (a) what it is, (b) what 

it is not, (c) both what it is and what it is not, or (d) neither what it is 

nor what it is not. All four of these possible ways of explaining experi- 

ence do not stand up under scrutiny. 

But then, what’s going on? How do we explain experience, for obvi- 

ously something’s going on. What is it that forces this paradox, this 

“tetralemma,’ upon us? 

If we can clearly see this paradox we can go through it. But first we 

must see that everything—every thought, every object, every idea that 

has some shape or form or definition that sets it off from other things— 

is like this. If we look at anything carefully, it reduces either to a paradox 

or to a tautology. 

Such ontological problems are so serious that a Notre Dame confer- 

ence convened in October 1987 to discuss the “Philosophical Lessons 

from Quantum Theory.’ A number of papers from that conference were 

collected and published in a volume titled Philosophical Consequences 

of Quantum Theory as an attempt 

to fashion an explanatory discourse with a view to producing an 

understandable view of our world. The ultimate goal is to con- 

struct a framework that is empirically adequate, that explains the 

outcomes of observations, and that finally produces in us a sense 

of understanding how the world can be the way it is.” 

How can the world be the way it is? We need to understand our 

world. And our current lack of understanding is not limited to the quan- 

tum world. We need basic understanding desperately in all spheres of 

our lives, for when we look out upon the human world—whether polit- 
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ically, economically, morally, socially, spiritually, philosophically, eco- 

logically or scientifically—confusion is most apparent. Clearly, nobody 

seems to know exactly what is going on. We need basic understanding 

to put our minds at ease, to know how to conduct our lives in a manner 

that fits, rather than defies, Reality. Yet we cannot comprehend how the 

world can be so strange. 

With careful attention, however, we might find that it’s really not 

quite so strange after all. Instead, we might find that we suffer all this 

confusion simply because we have not yet learned to pay attention to 

what we can see directly. 

We've looked at our common object—a “cup’—the way Lao Tzu sees 

it. We’ve also seen the cup the way Thich Nhat Hanh sees it. We can 

even see the cup the way Schrodinger would have us see it (if we picture 

our cup as being in the chamber with the potential of being smashed 

like the vial). In the next chapter, we'll look at a common cup the way 

Nagarjuna sees it. And if we attend carefully, we'll go beyond Roger Pen- 

rose’s observation that complex numbers are needed to account for 

quantum objects. We'll see that they are just as necessary to account for 

our most “ordinary” objects as well. 



four 

( CERTITUDE) 

We used to think that if we knew one, we knew 

two, because one and one are two. We are find- 

ing that we must learn a great deal more about 

‘and.’ 

—SIR ARTHUR EDDINGTON 

The greatest disorder of the mind is to let will 

direct belief. 

—LOUIS PASTEUR 

The foolish reject what they see, 

not what they think; 

the wise reject what they think, 

not what they see. 

—HUANG PO 
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THE SCIENCE OF RELIGION 

Science has always seemed to be about knowing, but in common prac- 
tice merely sits upon belief. 

Religion has always seemed, superficially, to be about believing. But 
any religion, for it to be in accordance with Reality, must actually sit 
upon Certain Knowledge. 

Religion, contrary to what we commonly believe, and despite the 
myriad beliefs that have accumulated and become encrusted upon its 
name, cannot rest upon any belief whatsoever. Religion, if it is to be 

about Truth, cannot at base be about belief. It must instead offer deep, 

direct insight into the nature of Truth. 

The word “religion” is rooted in the Latin religare, which means “to 

bind again.” Religio is about binding with, or yoking together with, or 

reuniting with Truth or Reality. 

Religion with a capital R thus invites and encourages us to see, to 

know Truth. Yet since belief, which inevitably grasps at mind objects, 

does not lead us to Truth, but to contradictions and paradox, then per- 

haps the correct function of Religion ought not to be supplying us with 

ever more beliefs. Instead, if Religion were to truly function according 

to its name—religio—it would have us let go of all our cherished beliefs, 

beyond any practicality they may temporarily or provisionally hold for 

us. Religion must be dedicated to the pursuit of Truth, Knowledge, and 

Certitude at literally all costs—particularly the cost of belief. 

Religion cannot rest upon belief if it is to be True. And if it is not or 

cannot be True, why bother with it? 

Regarding Religion, then, we’re generally focused on the wrong stuff. 

Joseph Campbell once noted that religion short circuits the religious 

experience by putting it into concepts. Thus, tragically, in the name of 

religion, we miss what can be seen directly, if only we'd learn to look. As 

my Zen teacher used to say, “Under the beautiful flag of religion we 

fight” 
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THE TETRALEMMA OF NAGARJUNA 

In The Emperor’s New Mind, Roger Penrose asks how we are to decide 

upon axioms or rules of procedure when trying to set up a formal sys- 

tem. He notes that our guide must always be our intuitive understanding 

of what is “self-evidently true” But the question of what is self-evident 

is a touchy, difficult, and serious one. As we have seen, what is self-evi- 

dent to common sense is often not what is self-evident to bare attention. 

With bare attention we find we must include the what (or “what is 

it?”) aspect of Reality, which common sense overlooks. We actually ex- 

perience what as well as this, and so cannot legitimately reject what, or 

ignore it, or pretend it isn’t present. 

Most of us live out our lives with little awareness of the blatant con- 

tradictions that abound within our “knowledge” and beliefs (i.e., our 

concepts). Because we omit the what aspect, we make absolutes out of 

what would otherwise be understood as relative. Then we reify our con- 

cepts and sink ever deeper into contradictions. 

We're so good at doing this that we rarely notice our mistake. We'd 

be better off just starting over and, with a concentrated effort, slowly 

and patiently scrutinizing our objects as they present themselves to us, 

rather than intellectualizing about how we’ve gotten it all wrong. This 

starting over is what we'll do in this chapter. 

If we attend carefully, there seem to be only four possible ways to 

account for (i.e., conceptualize) objects of consciousness (i.e., experi- 

ence). This is so whether our objects are exotic ones, such as photons, 

or pure mental objects such as the idea of simplicity, or common phys- 

ical objects such as cups. These four ways form the four horns of Na- 

garjuna’s tetralemma,” which, as we saw earlier, can be simply stated 

as follows: either (1) objects are themselves, or (2) they are not them- 

selves, or (3) they are both themselves and not themselves, or (4) they 

are neither themselves nor not themselves. As we also saw, none of 

these four options explains or accounts for experience—yet experience 

remains. 
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We are now about to enter the world of direct experience. It’s a world 

that common sense normally never allows us to venture into. It’s a world 

of thoroughgoing relationship—and nothing but. 

There’s a crossover point from thinking of an object as Real and Ab- 

solute (i.e., that there really is an objective thing “out there”) to actually 

seeing thoroughgoing interrelationship as Reality. Until we see thor- 

oughgoing interrelationship as Reality, our mind stays locked in con- 

cepts and stuck in paradoxes. But when we see interrelationship as 

Reality, the mind is not so locked in concepts, and so doesn’t get bogged 

down in confusion when called on to answer a simple question such as, 

“Is that you in your baby picture?” When Reality is not sought in mind 

objects that we imagine persist from moment to moment, but is seen 

in dynamic relativity, paradoxes no longer occur at all. The world no 

longer appears contradictory, and Certitude is realized. 

SCRUTINIZING AN OBJECT 

How do we account for the objects in our mind? 

Let’s take an object. This can be any entity that we “perceive” (con- 

ceive, actually) as existing apart from ourselves and other things—as a 

single, separate entity unto itself. 

It could be any idea or thing. But to keep it simple, let’s use a common 

everyday object that we unquestioningly take as being “out there.” Let’s 

say it’s a plain porcelain coffee cup. 

Of the four ways we might attempt to explain our experience of ob- 

jects, the first one is our commonsense view of things. It’s the straight- 

forward assertion that all things, like this cup, are what they 

are—separate, real things situated “out there.’ They account for them- 

selves, and they are self-defined. 

Actually, this is more than just our commonsense view of things. It’s 

also Aristotle’s law of identity (“A is A”). The law of identity is one of the 

three “laws of thought,’ which were considered for centuries to be the 

foundation upon which all logical thought rested. The law of identity, 



102 WHY THE WORLD DOESN’T SEEM TO MAKE SENSE 

however, has gone into disuse in recent times—not because it’s no 

longer widely held to be true, but because of its apparent indubitable 

truth. In modern times the law of identity has been seen as a tautology, 

so obviously true as to be utterly vacuous and useless. Today it sits on 

logic’s uppermost shelf, nicely out of-anyone’s easy reach. Few people 

ever bother to take it out, dust it off, and examine it. 

But when we do examine the law of identity carefully, as we did in 

the previous chapter (courtesy of Schrédinger’s cat, Lao Tzu, and Thich 

Nhat Hanh), we find that it’s incomplete. As a theory, it does not fully 

account for all that goes on in direct experience. 

We will see exactly why shortly. Meanwhile, to help us better under- 

stand, it will be useful to express the law of identity in mathematical 

terms. (This will not involve anything beyond the number 1 and simple 

arithmetic.) 

When an object appears in the mind, we conceive it as a solitary thing 

unto itself. Therefore we might express this mind object, this “thing 

unto itself,’ as the number 1. A mind object, no matter what it appears 

to be—a feeling, thought, or thing—always appears in the mind as a 

“one, a whole unto itself, separate from other feelings, thoughts, and 

things. It’s a concept, a nugget, a unit—a singular thing of which we 

think and say, “I mean this and not that.’ It could be a cup, a banana 

squash, a galaxy, the idea of simplicity, or a vague pain in your knee. It 

could also be a photon particle, a drop of water, a bay, a lake, a live cat, 

a dead cat, or the idea of a live/dead cat. Each such object of conscious- 

ness is always experienced as a complete and singular entity. 

Our commonsense idea, then—the law of identity—can be expressed 

as 1 = 1, meaning, “1 is identical to 1” In other words, our singular ob- 

ject, as it asserts itself in the mind, is what it is. 

Thus, according to common sense, if our singular object were, say, a 

bunch of bananas, then when this object is asserted in the mind—as in, 

“Here are (+) bananas (1),’—the assertion of the object can be expressed 

as +1. If, on the other hand, we deny our object, as in “There are no (-) 

bananas (1),’ the denial of our object can be expressed as —1. Negative 

one indicates a specific lack of a particular object—in this case, a bunch 
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Figure 4—1. Proposition 1: “A thing is what it is.” 

of bananas. Or, to put it another way, —1 affirms both the specific object 

(bananas, or 1) and the lack of that object (—, or —1).‘ 

Intriguingly, however, denying a mind object automatically also as- 

serts that object. Try to conjure up the negation of a mind object. It 

can't be done. When you think of the negation of an object—“no ba- 

nanas”—the object, bananas, immediately comes to mind. 

In dealing with mind objects, then, what —1 actually refers to is not 

a lack of the object of consciousness, but what the object is not. It 

refers to what remains of the Universe after our object has been taken 

into account. Negative one is the sum total of what our object is not, 

and it necessarily appears with, and in contrast to, our object. 

In attempting to account for our mind object in mathematical terms, 

then, Proposition 1 (our commonsense view) gives us the first horn of Na- 

garjuna’s tetralemma. It can be stated simply as “a thing is what it is,’ or: 

A thing (1) is (+) what it (1) is (+); 

or, a thing (1), in asserting itself (+1) in the mind, 

appears to substantiate itself (+1); 

or, a thing (1), as itself (1), is equivalent to itself (1); 

Ofpdy + bls 
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Proposition 1, therefore, can be simply expressed as +1. The object 

(1) is the positive assertion of a thing as itself (+1)—our commonsense 

view. 

As logical and. as commonsensical as Proposition 1 may seem at first, 

Nagarjuna denies it as an explanation of experience—and he’s right. 

Things that are merely themselves—i.e., things that are self-caused, self- 

defined, and self-identical—are not found in actual experience. In actual 

experience, no thing is ever manifested apart from “other”—that is, 

apart from what it is not, or without its background. As we saw in the 

previous chapter, a thing is not merely what it is but also not what it 

is not. All things receive their identity as much from what they are not 

as from what they are. 

If things did receive their identity in the manner we commonly as- 

sume (i.e., merely from themselves, or merely according to their positive 

assertion), then all things would stand on their own with no need of any 

“other”; they would be permanent, unchanging, Absolute, and totally 

separate. 

A corollary of Proposition 1 is that things persist through time; but 

close attention to actual experience reveals that there is no thing that 

persists in a single unchanging state, and that nothing is truly perma- 

nent. 

On what grounds, then, can we justify denying what we directly per- 

ceive and upholding what we merely believe or conceive? Roger Penrose 

asks, “How can one be ‘wrong’ about what one actually perceives? 

Surely, one’s actual perceptions are just the things of which one is di- 

rectly aware, by definition; and so one cannot be ‘wrong’ about it”’ He’s 

quite right. We can’t be wrong in our perceptions. We can, however, be 

wrong in our conceptions, in what we believe or imagine or reify. 

The most profound of all commonsense mistakes is to take con- 

ception for perception. It’s concept, not percept, that doesn’t match 

Reality, and that opens the door for paradox and confusion. 

Most people believe in Proposition 1, for it seems to most of us to 

be a simple and obvious description of direct experience. But, in fact, 

Proposition 1 is contradictory and irrational; it asks us to believe what 
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we've made up (what we've conceived) and to ignore what stares us in 
the face (what we actually perceive). 

Jeremy Campbell, in The Improbable Machine, says, “The mind leans 

over backward to transform a mad world into a sensible one, and the 

process is so natural and easy we hardly notice that it is taking place” 

In a similar fashion, the mind leans over backward to transform an ob- 

jectless world into a world of things and ideas. Through the functioning 

of consciousness, it turns a perceived world into a world of concepts. 

As Campbell notes, by “construing the outlandish as normal, we weaken 

our capacity to learn from experience” 

Proposition 1, then, is not a full report on experience. It’s an incom- 

plete description at best. 

Since we must deny Proposition 1, that a thing is what it is, we might 

want to turn to some other idea, some other way of explaining how we 

experience things. A likely first move from our commonsense explana- 

tion is to simply negate it and state the opposite of what, until just a 

moment ago, had seemed most obvious. This brings us to Proposition 

2, the second horn of Nagarjuna’s tetralemma. 

Proposition 2 states that “all things are what they are not.’ Put an- 

other way, our objects of consciousness do not account for themselves, 

but are other-caused and other-defined. In short, all things receive their 

identities from other things, from what they are not, from what is “not 

self” This view, the antithesis of the law of identity, is decidedly not a 

view of common sense. 

Figure 4—2. Proposition 2: “A thing is what it is not.’ 
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This proposition can also be given mathematical expression in this 

way: 

A thing (1) is (+) what it (1) is not (—); 

or, a thing (1), in being defined by other (—1) in the mind, 

appears only as the negative of itself (—1); 

or, a thing (1), as the negation of itself (—1), 

is equivalent to what it is not (—1); 

or, 1 x —] =-1. 

This proposition suggests that, since +1 didn’t work, —1 can account 

for the object of consciousness. 

In other words, a thing (1), in being what it isn’t, is —1. Proposition 

2, therefore, can be simply expressed as —1, the negative assertion of 

the thing as itself. This is the antithesis of our commonsense view. 

Not surprisingly, Nagarjuna denies this proposition as well. Things 

that are not themselves—things that are other-caused, other-defined 

and other-identical—receive their identity from what they are not. But 

we never actually experience such things. No thing is ever experienced 

as what it isn’t. No cup is ever defined as “not a cup”; indeed, no object 

that is by definition not itself can be held by the mind. Consciousness 

simply does not allow it. We do not (and cannot) experience a cup as a 

mind object by virtue of it not being a cup. Proposition 2 clearly is not 

borne out by experience. 

Since Propositions 1 and 2 each fail to account for our experience, 

and since each contains grounds for the other's denial, we may attempt 

to resort to yet a third way to explain our objects of consciousness. 

Proposition 3, forming the third horn of Nagarjuna’s tetralemma, is ar- 

rived at by accepting both Proposition 1 and Proposition 2. It states 

that “all things are both what they are and what they are not.” In Propo- 

sition 3, all things are seen to be both self- and other-caused, as well as 
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Figure 4—3. Proposition 3: “A thing is both what it is and what it is not” 

self- and other-defined. In short, all things receive their identity both 
from self (i.e., “not-other”) and other (i.e., “not-self”). 

Once again, we can put Proposition 3 into mathematical terms: 

A thing (1) is (+) both what it (1) is (+) and (+) what it (1) is not (-); 

or, Proposition 1 + Proposition 2 

or, (+1) + (-1) =0 

Thus Proposition 3 states that 1 — 1 can account for the object of 

consciousness. 

But a thing (1), in being both what it is (+1) and what it is not (—1), 

amounts to zero. In other words, under these circumstances, no mind 

object is experienced at all. 

As both the picture and the math above suggest, if we add these first 

two propositions together, the “thing” in question cannot be distin- 

guished from its ground, nor can any identity of self or other be found. 

We lose our object of consciousness altogether. 

With this “explanation,” all experience would shut down, and all of 

space/time would be undifferentiated and unmoving. Since nothing 

could be discerned, it would mean that consciousness itself would have 

winked out. 
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Proposition 3 is thus clearly not found in direct experience. To say 

that things both are and are not is to say nothing at all. It’s an “explana- 

tion” without meaning. 

So what if we turn Proposition 3 inside out? This would bring us to 

the final horn of the tetralemma, Proposition 4. Here, in a feeble and 

last-ditch attempt to account for experience, we assert that “all things 

are neither what they are nor what they are not.” This proposition ar- 

gues that all things are without ground or cause—they are undefined. 

In short, Proposition 4 is that all things have no identity at all. 

Again we can use a mathematical expression: 

A thing (1) is neither (—) what it (1) is (+) nor (—) what it (1) is not (—); 

or, the negation of Proposition 1 + the negation of Proposition 2 

or, in effect, Proposition 2 + Proposition 1 

or, (-1) + (+1) =0 

Thus Proposition 4 asserts that —1 + 1 accounts for our objects of 

consciousness. In other words, Proposition 4 can also be expressed as 

the number 0. No object at all can be accounted for under its terms. 

Figure 4—4, Proposition 4 “A thing is neither what it is nor what it is not” 
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This proposition is also denied, for things that are neither themselves 
nor not themselves—things devoid of any identity or definition—are, 
once again, clearly not found in experience. 

THE POINT OF DEPARTURE 

None of these four propositions accounts for how we actually experi- 
ence things. Nagarjuna, therefore, denies all four of these “explanations” 
despite the fact that, to our conceptualizing mind, there seem to be no 
other options. 

Figure 4—5. Nagarjuna denies all four “explanations.” 

If we can't account for what’s going on through these four proposi- 

tions, then experience must not be accountable at all—or so it would 

seem. 

Nevertheless, we do experience something—even though, as Huai- 

jang observed, to call it “something” doesn’t hit the mark (see page 13). 

Is there anywhere at all to go from here, other than frustration and 

despair? 

Yes, there is. But it doesn’t involve an explanation. It involves just see- 

ing what’s going on. 
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Let’s look at our commonsense view (Proposition 1) once again. Here 

we do conceive an object. The object, according to this view, seems to 

imply itself as though it were Absolute. We can represent this mathemat- 

ically as +1. But, as we have already noted, our sense of a thing is not 

merely that it is what it is, but also that it is not what it is not. This is the 

negation of Proposition 2, or the — of —1 (i.e., -1 x —1), which equals 7 

So when we conceive an object—a thing or an idea—it doesn’t merely 

sit there implying itself in the mind, as in 1 x 1 = 1. It’s also being im- 

plied by what it is not. In other words, +1 is implied in the mind by an 

object’s assertion of itself, +(+1), and by the denial of its negation, — (—1), 

which is again, +1. 

We know that 1 x 1 = 1, or 1’ = 1 (pronounced “one squared equals 

one”). We also know that (—1)(—1) = (-1) =1. The square roots of 1 (V1) 

are thus both +1 and —1. This is just what we saw with our object. Its 

roots, and indeed its appearance, are found in both the positive and the 

negative assertion of itself. 

The question that concerns us here, then, is what, in asserting itself 

in the mind, yields the negative root of our object (1)? In other words, 

what, when multiplied by itself, yields —1? What is the square root of 

“tiie? 

The number mathematicians have assigned to this component of Reality 

is called i for “imaginary.” But what is this i, this “imaginary” value that 

forces itself upon us in accounting for our experience of mind objects? 

Mathematicians first came upon this number when factoring quad- 

ratic equations (i.e., equations with squares—for example, a =b). They 

found that certain quadratic equations had no “real” roots; the only so- 

lutions involved the square roots of negative numbers. 

At first, mathematicians called the square roots of negative numbers 

“imaginary” because they didn’t seem to fit with any of the “real” num- 

bers—or, for that matter, with any conceivable reality at all. When all 

the real numbers were strung out in a continuum running from negative 

infinity through zero and on to positive infinity, the number i would 

not fall on that line. It didn’t seem to be a “real” number at all. 

Though mathematicians could not directly conceive of what these 

“imaginary” numbers were, they were nevertheless able to work with 
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them. By definition, they did have quite definite, conceivable properties 
of relationship. For example, by definition, i x i = —1. It seemed, for a 
time at least, that imaginary and “complex numbers”” (i.e., numbers 
made of both real and imaginary components, which I’ll simply express 
in the form r + i), though curious and entertaining, were no more than 
phantasmic inventions of the human mind. No one suspected, at first, 

that they had any relevance to the real world. 

When mathematicians discovered that there was sometimes no way 
to arrive at real-number solutions to certain cubic equations without 
resorting to the use of complex numbers, they began to take imaginary 

numbers seriously—though they continued to think of these numbers 

as strange or inexplicable. 

Eventually mathematicians, in particular Jean Robert Argand, 

showed that complex numbers could be arrayed as points in a plane, 

called the “Argand,’ or “complex plane,’ which is formed by the two axes 

of “real” and “imaginary” numbers set at 90° to each other and inter- 

secting at zero (see Figure 5—2 on page 132). 

After that, imaginary numbers were no longer thought of as imagi- 

nary (though the term has been retained for historical purposes). In 

fact, we now know that, far from being imaginary, imaginary numbers 

appear everywhere in the interrelationships that are the natural world 

of phenomena. 

The importance of imaginary numbers lies in the fact that, since they 

are of a richer structure than real numbers, they can more easily solve 

certain kinds of mathematical problems. Indeed, physicists have used 

such numbers since the middle of the 19th century. In the quantum 

world, the world of Schrédinger’s cat, such numbers are by far the sim- 

plest and most direct way to account for what’s going on. This is why 

Roger Penrose made the point that “...complex numbers...are not just 

mathematical niceties.” 

But it’s not just in the quantum world where we may make use of these 

numbers. As we have seen, even our common experience of objects 

cannot be fully accounted for without the use of imaginary numbers. 

Though imaginary numbers are no less real than “real” numbers, and 

though we can readily make use of them, there’s still a sense in which 
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these numbers might be called inconceivable, though not imaginary. 

They’re inconceivable not so much in themselves (after all, we certainly 

do conceive them—if we couldn't, I wouldn't be able to write about 

them, nor would we be able to compute with them), but in that we can- 

not gather their referents into concept. In other words, they don't apply 

to mind objects. While we can conceive of one photon, one cup, or one 

idea, we cannot conceive of i photons, or i cups, or i ideas. 

We might wonder why complex numbers (r + i, real + imaginary) 

seem to apply in some circumstances (e.g., they make computing the 

probable outcomes of evolving superimposed quantum states relatively 

simple), but not in others (e.g., they’re not necessary in computing the 

probable outcomes of tumbling dice). This is because objects such as 

tumbling dice never leave (or incorporate anything beyond) the realm 

of conceived .objects. The probabilities involved do not apply to any- 

thing that is not registering in consciousness. The same is true of light 

particles (photons), which appear as mind objects, and are accountable 

by real numbers alone. 

On the other hand, accounting for light waves does necessitate use 

of complex numbers—and light waves do not appear as objects to the 

mind. Like live/dead cats, they’re inconceivable. In other words, just as 

no one has ever seen a live/dead cat, no one has ever seen a light wave." 

It’s only when the imaginary component flees the scene (i.e., the i value 

goes to zero) that an “object” suddenly appears (i.e., is conceived) in the 

mind. At all other times the “object,” unmanifested, remains lost in To- 

tality. 

There’s nothing mysterious about any of this as long as we under- 

stand the nature of mind objects. In terms of the way the mind works, 

there is no difference between classical and quantum reality.” 

Physicists have long noted and puzzled over the fact that every conceiv- 

able thing has both a wave and a particle aspect to it. What they haven't 

understood is that every conceivable thing is a mind object—and only 

a mind object. 

All objects of consciousness, then—though they ultimately cannot 

be accounted for by any of the four assertions of Nagarjuna’s 
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tetralemma—nevertheless reveal their true nature in a manner we can 

express as a complex number. All objects of consciousness can be 

viewed as being comprised of “real” and “imaginary” components—or, 

rather, relative (r) and inconceivable (i) components. In other words, 

all mind objects can be expressed as r + i, where r is relative (i.e., con- 

ceivable, conceptual, or this), and i is Absolute (i.e., inconceivable, per- 

ceptual, or what). 

Thus can we mathematically account for both the nonconceptual, 

field-like and the conceptual, particle-like nature of things. We can ac- 

count for both Oneness and multiplicity—the two-not-two aspects that, 

with close attention, our objects always reveal. 

We are habitually taken in by our objects of consciousness—i.e., by r 

alone, our conceptual constructs. We assume that the endless parade 

of objects—contradictions and all—is Reality. Lacking an appreciation 

for inconceivability, we repeatedly look in the wrong place for Certitude, 

for a way to understand experience and the Universe. We look only to 

r, our conceptual understanding of things. 

This has proven to be a great source of human suffering. Indeed, it 

may be our single greatest source of problems and pain. 
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af part up 

AT EASE WITH 
INCONCEIVABILITY 

There’s an ancient Chinese story of a king by the name of 

Chaos. King Chaos invited two guest kings, Brief and Sudden, 

to visit him. Brief and Sudden accepted his invitation, but, 

knowing nothing about Chaos, they had no idea what to ex- 

pect. Upon meeting Chaos, however, their concerns were im- 

mediately put to rest, for Chaos proved to be a very efficient 

and elegant host. He was prepared to provide for their every 

need, and he cared for them very well. 

The guest kings were treated with great dignity, respect and 

consideration. Indeed, they were so impressed by the fine hos- 

pitality of Chaos that they talked between themselves of how 

they might repay Chaos for his kindness. For a long while they 

could not decide what to do. 

They had noticed, however, that there was something rather 

odd about King Chaos. He didn’t have any holes in his head. 

There were no holes for his eyes, nor did he have any ear open- 



ings, or nostrils, or mouth. Chaos could not receive anything 

from the outside; he could not enjoy the world of the senses. 

~ “Let us make him like us, that he might enjoy the world of 

the senses that we ourselves enjoy,’ said the kings. And so the 

two kings, Brief and Sudden, decided that they would bore 

holes into the head of King Chaos, so that he might enjoy the 

world of senses. 

Not knowing the nature of Chaos, the guest kings heedlessly 

carried out their plan. Each day they drilled a hole, and 

Chaos did nothing to stop them. But at the end of the seventh 

day, after they finished drilling the seventh hole, King Chaos 

died. 
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“ CHAOS) 

When it is asked if the world is finite or infinite, 

there is nothing in the mind corresponding to the 

vocable world;...whatever we imagine is ipso 

facto finite. 

—THOMAS HOBBES 

WHAT IS CHAOS? 

We live as Brief and Sudden, and like them we don’t readily understand 

Chaos. And so, like these two kings, we try to impose our sense of what 

is desirable and good—our sense of order—upon Chaos. We try to im- 

pose our sense of order upon the world “out there,” upon what we take 

for Reality. 

We do this so that we might make some sense of our experience. Yet 

all the while we do this, we overlook the fact that Chaos is doing just 

fine. Furthermore, we overlook the fact that Chaos is taking care of 

everything—beautifully, perfectly. 
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Yet, as it was with the guest kings who claimed to have never known 

such a wonderful host, this observation imparts little significance to us. 

Though Chaos provides for our every need, we do not take note of it. 

Rather, we try to shape what we do not comprehend into something of 

our own making. 

So what is Chaos? If we contemplate Chaos, we may begin to notice 

that Chaos implies Oneness or Wholeness or Totality. This is very dif- 

ferent from what we usually see. 

To our ordinary, commonsense, fragmented mind—the mind that 

sees separate identities—the world appears as a sea of multiplicity. If 

we study it long enough, this world of multiplicity appears to rise out 

of Chaos, or total randomness. Yet this randomness nevertheless sug- 

gests Oneness. While we can see many different kinds of order in the 

universe, there appears to be only a single—and universal—kind of ran- 

domness. 

Consider what happens when we randomize a simple system such as 

a deck of playing cards. If we take a fresh deck of cards, unwrap them, 

and lay them out one by one on the table, they will reveal a particular 

organization. In most decks, the cards will have been packaged ace 

through king in each suit. 

If we shuffle the deck a few times and again lay the cards out, the 

order we once saw has started to break up. We might see a two, a three, 

a four, and then a queen. Some trace of the previous order clearly still. 

remains, but it’s becoming more difficult to distinguish. 

At any time, however, we could reorganize the deck. We could lay 

out all the aces, then the deuces, then the threes; or arrange a red, red, 

black, black, red, red, black, black sequence; or place all the odd-num- 

bered cards over here, and all the evens over there; or place all the face 

cards in one pile and all the numbered cards in another. We can arrange 

the cards into many, many patterns, and in each pattern nearly everyone 

could easily recognize order. It is precisely this potential for having 

many possible arrangements of order within a deck of playing cards that 

gives the cards their great gaming versatility. 
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But if we shuffle the cards, and continue to shuffle them until we can 
no longer discern any order at all, we then say that the cards are random. 
They are in what we might call a chaotic state—where each card in turn 
will have as likely a chance of turning up as any other card—and while 
they exist in such a state we will have no idea what card is going to come 
next. (Of course, if we do turn the cards up, one by one, we steadily gain 
information about what remains in the deck. To eliminate such a pos- 
sibility, imagine turning up cards from an infinite deck.) 

Take this randomized deck, one in which we can find no discernible 
order, and shuffle it some more. The result: continued randomness. 
Let’s shuffle it still more. The result: an equal amount of randomness. 

No matter how much more shuffling we do, the cards will not become 

any more random. 

There thus appears to be only one kind of randomness, although 

there are many different kinds of order. This is the simplest and most 

obvious manner in which randomness (and Chaos) implies Oneness. 

Let’s consider another example. Let’s say we're going to cook up a 

large pot of spaghetti sauce. We sauté some chopped onions and minced 

garlic in a little olive oil. We add chopped green peppers and tomatoes, 

throw in some sliced mushrooms and spices, and put everything into a 

big cooking pot. Then we stir. As we stir, everything will become ran- 

domized into oneness. The spaghetti sauce will still be uncooked at this 

point, but everything will nevertheless be blended into a single whole. 

But where is this whole, this oneness? If we take a very small sample 

from the pot, we might take out just a piece of onion or a slice of mush- 

room. If we just look at small samples such as these, we might very well 

conclude that there is indeed some order (i.e., organization) and not an 

undifferentiated oneness, for obviously the piece of onion doesn't re- 

semble the slice of mushroom. But we’re just looking at our sauce “lo- 

cally,” we might say. We’re not looking at it as a whole. (This would be 

like picking up a totally shuffled deck and finding ace, deuce, three. We 

might conclude that the deck is ordered, but with such a small sample 

that conclusion must remain quite questionable.) 
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But any large sample of the sauce would look the same as any other 

sample—and each would look qualitatively the same as the whole. If we 

were to take a large ladle of sauce from a large pot, we’re now likely to 

have a ladle that is not only representative of the pot as a whole, but 

also one that is essentially indistinguishable from any other ladle we 

might lift from the pot. In terms of content, each ladle of sauce would 

appear to be one and the same. Each would imply a oneness. Moreover, 

each would imply the same oneness, the same randomness, the same 

Chaos. 

THE FRAGMENTED VIEW OF REALITY 

We usually see everything from a particular point of view. We don't ap- 

proach life from a perspective of Totality and Wholeness. We tend to 

come at life by seeing “myself over here” and “everything else over 

there” Our commonsense, fragmentary way of thinking—which is es- 

sentially a “matter before mind” kind of thinking—doesn't take Whole- 

ness, or the Oneness that is implied by Chaos, into account. In so doing, 

it makes a number of assumptions that are highly questionable. 

First of all, this view generally assumes that the human mind is con- 

tained in the brain—a most natural thing to assume if you believe mat- 

ter is antecedent to consciousness. In holding to this belief, many people 

also assume that the mind is like a computer—that is, that the mind is 

packed full of a lot of information, and that it’s “wired” for gathering 

and processing that information. 

This is indeed a very common notion today. The human mind is 

often thought of as a machine that we carry around in our heads (some 

of us even believe that we are machines as well). Each brain is loaded 

with data, and has the ability to recognize faces and voices, to feel, to 

think, to calculate, and all the rest. 

It’s very natural for us to think like this when we maintain a frag- 

mented, commonsense belief about Reality—that is, if we assume the 

world is primarily material, that it can be accounted for by real numbers 

alone, and that there’s no subtle backing to the law of identity that pulls 
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in Totality. But if we expand our view and see things from a broader 
perspective, we might begin to notice that the human mind is, first of 
all, not contained within the brain. Secondly, we might notice that little 
of the human mind has much to do with the brain (only enough to fool 
us—at least those of us who would rely solely on physical phenomena 
in our search for Truth). 

Some simple experiments show us that conscious awareness is not 

merely “in the brain” Indeed, these experiments quickly reveal that con- 

scious awareness is difficult (if not impossible) to locate at all. 

Take your right index finger and touch it to your left palm. Massage 

the palm gently. You're immediately aware of both your finger and your 

palm. But where does this awareness take place? Is your awareness of 

your palm in your palm, in your index finger, or in your brain? Indeed, 

is it anywhere at all? 

At first glance it may appear to be “out there” in your palm and finger 

and not in your brain at all—at least, this is what it feels like. 

But suppose all the nerves in your left arm and hand were completely 

anesthetized. If you were to lay your arm on the table in front of you, 

and you then rubbed your left palm, you would not be able to feel your 

auto-massage. At least not from “within” the palm itself. But you can 

still feel your palm with your right index finger. This would seem to in- 

dicate that your conscious awareness is at least partly in your palm and 

partly in your finger. But it’s also partly in your eye, because your eye 

also seems to register your left palm in consciousness. Indeed, any part 

of your body can be thought of as housing conscious awareness in one 

way or another. 

It seems difficult to nail down just where conscious awareness ends 

and the body begins. Indeed, in some ways it’s difficult to locate any 

difference between the two. Conscious awareness appears to be neither 

separate from nor identical with the body—nor does it appear to be 

both, or neither. 

The problem in locating conscious awareness grows thornier when 

we go beyond the body to the world “out there.” When you smell a 

flower, are you conscious of the smell in your nose, in your brain, or in 
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the flower? Remove any one of the three, and no awareness of the 

flower’s scent registers at all. Does this mean that your conscious aware- 

ness exists partly in the flower? Jointly in the flower, your nose, and your 

brain? It seems that with conscious awareness we become completely 

entangled in the world “out there,’ but in a manner much like “simplic- 

ity’s” inseparability from “complexity.” We seem to have multiplicity, yet 

we don't find multiplicity when we go looking for it. 

If the scent of the flower that registers in conscious awareness does 

exist jointly with nose, brain, and flower, then where is that conscious 

awareness? Indeed, where is conscious awareness when viewing the 

light coming from a star a thousand light-years away? Is it with a star 

trillions of miles distant? In starlight that’s nearly a thousand years older 

than you are? If your conscious awareness is entirely separate from that 

light and that star, then what is registering in conscious awareness? 

It’s very difficult to fix a boundary around anything, really. Where 

are the bounds of the body, let alone the mind? Is it really at the skin? 

Biologist Richard Dawkins has written extensively on how an organism’s 

genes can exert influences that range beyond its body and into the en- 

vironment—for example, a bee’s genes can influence the colors of flow- 

ers. When we begin looking where one thing stops and another thing 

begins, even in the physical world, we very quickly become entangled 

and confused. 

Physicists, indeed, have a serious problem with consciousness these 

days. As physicist Nick Herbert put it: “Science’s biggest mystery is the 

nature of consciousness. It is not that we possess bad or imperfect the- 

ories of human awareness; we simply have no such theories at all. About 

all we know about consciousness is that it has something to do with the 

head, rather than the foot.” Yet artificial intelligence researcher Danny 

Hillis claims “we’re not even positive that thinking happens in the 

brain” And if we're not even sure that thinking occurs in the brain, how 

much less is the evidence for conscious awareness occurring there—or 

in any locality at all? 

As we shall see, when it comes to conscious awareness, we're very 

hard put to locate it anywhere—for, indeed, time and space themselves 

can be seen as directly resulting from the functioning of mental activity.” 
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The human mind has two aspects. One aspect we can duplicate very 
well in computers. It’s what I’ll call the calculating aspect (the this as- 
pect). It’s the aspect of mind that corresponds to the relative world— 
the world of thoughts and things. We can, in fact, make computers that 
far surpass the human mind at calculating. Experts in artificial intelli- 
gence note that while the human brain can make only 10 to 1000 con- 
nections per second, as of this writing some computers are able to 

operate at more than eight quadrillion (that’s eight million billion) con- 
nections per second. By the time this book goes to print, the newest 

super-computer will be able to perform more than ten quadrillion con- 

nections per second. 

But even though this is more than a trillion times faster than we can 

think and calculate, the same experts point out that they cannot get a 

computer to recognize the difference between a cat and a dog (some- 

thing even a bird can do). 

The second aspect of the human mind (or any mind)—the Awareness 

aspect—is Wholeness, Totality. Conscious awareness “has a compo- 

nent” that is unbounded and unborn. It’s the what, the Absolute aspect 

of Reality. 

Unlike a computer, the human mind is capable of perception, or 

recognition. This function (which is r + i, i.e., perceiving the two as- 

pects of Reality at once) is the “unborn” aspect of mind. This is the very 

quality of mind that machines, being made things, cannot duplicate. 

It’s this very quality of mind that makes us distinctly human—not as 

opposed to animals, but as opposed to machines, or things. It’s this as- 

pect of mind that can truly see Reality. Indeed, it’s completely One with 

Reality. 

We can distinguish three types of recognition that occur to the 

human mind. The most superficial is the mere naming of a thing (e.g., 

“banana squash”). This is mere labeling and categorizing. It’s purely con- 

ceptual. 

The second is also purely conceptual. It involves function and utility 

(i.e., subject and object), and it amounts to little more than being en- 

tangled within a bogus level of consciousness sometimes called “ego 

consciousness” or, in Sanskrit, manas (I'll say more about manas in 
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Chapter 6). This is a level of seeing where value judgments are made 

regarding the labeled objects of consciousness. At this level, what's 

“good” is what is seen as beneficial; therefore, a weed is merely a plant 

we have no use for. All such utilitarian concerns occur at this level of 

recognition. It’s a level of grasping, craving, and wanting. We cannot 

become totally free of this way of seeing things as long as we maintain 

a view in which Reality is seen as fragmented. At this level we remain 

preoccupied with “the I creature” and what it owns. 

The third level of recognition, however, is just seeing. Since it is pure 

perception, it’s completely nonconceptual. In seeing, there’s no object 

of consciousness as such. At this level, what is seen, or recognized, is 

Reality Itself, for our “object” has become interidentical with the Whole. 

For the sake of clarity, let me expand on this point a bit. In his book 

A Second Way of Knowing, Edmund Blair Bolles lists recognition as one 

of the two basic forms of memory—the other being recall. Bolles notes 

that recall—e.g. who was the first president of the United States?—is 

conceptual. What we recall is always a symbol (or a series of symbols). 

On the other hand, recognition, says Bolles, does not produce a symbol. 

It’s direct—e.g., you see someone at a party and, though you cannot re- 

call their name, you recognize them.’ But lam suggesting here that even 

this recognition involves a concept. Bolles’ recognition is a form of 

level-two recognition. 

Though these first two levels of recognition follow from perception, 

what I refer to as level-three recognition—i.e., pure perception—does 

not involve memory, or symbol, or representation at all. Pure perception 

is, in fact, without memory. It’s True recognition, or just seeing without 

any conceptual overlay. It’s immediate. 

Thus conception involves the object alone (a condition, as we have 

seen, that cannot occur in Reality); whereas perception, as I use the 

term here, is not a mere fascination with an object, but the full vividness 

of what’s going on—which necessarily involves the whole Universe.” 

We can easily build machines that can duplicate the first function of 

recognition—and, possibly someday, even the second. But function 
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number three cannot be built, for there is no way to set a boundary 
around it. 

BOUNDLESSNESS 

What does it mean to be boundless? In the story of King Chaos, Chaos 
could not take in anything from the outside. He had no sense openings, 
no “windows,’ to anything external to himself. He was thus complete, 
whole, unified, and boundless. In like manner, there can be nothing out- 

side Absolute Oneness or Totality; It, too, is boundless. 

Boundlessness, however, is impossible for us to grasp. It’s mind-bog- 

gling if we approach it through our ordinary mind. Our ordinary mind 

sees only realities that are relative and therefore fragmented. Even ina 

physical sense, we have difficulty with boundlessness. 

Modern science provides us with a very good physical example of 

boundlessness, however: the Universe. According to Einstein’s general 

theory of relativity, the Universe is finite and boundless. We don’t read- 

ily understand this—finite and boundless? If Einstein had said the Uni- 

verse is infinite and boundless, it might be easier for us to nod and say, 

“I can imagine that.’ 

To help us imagine a finite yet boundless space, scientists frequently 

use the balloon analogy. They ask us to step down one dimension and 

visualize our world as though it were in two dimensions rather than 

three. Then they ask us to picture our 2—D world as though it were 

curved like the surface of a balloon. And though it curves through a 

somewhat obscure third dimension (for the inhabitants of that 2—D uni- 

verse), it demonstrates a surface that, like the surface of the Earth, is fi- 

nite yet boundless (i.e., though finite, there’s no edge to the Earth’s 

surface). 

Scientists would like to come up with some kind of image (though 

many of them have given up) that would frame what we know of phys- 

ical reality into one phrase. We had such an image with the Newtonian 

paradigm; it likened the Universe to a big clock. Our clock-universe was 
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a giant machine that, according to this image, was perhaps wound up 

at the beginning, but now just runs on and on. And from that beginning 

to the present day, and on into the indefinite future, everything within 

the Universe would ostensibly operate like this big machine. With such 

a view forming the backdrop of our-collective psyche, we have even 

come to see ourselves as machines. 

This model of the Universe (and much of what it implies) has fallen 

by the wayside now, though it will take a while for everyone to realize 

it. This image of the clock no longer suffices; it doesn’t explain every- 

thing. It doesn’t account for what we know of quantum theory’s reality, 

or of the theory of relativity’s reality. 

Where will we find a concise phrase like “the universe is a giant 

clock” that will account for boundlessness? It’s very difficult. Though 

the image of the balloon is helpful, it’s inadequate because, as Sir Arthur 

Eddington pointed out, the more we learn about quantum physics, the 

more the Universe appears like a thought rather than a thing. 

There are still other reasons why it’s difficult to come up with a rea- 

sonably accurate model of Reality. Connected with the idea of bound- 

lessness in relativity theory is the notion that the Universe is expanding. 

People often ask, “If the Universe is boundless already, how can it ex- 

pand? And if it’s expanding, what’s it expanding into?” If we're still pic- 

turing the Universe as a balloon that is expanding, that image starts to 

come apart. For one thing, in the picture of the balloon, we’re outside 

looking at it. In other words, we’re borrowing an extra spatial dimension 

that we’ve not accounted for in our model. But of course this is not the 

case with Reality, for there’s not (and, by definition there cannot be) 

anything outside the Universe into which it’s expanding. 

The expansion of the Universe, therefore, is not a matter of material 

expanding through space. What we’re talking about is the idea that 

space itself (and time as well) are expanding. Space and time are both 

finite, and they both expand—or at least appear to expand. 

But we can’t get this image into a nice neat little phrase like “the uni- 

verse is a giant clock.’ Instead, we tend to think that space is nothing— 

that it’s empty. But actually space is not nothing—otherwise, how could 
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it expand? There can be a boundary in space where “something”— 
space, at least—appears on both sides. But the physical universe in 
which we live doesn’t have any boundary that divides it off from some- 
thing else. There’s no boundary because there is no “other side” There- 
fore, the nothing which supposedly lies “beyond” the Universe cannot 
be like the nothing we think of when we think of empty space. There’s 
nothing outside the Universe. There’s Really nothing, not even space. 
Not even time. Being Total, by definition, the Universe can have no 
boundary. 

This is boundlessness. There’s no edge, no border—nothing we can 

get a mental grip on. 

BOUNDLESS MIND 

Chaos implies boundlessness. In the story of King Chaos we see that, 

as far as Chaos was concerned, there wasn’t any outside—there was 

nothing “out there” for which Chaos needed eyes or ears. Therefore, for 

much the same reasons that we need not concern ourselves with the 

perils at the “edge of the earth,” he didn’t need any windows to the “out- 

side.’ In other words, there was no boundary that divided Chaos from 

anything. There was no “other” apart from him. 

To be boundless means not to see something “over there” as if it were 

apart from you—or, indeed, as if there were some locality completely 

separate from “here.” Unlike what we commonly believe we experience, 

there’s no boundary that divides “here” from something else (“there”). 

We have called the relative aspect of Reality this. It’s this aspect of 

Reality that we’re consciously aware of experiencing. It’s what we com- 

monly think of as “real,” and it leads us to believe we can account for 

our experiences of objects by way of real numbers alone (e.g., two 

warm-blooded ducks gliding into chilly water at 33.4 feet per second). 

It’s what we have called the “r aspect” of Reality. We can also call it the 

“something aspect.’ 

The Absolute aspect, on the other hand, is not commonly accounted 

for in our experience. It is, to the common mind, nothing, and it’s often 
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taken as being imaginary. Indeed, it can be represented by a number 

that mathematicians mistakenly took to be imaginary at first. It’s this 

that we’ve called the what aspect of Reality, but it can be called the “i 

aspect” or the “nothing aspect” as well. 

The notion of boundlessness implies Totality, which, in turn, implies 

Absolute—for if there’s nothing “outside” (i.e., truly no outside), we’re 

dealing with Absolute. And with Absolute there’s nothing to compare 

It to. This accounts for why our relative, ordinary, commonsense mind 

habitually misses this aspect of Reality. 

When seeing the world as a collection of parts, as we commonly do, 

we imagine boundaries dividing these parts. The mind that creates (or 

sees) these boundaries is ordinary mind. 

The boundaries that we draw in our minds, such as making the dis- 

tinction between “you” and “me,’ are very simple boundaries. We try to 

make our boundaries very plain and stark and bare because we want 

everything very clear and unambiguous. To the extent that we feel we’ve 

accomplished this, we feel we are intelligent or clever. We feel that we’ve 

accomplished something, that we’ve learned something, that we’re get- 

ting somewhere. 

But even though we may feel this, we ignore the quiet question that 

forever repeats at the very bottom of our psyche: “So what? What dif- 

ference does it make?” Furthermore, we overlook the fact that we’ve 

taken the world down a notch. We've actually made it less interesting— 

and less understandable—though it might not appear so at first blush. 

Through our defining, our measuring, our dividing the world into “this” 

and “that,” we make it more stark, more bare, and less in accord with 

Reality. 

We don't readily notice this process, however, for we do it so quickly 

and by very small increments. Furthermore, all along the way we de- 

velop a deep fascination for our temporarily satisfying (which is to say, 

believed but ultimately dissatisfying) explanations of the world. 

The boundaries we imagine to exist, given our fragmented view of 

Reality, are very simple straight-line designs. They are not at all like the 

boundaries we find in nature drawn out of Wholeness by Chaos. 
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Figure 5-1 

When we set our boundaries, we generally imagine that they function 

in a manner much like those pictured in Figure 5-1. We want very def- 

inite lines around things, dividing things. We want to know gray as gray 

and black as black—and we want the distinction between them, where 

one stops and the other starts, to be very clearly shown. And because 

we want things very clear-cut, we commonly think that the boundaries 

between things and ideas must be like those in Figure 5—1—or, at least, 

that we can make them that way through our efforts. 

This is how we imagine the boundary to be between things such as 

you and me, say, or between a road and a garden, or even between sim- 

plicity and complexity. As long as we do not scrutinize our boundaries 

carefully, it seems to be very clear where one thing stops and the other 

starts. 

Furthermore, we see boundaries not just in physical terms, as be- 

tween a road and a garden (where we might even conceive of a fence 

dividing them). We place equally firm boundaries in between our con- 

cepts. Our usual idea of good is of something quite distinct from evil; 

our idea of happy is entirely separate from our idea of sad. Even between 
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our ideas of a road and a garden, our mind puts up a clear-cut, straight- 

line barrier. 

But just what is that barrier? What is it that makes “road” separate 

and distinctly different from “garden”? Physically we might point to the 

fact that the road and the garden occupy different places; or perhaps 

they both existed “there” but at different times. Mentally we might refer 

to qualitative differences between what we call a road and what we call 

a garden. “A road is hard and sterile; a garden is lush and green.’ 

But in fact there is (and can be) no Absolute Difference. As we shall 

see, there’s nothing that divides “road” from “garden” except our 

thought. Philosophically we will be very hard put to pin down just what 

it is about time, or space, or qualitative states that make “road” and “gar- 

den” different. 

. 

BOUNDARIES OF INFINITE COMPLEXITY 

Our main problem with seeing correctly stems from our desire to get 

the rules laid out and to devise visible and well-defined answers. We in- 

sist that the world must be “this way” or “that way.’ But we fail to see 

how in doing this, we make it all up—we repackage Reality and then 

believe in our package. And then we wonder why it doesn’t make sense. 

The world is not this way. Clear-cut lines, though necessary for our 

conceptual packaging, are simply not the way Reality is drawn. In Real- 

ity, for example, as we saw with Thich Nhat Hanh’s cup, we do not sim- 

ply end at our skins. Nor can we define our thoughts and things as 

though they’re bounded within territories peculiar to themselves, like 

the areas of gray and black and white shown earlier. 

We commonly imagine “the gray thing” to be divided from “the black 

thing” in a very simple, very straightforward manner—at least in regard 

to their grayness or blackness. We imagine things to exist within their 

own skins because we can’t comprehend how Real boundaries are ac- 

tually drawn. We can’t deal with the fact that, in nature—that is, in To- 

tality—boundaries are infinitely complex. 

The fields of color in Figure 5—1 are in direct contact with each other. 

They butt up against each other; they touch. They are not intermixed 
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or blended, nor do we have a sense that they are filled with each other, 
or that they necessarily imply each other, let alone the Whole. 

This is very much not the case with things in Reality. In the Real 

World, all entities are forever totally intermixed—indeed, interidenti- 

cal—with everything that they are not—and with Totality. 

Like Thich Nhat Hanh’s cup, things are intricately and inextricably 

merged with each other in an exchange of identity. And not merely with 

each other, but also with the Whole. In other words, in Reality black 

and gray (or this and that) don’t exactly touch. The entire Universe set- 

tles into the interplay of exchanging identities, which is constantly oc- 

curring between them. 

This sounds complicated and heady, but it’s really not. A moment of 

reflection (or a moment spent looking at a color chart or the fading twi- 

light) will reveal that there’s no clear point at which one color “becomes” 

another. If you were to gradually darken a shade of gray, eventually it 

would appear to turn to black—but there’s no one clear, objective point 

at which gray suddenly disappears and black appears. Things such as 

clear, objective points appear only in our concepts. (Indeed, this is pre- 

cisely what conceptualizing is.) They don’t show up in Reality. 

Of course, on the quantum level, we do seem to find evidence of dis- 

continuous changes—“that damn quantum leaping?” as Schrodinger 

Time Out! 

In the next few pages, | will illustrate mathematically how it is 

possible that conceptual objects can appear to the mind while 

having infinitely complex boundaries (i.e., without being able 

to ultimately define “inside” or “outside” or “in between”). 

Please do not be put off by the math. Feel free to simply skip 

over any passages that seem too technical. You’ll still be able 

to follow the essence of what I’m pointing out. If necessary, do 

the same in the few additional spots in this book where | use 

math. The math is meant to help readers who are mathemati- 

cally inclined, not to deter those who are not. 
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called it. But such discontinuity is the direct result of the functioning 

of consciousness, which quantizes the world into conceptual packets. 

If such discontinuity did not occur, consciousness would necessarily 

wink out, and purely nothing (i.e., the i aspect alone) would be happen- 

ing—which is obviously not borne out by direct experience. On the 

other hand, if the world were only discontinuous, or accountable by the 

r aspect alone, then we would necessarily have endless paradox—which 

is precisely what we do appear to have when we hold to our common- 

sense views of the World. 

This interplay of identities occurs not only with objects and colors 

and ideas, but even with numbers—precisely those things we think of 

as most discrete and clearly bounded—and with complex numbers, in 

particular. 

For example, a degree-three polynomial, such as x* — 1 = 0, will have 

three solutions. X can have three values: 1, —% — i V4, and —% + i V%. 

Note the inconceivable term “i” in two of the solutions.® If we plot our 

three solutions for x on an Argand plane (see page 111 for a description 
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of the Argand plane), these three solutions will appear at 3, 7 and 11 o- 
clock (see Figure 5-2). If we look at the diagram of sucha plane above, 
we might picture it as having three regions, each holding one of the so- 
lutions to x7 - 1=0. 

Some readers may be familiar with “iteration methods” which are 
techniques for finding successive approximations to the solutions of 
various polynomial equations where each iteration obtains a greater de- 
gree of accuracy than the preceding one. The ancient Greeks used a 
simple version of this technique for finding square roots. To begin, you 
make a guess. For instance, to determine the square root of 245, you 

might try 15. After multiplying 15 x 15, you arrive at 225. Then you try 

16, and arrive at 256. Next you try 15.6 and get 243.36. Then you try 

15.7, then 15.65, and so on. With each approximation, you slowly home 

in on the correct answer. 

This simple version works for finding solutions to two-degree poly- 

nomial equations and square roots, but more powerful iteration tech- 

niques are used to solve higher degree polynomial equations, such as 

x? —1=0. All iteration methods, however, use a homing technique. 

Now let’s look back at our diagram of the solutions to the equation 

x? — 1 =0 (Figure 5-2). Note that this diagram will fit right over the fig- 

ure of black, white, and gray (Figure 5-1) on page 129—but now the 

borders defining black, white, and gray appear as dashed lines. Think 

of the borders (the dashed lines) that define these three regions as 

ridges, and the solutions (the points at 3, 7, and 11 o'clock) as the lowest 

points in the three valleys formed by these ridges. 

Now let’s presume that we don’t know any of the solutions to x° -— 1 

= 0 (as represented by the three plotted points), and that we are using 

an iteration method of successive approximations to try to home in on 

the answers. 

We might assume, as we saw in our square root example, that if we 

make our initial guess at p (see Figure 5—2), we would move steadily 

away from the ridge and toward the solution at the lowest point in that 

valley—at 3 o'clock on our diagram where x = 1—with successive iter- 

ations. We might be astonished to discover, however, that if we begin 
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at p, we go to the solution at 7 o'clock, and that if we begin at g, we will 

home in on 3 ovlock. 

Mathematicians discovered that something quite unexpected occurs 

at boundaries such as these. They are not the clean ridges we might 

suppose them to be, as with our pie pieces of black, gray and white in 

Figure 5-1. In fact, mathematicians have found that the boundaries be- 

tween the territories of “black,” “white” and “gray” are “ridges” of infinite 

complexity, each holding literally countless ridges and valleys of its own. 

Rather than clean-cut pie pieces, we find the following: 

These boundaries are infinitely complex. And, far from the stark, 

bare, straight-line interfaces we conceive boundaries to be, what actually 

bounds all objects of consciousness—all things, all concepts—are 

“boundaries” such as these. Close attention shows them to be nothing 

like boundaries, exactly. If only we would scrutinize our objects (that 

is, all our things and thoughts) carefully, we would see this. 

For example, let’s consider a common object: a lake. Where is its 

boundary? What defines it? 

If we don’t scrutinize our object, this question will need no answer, 

and we think there’s no problem—we think the lines are clearly drawn 

and our concept matches Reality. But where does the lake actually begin 

and end? How about this drop of rain now entering the lake? Is this part 
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of the lake? What about the little stream that drains it, or the vapor that 
rises from its surface? (Indeed, under these circumstances, where is the 
surface?) And what about the water seeping down through the ground 
“beneath” the lake? Is that part of the lake? (If the lake were not there, 
the seeping water might not be there, either.) And is the water around 
this little pebble on the beach the lake? What about the fish and the mi- 
crobes and flora of the lake? 

What is the lake, exactly? What defines it? It seems a clear object at 
first, but as we go looking for it, it seems to have a very fuzzy definition. 

If we don’t ask, however, we can conceive “lake” quite clearly. Yet 
when we look for it, we find we cannot determine what defines it. Its 

boundaries are of infinite complexity. And this complexity continues 

on every scale. 

For example, if we look closely at Figure 5—3, we can see that before 

the large field of black touches the large field of gray, everything else 

(which in this case is simply represented by white) jumps in between 

them. But now, before those little patches of white touch black, every- 

thing else in this little universe (in this case, gray) jumps back in be- 

tween black and white. Gray refuses to be removed from Totality, we 

might say. But now, once again, before gray touches either color, the re- 

maining color jumps back in between. No color can touch its adjacent 

color without whatever remains of the universe leaping back into the 

play. And so it goes. In this image we cannot have an entity, a part (such 

as gray) that does not imply and is not being implied by the Whole. 

On any level, no patch of color is ever found to abut its neighbor, for 

whatever else remains of the universe is always found to appear in be- 

tween. This pattern continues on down into the infinitely small with no 

end in sight. No color ever touches its neighbor, exactly, for at the last 

instant, just before we would conceptually define their boundary for 

them, they exchange what they are of themselves for whatever else re- 

mains of their universe. 

The appearances of all entities, whether physical or mental, are just 

like this: even while they retain the distinct appearance of being things 

unto themselves, they exchange their identities with all else, and they 
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Figure 5-4. A series of images of Figure 5-3. Frame 1 is a blowup of the 

central hub in Figure 5—3. Frame 2 is a blowup of the box in Frame 1. Frame 

3 is, in turn, a blowup of the box in Frame 2, and Frame 4 is a blowup of the 

box in Frame 3. In this series we can see that the interchange of identity at 

the boundaries is without end, for these trilobite shapes reappear at every 

scale, right on down into the infinitely small as we head toward zero. 

become merged in intimate contact with what they are not. In short, 

they are interidentical. 

There’s no end to this exchange of identity at the boundary between 

what otherwise appear as distinct and separate things (or ideas). Such 

is the reality of all mind objects. 

As all entities (whether things or thoughts) constantly exchange their 

identities with all that they are not, their boundaries appear to be infi- 

nitely complex. This is how all things appear in nature; this is how 
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Chaos (Reality, Totality) draws the lines. They are what we might call 
“no-boundary” lines. These lines are not at all like the boundaries we 
commonly draw (or imagine) between things. 

We conceptualize things to be distinct in themselves and defined 
within definite, clear-cut boundaries. This is, as we say, “useful” But it’s 
not Real. Not only that, it’s not very interesting. Look again at Figure 5- 
1. Notice how simplistic it is—and how dead. Compare it with Figure 5— 
3, which is dynamic, and fascinating, and seemingly alive—even though 
it has been generated by things as seemingly “dead” as numerical values. 

Upon careful scrutiny, all objects of consciousness exhibit the same 

sort of complexity as the images generated and displayed in Figures 5— 

3 and 5—4. Let’s consider for a moment what James Gleick referred to 

in his book Chaos as the “grand-daddy” of all of these complex images, 

the Mandelbrot set. It has been called the most complex object in math- 

ematics. (Actually, still more “complex objects” do exist in mathemat- 

ics—though none have been studied quite so intensely.) Though the 

Mandelbrot set can be generated on a home computer screen from a 

modest list of instructions, Gleick observes that, “An eternity would not 

be enough time to see it all”” 

The image, as it is drawn by Chaos, illustrates the paradox of two 

that are not two. Drawn upon the complex plane, it would seem that 

every point within the plane is either inside or outside the Mandelbrot 

set. Thus we have our two, and as we look upon the Mandelbrot set 

from a “God's eye view” (see Figure 5—5), we can clearly see that never- 

theless there appears to be an “inside” and an “outside.” But, as with any 

object comprised of both real and inconceivable aspects (r + i), the 

boundary between inside and outside (the defining line of discrimina- 

tion) is literally infinitely complex. When we're away from the boundary, 

there’s a clear inside and outside—yet as we move in for a closer look at 

our “boundary” (that is, as we gain more detailed information), the 

boundary cannot be found! It shows itself as being impossible to know, 

impossible to hold as an object of mind—even though its definition (the 

concept involved) clearly remains as an object to the mind. 

Look at the series of images on the next few pages as we move in on 

the “boundary” of the Mandelbrot set. 
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Figure 5-5. The Mandelbrot set is generated on the Argand plane by 

complex numbers iterating themselves over and over again. 

Pick a complex number. Square it. Add its original value. Square that. 

Add its original value and square it again. For any given starting value, the 

numbers generated will either race off toward infinity or head for zero. If 

they go to infinity, plot the original value on the Argand plane in a shade of 

color that is dependent on how quickly this number leaves the vicinity of the 

“boundary.” If it goes to zero, color it black. Black is “inside” the Mandelbrot 

set. 

Most complex numbers quickly reveal whether they are “inside” or 

“outside” the Mandelbrot set. Those starting near the “boundary,” however, 

will begin to turn and twist in their course before they take off for their 

ultimate destination. The closer to the “boundary,” the longer they take to 

leave. Those numbers that are nearest the boundary will dance and weave for 

a duration approaching infinity. 

In this frame we see the main body and shape of the Mandelbrot set in 

black, but as we move in on the defining “boundary,” we discover its 

astounding complexity. 
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Figure 5—7. Here’s a blowup of one of the nodules along the right-hand string 

of nodules in Figure 5-6. 
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Figure 5—9. A blowup of the spiral arm in Figure 5-8 
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Figure 5-10. A blowup of the box in Figure 5—9 shows another, hidden, 

mini-version of the original shape. 

Figure 5-11. Moving in one more time, again we find the endlessly repeating 

detail of that familiar shape. 
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INFINITE COMPLEXITY IN FINITE SPACE 

The universe seems to be both finite and boundless. But the universe 

also contains a multiplicity of forms exhibiting, in some aspects, infinite 

complexity. But how is it possible to have infinite complexity occurring 

within a finite space? 

This used to appear paradoxical to us. In fact, this question formed 

the basis for many of Zeno’s paradoxes until we discovered, as in the 

series of % + % + % and so on (which we encountered in our discussion 

of the Thomson infinity lamp) that, indeed, an infinite number of steps, 

or segments of time or space, can occur within a finite limit. The num- 

ber series just mentioned will never exceed 1—even after an infinite 

number of steps have been taken. 

Benoit Mandelbrot, the discoverer of the Mandelbrot set that we just 

looked at, coined a term for just this sort of complexity—he called it 

“fractal.” Fractal, among other things, means “infinite line in finite 

space.” But, as in the infinity lamp or Achilles gaining on the tortoise in 

each step by half of what remains after each previous step, how might 

we visualize such a thing as an infinite line drawn within a finite space? 

And where might we see such goings on in the world around us? 

Let’s consider the diagram below: 

AK * * 

Figure 5-12. The Koch Curve 
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Start with a triangle having all sides equal to 1. Add new triangles to 

the middle third of each side and repeat at each scale. The length of the 

boundary of the emerging figure will increase at each scale by %. Thus, 

in the “final” figure, the length of the boundary is 3 x % x % x % and so 

on, so it is of infinite length. Yet if we enclose the original triangle in a 

circle, we can see that neither the infinite line nor the area being enclosed 

by the infinite line will ever exceed that of the finite circle. In other 

words, we find the infinite merged and co-identical with the finite. 

Another characteristic of Mandelbrot’s fractal geometry revealed in 

the Koch curve is “self-similarity.” With fractals, the same pattern is re- 

peated again and again on ever-decreasing or ever-increasing scales— 

in other words, the pattern remains “self-similar” as we move from scale 

to scale. (You can see this in the trilobite pattern in Figure 5—4 as well 

as in the Mandelbrot set.) 

But isn’t this mere mathematical doodling? Where in our everyday 

lives, where in nature, where in Reality do we find examples of this sort 

of complexity, in which the finite commingles with the infinite, the sim- 

ple with the complex, sameness with multiplicity? 

We can see it in all the great intricacy of nature—in the veins and ar- 

teries of our bodies, for example. We see it in the manner in which the 

arteries leave the heart, dividing again and again until they are hair-like 

filaments running throughout the body. They suffuse the body in such 

a way that there is no cell that is more than a couple of cells distant from 

any capillary. Yet with these miles and miles of channels through the 

body, we find one system channeling blood in one direction, superim- 

posed upon another system of vessels that channel the blood in the op- 

posite direction. As scientists first learned of the complexity of the body, 

they were astounded as to how we could have such extreme complexity 

within the confines of a single living organism. Before the descriptions 

of fractal geometry, with its roots imbedded in r + i, there was no geom- 

etry that could account for such intricate complexity and multiplicity 

within the confines of a single, simple organism. 

And of course, within the body we find not only the complexity of the 

circulatory system, but the complexity of the brain and nervous system; 
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and to that we must add the intestines, the kidneys, the liver, the lungs, 

and much more. And if we in turn choose any one of these systems— 

the lungs, for example—we find even more complexity superimposed 

upon all that I have already described. We find an enormous surface 

area inside the relatively small confines of the lungs—a surface area 

large enough to cover a tennis court. The inner surface of the lungs is 

placed within the body in such a way that all the necessary veins and 

arteries—some carrying oxygen-poor blood to each minute sack within 

the lung, and others quickly shunting the oxygenated blood away—are 

only micrometers from the lung’s surface, the source of oxygen. 

The branching out of the veins and nerves, and the various curves and 

lobes of structures of the body, are found to be exceedingly complex and 

yet self-similar at every level. Yet, of course, the human body is finite. 

We find this sort of complexity not just within the human body, but 

in all life. We find it everywhere in nature. We can see it in snowflakes, 

with self-sameness of a different sort again appearing within infinite 

complexity—for while all snowflakes have their characteristic six- or 

three-sided patterns, we never find any two snowflakes alike. Though 

they are all different, we easily recognize them—for, in another sense, 

they are all the same. They all follow the same structure. 

We see utter simplicity yielding infinite complexity in the way eyeless 

Chaos draws maple trees. All maple trees, all maple leaves, are alike, 

and yet each one is unique. Yet we can still recognize each leaf as dis- 

tinctly a maple leaf. There’s an aspect to each maple leaf and snowflake 

that remains from leaf to leaf and from snowflake to snowflake. It re- 

tains each leaf’s “maple-leafness” and each snowflake’s “snowflakeness.” 

Like the trilobite shapes in Figure 5—4, they endlessly repeat themselves, 

yet no two are ever found to be alike. 

And where else do we see such artless design? Everywhere. We see it 

in our fingerprints, in the spots on leopards, in the stripes on zebras, 

and in the grain of wood. Indeed, we can see it in our faces. These are 

all examples of “the same, yet different.” 

Infinite variety on a theme is what characterizes nature. And not just 

“living” nature. We see it in rocks, in sand dunes, in coastlines—indeed, 
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we see it in all kinds of landforms that do not vary as we move from 
scale to scale. 

Where we do not see such goings-on is in conceptual thought, in our 
commonsense straight-line ideas of how things are or ought to be. 

We can see fractal geometry as the pattern of nature. We even see, 
deep within the fractal patterns, Chaos playing with that obscure duality 
of two and not-two, of simplicity and complexity, again and again. It’s 
the two that cannot be as one, yet are together at one time and in one 
place. 

But our commonsense view does not appreciate a world drawn with 

such complexity (or is it a complex world drawn with such simplicity?). 

Thus, through conceptualization, we make complexity not merely sim- 

ple, but dead, and we become confused by what is not Real. 

THE IMMEDIATE EXPERIENCE OF NO-BOUNDARY 

We are prone to dismiss our most immediate experience. We do this in 

much the same way we forget about the air that fills the “empty” cookie 

jar. It’s not that there’s something mystical or vague about unmediated 

experience—rather, it’s just that it’s so commonplace, so immediate, 

that we overlook what we actually experience. 

It was the immediate experience of conscious awareness that 

Descartes overlooked when he uttered his “cogito” He ignored the im- 

mediate experience of thought and instead made up—conceived of—“I 

think?’ 

Consciousness precedes whatever it is we think we are referring to 

when we speak of self. To put it another way, consciousness precedes 

any experience of matter. Or, to put it in Descartes-like terms: Con- 

sciousness, therefore “I” appear—along with “everything else.” 

We never directly experience a time (or anything else) that precedes 

consciousness. Indeed, how could we? In fact, all our experience 

demonstrates that consciousness precedes matter. This is in direct con- 

tradiction to our commonsense view—yet with a little reflection we can 

directly see that this is so. 
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Every one of us experiences conscious awareness first and only then, 

possibly, matter—never the reverse. This is how we perceive Reality. In- 

deed, this is the only way we can perceive Reality—for how could aware- 

ness of matter appear without perception itself? 

Despite this overwhelming experience, and not a single instance or 

piece of evidence to the contrary, our common sense tries to convince 

us that precisely the opposite is true—that matter precedes conscious 

experience and, indeed, that matter gives rise to consciousness. It’s be- 

cause we can easily conceive of (but never perceive) a time or place out- 

side of our conscious awareness that we persist in holding this belief. 

Our fascination with our objects of consciousness, and our tendency 

to take them for Reality, only reinforce this belief. 

But if matter were to actually exist prior to consciousness, then we'd 

be hard put to explain even the most common quantum event (as in- 

deed we are, when we hold our commonsense beliefs). Why does the 

wave interference pattern change to a diffraction pattern as the result 

of an alteration in nothing except our state of conscious awareness? 

Why does observing the location of an electron make it impossible to 

determine its momentum? If matter actually preceded consciousness, 

these experimental results would be impossible to account for. 

In the next chapter we'll explore more deeply just what consciousness 

is. For now, it’s enough to note that it is a fact, demonstrated by direct 

experience, that consciousness is intimately involved in the creation of 

our realities. This is not analogy or metaphor; experimentation has 

shown empirically that it is so. Furthermore, if we simply attend care- 

fully, we can see this for ourselves, directly. 

There’s nothing mysterious here. It’s just a different focus from our 

commonsense mind. Consciousness has primacy over all phenomenal 

experience, including that of matter. Indeed, consciousness is the split- 

ting of seamless Totality. 

Yet this endless spewing out of things and ideas is only one aspect— 

the something, “r,’ or this aspect, we might say—of Reality. There’s an- 
other aspect of Reality: Wholeness Itself. That is, the myriad things are 
not really many, for they are, in a sense, “One Thing.” This other as- 
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“+n pect—the nothing, “i” or what aspect—of Reality—is uncompounded 
Wholeness. 

But, of course, there is in Reality not merely one thing, for there’s 
also obvious—and immediate—multiplicity. So here’s the paradox: 
there’s Oneness, which is neither more nor less real than multiplicity. 
Thus, like “gray” and “black” in Figure 5-3, all entities merge and sug- 
gest the Whole, even while they remain in their “own” states. 

The multitudes of separate entities, as they appear to our common 
sense, are real enough. But this, we should realize, is what discriminat- 
ing consciousness is: the mental function that divides everything up. It 
determines, with physical objects and space, that “this is over here” and 

“that is over there,’ and with mental objects, that “that is this sort of a 

thing or idea,’ and “that is that sort of a thing or idea,’ or “this and that 

relate in these sorts of ways.’ 

MERGING WITH YOUR OBJECT 

When we examine any object of consciousness, whether it be mental 

or physical, the “rest of all that exists”—i.e., Totality, Wholeness—must 

enter into the picture. As long as we operate with discriminating con- 

sciousness and see ourselves only as a fragment—a part of Reality that 

is divided off and intrinsically separate from everything else—we can 

know only uncertainty, fear, misery, and that hollow, empty feeling of 

utter meaninglessness. Yet it need not be this way for us. 

I cannot give you the direct knowing of that aspect which remains 

hidden from our ordinary conscious experience. I can, however, give an 

example that may remind you of this hidden aspect as it works in our 

everyday life. Let me tell you about my mother and lefse. (Lefse is a kind 

of Norwegian pancake made from potatoes, cream, flour, butter and 

sugar.) 

Like all real boundaries, the boundary between my mother and lefse 

is infinitely complex. I witnessed this complexity as a child, though at 

the time I did not realize just what it was that I had witnessed. My eldest 

brother and his wife, newly married and inexperienced in the kitchen, 
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had tried to make lefse on their own. Once they had put all the ingre- 

dients together, they discovered that they could not work with the 

dough. When they tried to roll it out it would stick to the board. When 

they tried to pick it up it would fall apart. They thought they had ruined 

it and were about to throw it out when, in desperation, they put in a 

distress call to Mom. I went along to see if I could be of any help. (I had 

a major interest in lefse in those days.) 

My mother appeared on the scene like a midwife approaching a dis- 

traught husband. Rolling up her sleeves and taking sure command, she 

went to the huge lump of dough rising from the large mixing bowl in 

the center of the table. I can still see her as she put her hands upon that 

mound and said in a soft but certain tone, “Oh, it’s just about right.” 

Giving us a nod anda smile, it was clear that this baby would be spared. 

Quickly she dispatched her orders. It needed just a little more of this, 

and just another touch of that—and in seconds she was rolling out lefse 

and frying them up. Lefse appeared one after another, until soon the 

stacks were piling up under steaming cloths. 

My mother’s boundary was intimately connected with that of the 

lefse. The two merged, while nevertheless remaining separate. In fact, 

many things came together in that moment—not just my mother and 

the lefse. The dough had to be there, obviously. And though it was “just 

about right,’ my mother had to be there as well or there would have 

been no lefse. With my mother came the know-how—which, in turn, 

revealed that many other, previous and unseen events were also entan- 

gled in this happening of my mother making lefse. And within the 

dough were those who produced the ingredients, and those who 

trucked them to market. Within that dough were entangled the potato 

plant, and last year’s harvest. 

Yet while these countless hidden things came together in this event, 

it was nevertheless quite evident which was my mother and which was 

the lefse. 

There’s nothing mystical about what I’m trying to point to here. It’s 

not a poetic metaphor or a Zen-like analogy. It’s a simple, concrete ex- 

ample of that “other” aspect of Reality that must be accounted for if we 
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would avoid irreconcilable contradiction. It’s an example of someone 
actually merging in an exchange of identity with her object. 

THE TWO TRUTHS 

In Reality there appear two separate yet interacting things (subject and 
object, you and I, Mom and lefse, your eye and this page, good and evil, 
organism and environment, freedom and bondage). Yet we may be 
equally sure that, in Reality, there is also no such duality. There are two 
and yet there are not two. This occurs “at once” and in the same loca- 
tion. This fundamental duality is always occurring with conscious ex- 

perience, everywhere and at all times. 

With careful observation, we can see that the multiplicity of things 

always reveals unity. Conversely, if we begin with an assumption of 

unity, we can see that it will always reveal multiplicity. There is in Reality 

a merging of difference and unity. 

This merging of difference and unity is the fundamental paradox that 

faces common sense (or, perhaps I should say, that common sense re- 

fuses to face). Nevertheless, we commonly witness countless examples 

of the merging of difference and unity every day. 

We see a man tossing pizza dough, for example. At some point the 

man exactly understood pizza dough and became something that was 

not merely himself, but something interidentical with pizza dough. This 

is why he can swirl it in the air and stretch it out perfectly. Unless we 

know this merger for ourselves, we wonder, “How can a person do such 

a thing? If I tried to do that it would be a disaster!” If it seems amazing, 

it’s only because we insist (without any conscious thought involved) that 

the man and the pizza dough are two distinct entities, that one must 

“use” the other, that they are two and only “relate” to each other, etc. 

The idea that there is a single entity appearing before us—that only one 

“being” is happening here—escapes common sense. 

Human beings can do remarkable things, many of them far more re- 

markable than tossing pizza dough. We can acquire amazing skills and 

finesse. We can do acrobatics, perform a Prokofiev piano concerto, or 



150 WHY THE WORLD DOESN’T SEEM TO MAKE SENSE 

devise inconceivable models of the quantum world that work flawlessly. 

But the reason we can do these amazing things is that we can merge 

with that object which common sense forever sees as “out there,’ sepa- 

rate and different. 

If we analyze where the boundaries are between our objects and our- 

selves, we will eventually discover that we cannot definitely find them, 

either in time or in space. There is always this other aspect of Reality 

that is going on simultaneously, beyond the reach of common sense. 

Object and subject have merged; they’re bound up with each other and 

with the Whole. At the same time, though, we can still see them as two, 

as separate. 

JUST SEEING 
. 

Our problems stem simply from not seeing. We unwittingly and unnec- 

essarily confuse ourselves—though we usually don’t pursue our views 

far enough to see just how confused we actually are. Yet at any moment 

we have the power to see our situation for what it is. 

Seeing is keeping our mouth shut—that is, keeping our discriminat- 

ing consciousness, our ego, our intention, out of the question. Just seeing 

is all that is required to deal with our situation in a morally satisfying 

manner—that is, to deal with it in a way that is Total. It is our inability 

(or, perhaps more accurately, our unwillingness or refusal) to actually 

see that is our basic human problem. 

When a question rises from the center of our collective, common- 

sense worldview, it often causes us to divide into separate camps. When 

this happens, it’s not just us, but the world itself that exists in separate 

camps. We deal in concepts and we label things, and then we become 

attached to our views and our labels. 

If we keep our minds quiet, however—if we still the inner dialogue 

that runs continuously within common human consciousness—we do 

not become confused. 

If you're not convinced that we do indeed constantly chatter to our- 

selves, I invite you to try this simple experiment. Sit upright in a chair, 

feet flat on the floor, and do not lean against the back of the chair. Now, 
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focus your attention on your breathing for five minutes. Just note your 
breath and nothing else. Go ahead—give it a try. 

If you reflected upon your mental content during those five minutes, 
you noticed that your attention wandered from your breath many times. 
Your mind, in the span of five minutes jabbered and toyed with many 
mental objects. 

This mental chasing about is not necessarily a bad thing. It is, in fact, 
normal conscious experience. In order to just see Truth and Reality, 

however, it’s necessary to realize that the mind, when it’s not under ex- 

amination, jabbers to itseif incessantly. 

This is not to suggest that we should attempt to turn off the inner di- 

alogue. Indeed, such a thing cannot be done—at least not directly. We 

cannot simply say to ourselves, “I’m going to stop that inner dialogue,’ 

and expect through the application of our will to succeed. This would 

be on a par with willing yourself to stop thinking about elephants. 

So how do we stop the inner dialogue? We cannot stop it by expend- 

ing energy and applying will or volition. Stopping the inner dialogue, 

making the mind quiet, only comes about through bare attention, from 

just seeing. The quiet mind, in fact, is none other than just seeing itself. 

See the situation. Whether it be the abortion issue, or the baby picture 

question, or a live/dead cat, set aside judgment and evaluation for the 

moment—either of the issue itself or of the views expressed by others— 

and just see the situation. 

“Set aside” does not mean “ignore.” We cannot ignore the abortion 

issue or our feelings regarding abortion, or the opinions of others re- 

garding abortion—but, if we wish to see Truth, we should not get caught 

in an endless debate, either. This means that if our mind engages in a 

debate, we must see that our mind is engaging in a debate. If our mind 

grabs for an answer—“I’m siding with this view”—we must just see that 

we're siding with a view that is one of many. It’s only through direct see- 

ing that we may keep ourselves from going insane—that is, from losing 

sight of Reality. 

Only when we just see can we know how the mind works. We'll begin 

to notice that to grasp at anything leads the mind into a quagmire of 

confusion. If we just see that the mind does this, we'll discover that it’s 
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in the seeing that we’ve already come back, that we've already merged 

with Reality (in the sense of “religio”). 

Awareness of Reality is seeing, not conceptualizing. The pivot point 

of volition is no more than the resolve to wake up, to see Truth, and to 

constantly return to just seeing. It’s the suspension of judgment, and the 

disentanglement from the ceaseless, moronic chatter that characterizes 

our everyday minds. Just seeing is the end of the absurd belief that “this 

means that.” It’s the recognition that this can never mean “that,” but is 

only the immediate this. It’s simply to see, prior to concept. 



SIX 

“( CONSCIOUSNESS) 

[This awareness] is empty and immaculately 

pure, not being created by anything whatsoever. 

It is authentic and unadulterated, without 

any duality of clarity and emptiness. 

It is not permanent and yet it is not created 

by anything. 

However, it is not a mere nothingness or some- 

thing annihilated because it is lucid and present. 

It does not exist as a single entity because it is 

present and clear in terms of being many. 

[On the other hand] it is not created as a 

multiplicity of things because it is inseparable 

and of a single flavor. 

—PADMASAMBHAVA 

How is it that, apart from consciousness, there 

are no things in themselves? 

Because the so-called “things in themselves,’ if 

examined in the light of reason, do not exist at 

all. 

—HSUAN TSANG 
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Physics is the study of the structure of conscious- 

ness. The stuff of the world is mindstuff. 

—SIR ARTHUR EDDINGTON 

THE STRANGE FAMILIAR 

What is consciousness? The word is frequently tossed about these days, 

but what does it refer to? 

As we've already seen from experiments (e.g., the double slit) and 

thought-experiments (e.g., Schrodinger’s cat), our acts of detecting and 

measuring—seemingly primary acts of consciousness—do little to clar- 

ify what’s going on. Indeed, the strange results of these experiments 

seem to invite us into a dreamlike reality. The wave interference pattern 

on the wall changes to a diffusion pattern because we've gained knowl- 

edge of which slit the photon went through. How is it possible that the 

mere shift in our awareness can cause physical phenomena to change? 

Indeed, what is consciousness, anyway? 

Consciousness, it seems, doesn’t merely stand outside Reality and 

objectively perceive what’s going on. Rather, it seems to interact with 

everything on a very deep, basic level. In fact, as we’ve just noted, it 

seems, somehow, to create realities. Consciousness seems essential to 

and intertwined with objects and events, and all these objects and 

events seem so intertwined with each other, that everything does indeed 

seem to fit together as though it all were woven into a single Whole. 

And yet multiplicity also exists. It’s obvious that it does. 

Physicists have uncovered some truly strange things regarding con- 

sciousness—things few people expected to find. But consciousness has 

always been rather vague and mysterious. Our perennial confusion sur- 

rounding the term “consciousness” is well illustrated by Julian Jaynes in 

his book, The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicam- 

eral Mind. Jaynes mentions eight different ways we've historically at- 

tempted to account for consciousness. In every instance, however, it 

seems we began with the assumption that consciousness either origi- 
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nates in, or is associated with matter. It’s either in matter originally; or 
in protoplasm—perhaps it resides in a collection of ganglia at the top 
of the spinal column; or it evolved with us as our physical form evolved; 
or, as we evolved, consciousness came forth suddenly; etc. Our attempts 
to explain consciousness have even gone so far as to include behavior- 
ism, which, more or less, openly denies the existence of what Jaynes 
refers to as consciousness. As Jaynes points out, however, with every 
definition there arise intractable problems that prevent any adequate 

understanding of what consciousness is and how it originates. 

According to Jaynes, the problem of consciousness remains to be 

solved, so he offers us another solution that departs from our old mat- 

ter-oriented approach. Noting that “consciousness operates only on ob- 

jectively observable things,’ Jaynes suggests that consciousness is the 

“invention of an analog world on the basis of language.” In other words, 

consciousness is the packaging of the world in the mind, but on the 

basis of language. But Jaynes’ definition doesn’t seem powerful enough 

to explain the apparent intermixing of consciousness with the world— 

or, indeed, the actual triggering of the world, which, according to our 

quantum experiments, seems to be what’s happening with consciousness. 

It seems that what Jaynes refers to as “consciousness” is what Bud- 

dhists have called manas, or ego consciousness. It’s a bogus form of con- 

sciousness, however, for it presupposes the existence of the subject—“I” 

Manas specifically denotes that form of consciousness which consists 

of our conceptual thought constructs. This is the consciousness of com- 

mon sense, the consciousness of self and other. It’s the consciousness 

we infer in a phrase such as “I’m aware of....” It’s also the consciousness 

of contradictions, omissions, and limitations, for most of what is expe- 

rienced escapes (or is rejected or ignored by) manas. 

Manas appears to stand apart from the world; but, as we have seen, 

we cannot actually find any entity that can stand apart from the world. 

Furthermore, Jaynes, like most of us, presupposes that the objects of 

consciousness are really “out there.” Hence, Jaynes’ definition of con- 

sciousness cannot explain why things (and ideas) lose their substantial- 

ity as we approach them. 
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It’s only when consciousness is seen as antecedent to matter that our 

problems with consciousness cease. And just as consciousness must be seen 

as antecedent to matter, so too, it must also be seen to precede language. 

Indeed, consciousness is the basis of language, not the other way around. 

Unlike Jaynes, however, most people today (and, I suspect, the ma- 

jority of scientists) still hold that consciousness is somewhere, some- 

how, within these few pounds of flesh. “The mind is what the brain 

does” is the current definition of consciousness. But as long as we con- 

tinue to attempt to account for consciousness in this manner, we'll never 

realize its nature. , 

Our commonsense view, which assumes the origin and place of con- 

sciousness to be in matter, or else in language, simply cannot account 

for consciousness. These notions do not come close to resolving the 

Reality crisis brought on by quantum physics. This, no doubt, was why 

writer-physicist Nick Herbert, more or less speaking for scientists in 

general, claimed in 1985 that we do not have any explanation for con- 

sciousness at all. This situation remains true today. It’s because of their 

utter faith in the primacy of matter that physicists, at least the few who 

would have an ontology, are now baffled by consciousness. Conscious- 

ness has finally entered into their experiments, and they don’t know 

how to deal with it. Given their tacit assumptions of a world external 

to Mind that is filled with separate and distinct entities, there’s no way 

of accounting for consciousness—or, for that matter, the world. 

But let’s pause for a moment. See if you can notice that Mind—and 

by that I don’t mean merely “your mind,’ but simply raw happening, 

this—neither comes nor goes. Our minds constantly flit about, of 

course, often dramatically and far more than we may realize. Our ob- 

jects of consciousness come and go endlessly, too, never resting for a 

moment. But we don't actually experience Mind Itself “originating” any- 

where, or anywhen. As far as direct experience is concerned, Mind— 

this Awareness—is ever-present and immediate. In other words, we 

never directly experience nothing. It always appears as though some- 

thing is going on in actual experience. But what is it? It’s like a strange 

familiar. 
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THE PRIMACY OF MIND 

Though we can’t confirm through conscious, or conceptual, awareness 
that an external, objectively real world exists (as we have seen, our con- 
ceptions can always be shown to be illusory), direct experience does con- 
firm pure, objectless Awareness—i.e., perception, that this is going on. It’s 

from this perspective that I argue for the primacy of Mind over matter. 

When Mind, or objectless Awareness—pure perception—is seen as 

antecedent to rather than the consequence of matter, then it becomes 

unnecessary to explain consciousness in terms of evolution. Nor does it 

make sense to think of it as having originated somewhere, for now Mind 

can be seen as the originator, instead of the product, of place and time. 

If we are to say, as common sense would have it, and as Jaynes does, 

that there’s an “origin” of consciousness—as we would think of “my con- 

sciousness”—then we might also conclude that there must be a time 

that precedes consciousness, since we can easily imagine a time that 

did precede “our consciousness.’ But this is merely a concept. No such 

time is actually given to direct experience—i.e., no such time is available 

to perception. Each of us lacks any direct experience of a time—past, 

present, or future—outside of immediate conscious awareness. No one 

is ever conscious of not being (or not having been) conscious. Indeed, 

such awareness is clearly impossible; to be aware of a particular—in this 

case, the lack of consciousness—is to be conscious.’ Such “unconscious- 

ness” negates itself. 

My Zen teacher once responded to supposed firsthand accounts of 

life after death by noting that “these people didn’t actually die.’ Like so, 

while we can have firsthand accounts of the lack of conceptual 

thought—though only after the fact—we cannot have genuine firsthand 

accounts of the lack of Mind. 

Mind is of a fundamentally different nature than the material world, 

or even the world of language. It’s not merely relative. It can’t be merely 

relative. It’s of a different order, we might say. While Mind is Absolute 

Reality, language and the material world are mere conceptual manifes- 

tations resulting from the functioning of consciousness—which is an 
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aspect of Mind.’ Given this perspective—which does not rest upon any 

metaphysical speculation, but upon direct experience alone—neither 

language nor matter can be relied upon to account for either Mind or 

consciousness. 

Furthermore, by acknowledging the primacy of Mind over matter, we'll 

discover that the historically intractable problems we've had with con- 

sciousness and reality are quickly surmounted, for we find that suddenly 

we're in no need whatsoever to account for or explain direct experience. 

We will find, however, that we must exchange our most tacit assumption 

about reality—namely that a thing is what it is—for one that is incon- 

ceivable. That is, direct experience reveals no substantiality at all. 

In perceiving this, we'll also discover that we’ve exchanged a painful, 

senseless, meaningless world for a world that (apart from its inconceiv- 

able base) transcends meaning as we typically conceive of it. 

Once we lose our habitual fixation on the objects (and subject) of 

consciousness—i.e., once we free ourselves from the trap of bogus ego 

consciousness—Reality is seen to be as much a seamless, boundless 

Whole as it is a collection of discrete parts. At this point, consciousness 

becomes easier to account for. Consciousness can then be seen to be 

that which divides what is otherwise a seamless Whole. In other 

words, consciousness is the conceiving (the making) of parts, or mind- 

objects, out of Wholeness. 

It’s the function of consciousness to divide subject from object—that 

is, to create parts or fragments out of what is otherwise a whole. There- 

fore the “parts” —the physical and mental objects of consciousness, i.e., 

concepts—are merely appearances resulting from the working of con- 

sciousness. 

Our most grave, albeit our most common error, is to take these ob- 

jects for Reality. 

CONSCIOUSNESS, CONTRADICTION, AND CREATION 

If we assume Reality to be fundamentally a seamless, Absolute Whole 

rather than a collection of entities, our commonsense view of things 
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changes considerably. For starters, we must also assume that, since con- 
scious awareness is obviously present in all conceptual experience (if it 
werent, no such experience could be had), this seamless Wholeness 
would not merely have to contain conscious awareness, but would ac- 
tually be conscious awareness. In other words, if Reality were a seamless 
Whole, that Wholeness is necessarily Awareness Itself—which is im- 
mediate and present in all experience. 

Roger Penrose, however, in The Emperor’s New Mind, noted that 
“To be conscious, I seem to have to be conscious of something” But 
in stating this, Penrose, like Jaynes—and, indeed, like most of us— 

makes the classic Cartesian mistake of positing an absolute (“I”) in his 

definition of the experience of consciousness. As a result of making 

this supposition—this concept—he, like most of us, misses what’s oth- 

erwise immediate and unconditionally evident. And with the assump- 

tion of a self, it’s not possible to actually see what conscious experience 

is. 

To clarify this point, let’s consider that famous question posed by 

Bertrand Russell (as well as by many others). Russell said that for him 

the great mystery was why there is something rather than nothing.° This 

question reveals the very ground of our commonsense belief upon 

which all our science has been built. There is, however, an enormous 

assumption being made here. As it was for Huai-jang (see page 13), to 

pose this question is to assume that Reality (which we habitually con- 

fuse with our objects of consciousness) actually is something, and that 

our objects (especially our physical objects) of consciousness actually 

are “somethings” as well. 

But in making this assumption, we get into trouble with paradox. 

Physicists use terms like “ambiguous” or “indefinite,’ or in some way 

stress the contradictory nature of the world revealed in their quantum 

experiments. As we have seen, it’s difficult to say much about a photon 

when it’s not being measured (i.e., observed). In fact, the standard in- 

terpretation of quantum theory would have us focus on what is purely 

perceived—i.e., on maintaining an objectless Awareness—rather than 

assuming the photon to be something in particular. 
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The standard (Copenhagen) interpretation of quantum theory, as es- 

poused by physicist Niels Bohr, would not have us presume that a quan- 

tum system actually is something before a measurement is taken. But 

even after a measurement is taken (i.e., after we conceive the photon 

to be “there”), we run into problems. If we presume that a photon actu- 

ally is something (as opposed to nothing)—just as we tacitly assume 

our common, everyday objects actually are something as we look at 

them—then ambiguity, and hence paradox, appear. 

And, indeed, this paradox doesn’t confine itself to the quantum 

world. Consider this curious ambiguity that results from conceptual 

thought: We move a cup from position A to position B. That a cup 

can actually move from A to B seems obvious, and is our common- 

sense assumption. But how can a single commonsense object remain 

the same—remain itself—and yet move through time and space? 

How can something endure, persist, abide, retain its identity—and 

yet change? Once the cup has moved from A to B, it’s no longer the 

same object; yet we conceive of the cup at A and the cup at B as being 

identical. 

We’ve already discussed a temporal version of this paradox in our 

considerations regarding our baby pictures. We want to think there’s 

something—“I”—that doesn’t change, that remains “I,” even though we 

cannot point to any experienced thing that doesn’t change. This is not 

unlike our persistence in seeing tapered tiers in the café-wall illusion 

(page 28), even after we notice that the defining lines of the tiers are 

parallel. We tend to hold to our commonsense notion even after we see 

that it entails a contradiction. And just as we tacitly believe a thing can 

persist and yet change, so too we commonly believe that a thing can 

move through space and time and yet remain unchanged. 

We commonly believe that objects of our conscious awareness actu- 

ally are something. That they’re Real. That they persist as they are and 

yet change. But how can any such thing actually be? Contradiction char- 

acterizes the nature of all our objects of consciousness. If we only attend 

carefully, we can see that contradiction is the nature of conceptual re- 

ality. With bare attention alone, we can see that it is conceptual reality 

that cannot be. 
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WHAT IS CONSCIOUSNESS? 

In Part I, I observed that we try to understand things in terms of their 
essence, yet it seems that we can understand things only in terms of 
their function or relationship to other things. And so it is with “things” 
“Thingness,’ however, is what consciousness does—that is, conscious- 
ness is the source of things and ideas. It breaks down Reality into pieces. 

It’s the splitting of the Whole into conceived objects. 

This is the functioning of consciousness: a conceptual awareness 

erupts out of Wholeness, thus splitting Wholeness; and the first thing 

that gets split off is: “Here I am, over here’”—that is, consciousness is the 

conceiving of a subject along with its object. It’s the conceptualization of 

a self. But more than that, it’s the conceiving of a self that necessarily sees 

itself as being opposed to everything else. Expressed in a different way, 

consciousness is the spontaneous creation of a bogus self-consciousness. 

Consciousness creates the appearance of an “other” that is set apart 

from “me.’ Thus the fragmentary, particularistic, commonsense point 

of view emerges from what is otherwise a seamless, boundless Whole. 

This, then, is the emergence of fragmentary consciousness, the origin 

of the fragmented mind that, in seeing itself opposed to “other,’ enters 

into perpetual conflict as it attempts to maintain what cannot be found 

in Reality—a self. 

Consciousness then continues to function, dividing and redividing 

self from other, again and again, into finer and finer distinctions, more 

and more fragments. Thus the whole mental universe erupts into exis- 

tence in a sort of “Big Bang” In other words, through the working of 

consciousness, the illusion of existence is born. Yet at every level, the 

objects of consciousness—including the subject, “I’—remain empty of 

any substance of their own intrinsic, separate, being. 

THE MEASUREMENT PROBLEM 

Nick Herbert noted in Quantum Reality that “It is fair to say that if we 

could say what actually goes on in a measurement, we would know 

what physical reality was all about” 
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Why such high regard for what constitutes a measurement? 

There’s something about the act of taking a measurement that gives 

us the idea that there exists some fundamental difference between or- 

dinary objects (like people and coffee cups) and quantum objects (like 

electrons and photons). But what is that something? 

Ordinary objects, at least according to our commonsense view, seem 

to innately possess certain definite attributes such as, say, position and 

momentum. But these attributes—called “dynamic attributes” as op- 

posed to “static attributes” (such as, say, mass or charge)—cannot be 

attached to quantum objects without qualification. The dynamic attrib- 

utes of quantum objects arise only within a quantum object’s “measure- 

ment context,’ which links the object to the rest of the universe, 

including any observer or measuring device. In other words, a quantum 

object’s dynamic attributes are contextual. That is, it will exhibit dif- 

ferent attributes depending on how we measure it. Its dynamic attrib- 

utes, in other words, are jointly shared by the object and the 

measuring device. (Ultimately, of course, the measuring device is con- 

scious awareness. For simplicity, however, let’s say the measuring device 

is a conscious subject, a person.) Take away the measuring device and 

the “object” literally does not possess dynamic attributes—i.e., the pho- 

ton isn’t anywhere and has no motion (or lack of motion) when no one 

is looking. As Herbert put it, “We cannot picture such a state of being, 

but nature seems to have no trouble producing such entities. Indeed, 

such entities are all this world is made of” 

Of course we can’t picture it. That’s the point. It’s not being meas- 

ured—i.e., it’s not registering in consciousness; it’s not being conceived. 

Nevertheless, we perceive. 

Herbert points out that John von Neumann, one of the twentieth cen- 

tury’s giants in mathematics, showed that if we “...assume that electrons 

[or photons] are ordinary objects or are constructed of ordinary ob- 

jects—entities with innate dynamic attributes—then the behavior of 

these objects must contradict the predictions of quantum theory” 

So why not reject quantum theory? Because quantum theory is the 

most successful theory in all of science. (Even Einstein couldn’t defeat 
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it, though he tried for many years.) Yet accepting quantum theory forces 
us to embrace ontologies that common sense finds absurd. Futhermore, 
Herbert noted, 

if you assume that electrons possess contextual attributes that 
stem from ordinary objects inaccessible to measurement but 
whose innate attributes combine “in a reasonable way” to simulate 
the electron’s measurement-dependent behavior, then these enti- 

ties likewise must violate quantum theory’s predictions. Thus, ac- 

cording to the quantum bible, electrons cannot be ordinary 

objects, nor can they be constructed of (presently unobserv- 

able) ordinary objects. From the mathematical form alone, von 

Neumann proved that quantum theory is incompatible with the 

real existence of entities that possess attributes of their own. 

In other words, quantum theory is incompatible with our normal way 

of seeing things as substantial, definite, and real. 

So, again, why don’t we dump quantum theory? Because everything 

we have observed demonstrates the accuracy of quantum theory. 

Could it be that it’s our normal way of looking at things that is inac- 

curate? I am suggesting here that this is precisely the case. 

According to von Neumann (and Herbert), electrons and other 

quantum objects cannot be ordinary objects, since they certainly do 

not—and cannot—behave as our ordinary objects of consciousness ap- 

pear to behave. Yet every one of our “ordinary” physical objects (includ- 

ing our bodies) is made up of nothing but these extraordinary quantum 

objects. 

I wish to suggest here that there is in fact no difference between “or- 

dinary” and quantum objects—that all objects behave as quantum ob- 

jects do. Everyday objects only appear to behave differently, and this 

appearance is the result of our rejecting direct perception (what I have 

called bare attention or just seeing) in favor of concepts. Despite our 

habitual denials, we actually do perceive “ordinary objects” (though 

“they” are not actually objects) just as we do any quantum event—but 
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we don’t attend to bare perception alone. Instead we overlay perception 

with conceptual thought, thus dividing the ordinary from the extraor- 

dinary. 

In short, the distinction between ordinary objects and quantum ob- 

jects is an error that results from our habit of packaging direct percep- 

tion into concepts. If we would attend to perception alone, we would 

find that the world doesn’t actually fit into concepts without yielding 

contradictions. 

As John Casti wrote in his Paradigms Lost, “The paradox of the quan- 

tum realm is that although common sense dictates that the universe ex- 

ists ‘out there’ independent of acts of observation, the universe does not 

actually seem to exist ‘out there’ independent of acts of observation” 

But we’re uncomfortable with such objectless Knowledge. We want a 

Real World, to be sure, but we'd prefer to have it with handles on it. We 

think that there’s no other possible way we can “get it,’ in fact. Yet, as 

we can see, if only we'd look, whatever we “get” is never It. It’s never the 

Real Thing we long to have. 

The problem with our commonsense view is that it would have us 

insist upon a break between our ordinary view (the classical or New- 

tonian view of the world) and that of the new physics of mind-boggling 

quantum objects. But, though it seems to common sense that there’s a 

vast difference between the quantum world and our everyday world, no 

such break is discernible. Scientists have yet to find any evidence that 

our everyday world behaves any differently from the world of quan- 

tum reality. As physicist Henry Stapp points out, “the ontology extends 

in an unbroken way [from the microscopic] to the macroscopic level” 

THE UNMEASURED SOLUTION 

What we call “measurement,” then, is what occurs when consciousness 

conceives an object and frames it in solid attributes. And from there we 
begin to analyze and synthesize. Our conceptual experience of this 
process is to have the sense that we’ve captured or recorded the essence 
of something. This “something,” which was once dynamic, condenses 
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into a concrete, conceptualized reality, where it now appears as though 

frozen in time and space. We commonly take the result of this process 

to mean that we've arrived at something “substantial” (as opposed to 

nothing, as Bertrand Russell might say). But what consciousness has ac- 

tually done is merely form an abstraction and generate a mental object, 

a concept. 

As we fix cn our objects, we carry ourselves deeper into a “this means 

that” way of thinking and seeing. “This means that” is a way of seeing 

each thing as being separated out from the Whole and set apart from 

its “other.” Left unchecked, this process of measurement and discrimi- 

nation ultimately veils Awareness. 

An example of this is reflected in the maxim “the best cooks don’t 

measure.” Good cooks trust perception, unlike ordinary cooks. These 

cooks don’t need to measure—perception and experience are sufficient. 

They rely on wordless perception instead of measuring. 

Whatever it is that makes a good cook, it has something to do with 

the cook’s quality of mind. The mere acquiring of know-how isn’t 

enough. A good cook gains practical knowledge, to be sure, but good 

cooks have also learned to merge with their objects. We often refer to 

such a process as inspiration. A good cook has a feel of the cheese, the 

butter, the eggs, the spices, whatever—they understand the life of this 

stuff, and, indeed, are merged with it. Their consciousness has loosened 

in such a way that they don’t have to rely on a recipe. They know (even 

bodily) how to make the perfect soufflé. Though outwardly it may ap- 

pear that they just throw the ingredients together, when they have fin- 

ished—“voila!”—out comes a masterpiece. 

In the hands of a great cook (or musician, or carpenter, or mother), 

the quality of life thus rises to a high level. 

WHAT IS MEASUREMENT? 

Measurement is an obsession with the objects of consciousness. To 

measure—that is, to form a concept—is to not just see. Through meas- 

uring, we become less and less able to realize what's going on, and we 
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lock ourselves more and more into conception instéad of perception. 

This process occurs with extreme rapidity, and without reflection it be- 

comes habitual. 

We don’t usually understand the act of measuring in this way. 

Rather, we tend to think of measurement as a way to obtain more in- 

formation about our objects, so that we may better make use of them. 

We assume that such information is needed to make decisions about 

how we can further improve our lot. The more information we have, 

the greater our capacity will be to make wise and prudent decisions— 

or so we believe. 

But this is a very questionable proposition. Indeed, gaining informa- 

tion through measurement is precisely what limits perception. One may 

have gained conceptual knowledge, but at the cost of having diminished 

the ability to directly see what’s going on. To gain information is to con- 

ceptually remove ourselves, both temporally and spatially, from what’s 

going on. We distance ourselves from Reality, as it were. (But, of course, 

it’s impossible to deal with Reality at a distance, for that is already a vio- 

lation of Reality.) To gain information is merely to sink ourselves deeper 

into a conceptual reality, and thus we place ourselves out of touch with 

what’s going on. We gain information at the expense of true Knowledge, 

or Wisdom. And we don’t even realize what we’re doing. 

The point that concerns us here is that more information does not 

make us any wiser or more capable of making sane decisions. And, 

though we live in an information age of supercomputers that can com- 

plete ten quadrillion operations per second, we still can’t seem to get 

enough information to help us figure out what we’re doing—or even 

what we’re doing wrong. 

Many of us are beginning to feel that the human world is fast ap- 

proaching a crisis. With all our conventional knowledge—our ordinary, 

trivial, commonsense, conceptual knowledge, which is mere access to 

information—and with our fast communications, we only seem to dig 

ourselves in deeper. And the evidence for this has only increased since 

I published the first version of this book nearly two decades ago. 
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THE MEASUREMENT TRAP 

I've loved classical music all my life. As a child, my greatest ambition 
was to be a composer. All through elementary and high school I col- 
lected records, and I listened by the hour to fine music on a small, aging 
portable phonograph. I loved doing this, and I didn’t know that the 

phonograph was of poor quality. 

Then in college, I purchased a stereo. I thought it was very good, but 

shortly after I bought it, I met a fellow who informed me that my nifty 

stereo was nothing to brag about. My new friend was familiar with elec- 

tronic gadgets of all kinds. Soon he had me listening to my speakers and 

to my turntable. We analyzed my amplifier and my tone arm, and all 

the while, as he drew my attention to the shortcomings of each item, 

he suggested other models that might better suit me. We went over my 

set in such detail that I began to realize what a truly wretched machine 

it was. I deeply regretted that I hadn’t met this guy a little earlier. He 

could have saved me from the misery of knowing I had purchased a 

lousy stereo. 

He took me to see a friend of his who ran a store that sold stereo 

equipment. They had all the latest stuff. They hooked up the top-of- 

the-line amplifier to the best speakers and turntable, and put on a “full 

frequency range recording” of Also Sprach Zarathustra by Richard 

Strauss. As the stylus floated down to meet the revolving platter, the 

dealer turned to me and said, “Now here’s a turntable, my friend!” 

First the organ appeared in the lowest register, sounding the very bot- 

tom of audibility. The sonorities seemed to come from nowhere—or, 

rather, from inside my head. It was as if the room was breathing in and 

out with the slow resonance of the organ. The opening chord seemed 

to hang suspended in my mind until the orchestra swelled behind it, 

sweeping the sound upward, seemingly beyond the highest reaches of 

the ear. As that magnificent music surged, it was as though Zoroaster 

himself had emerged from his cave to face the sun within that very 

room. 
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My friends shouted to me above the tumult, “Listeri to those cymbals! 

Sounds great, doesn’t it?” And I exclaimed, “Oh yeah!” 

I didn’t like listening to my stereo after that. 1 became obsessed in- 

stead. After I got out of school, I earned enough money to buy the best 

stereo I could find. Eventually I was assured by my friends that I would 

have to spend thousands more to make any more improvements, so I 

figured I had at last acquired a good stereo. 

But the funny thing was, I stopped listening to my music. I could no 

longer find anything in my vast collection that suited me. Within a year 

I got rid of it all—both my wondrous stereo system and my record col- 

lection. 

I listened to music only when I happened to catch something on the 

radio every now and then. Oddly, I noticed that when it came over the 

radio it was quite all right. How different it was from when I sat before 

those shelves of records trying to settle on what I wanted to hear. And 

how at ease I was without having to pick and choose. 

Over the next several years I rarely listened to music. After a long 

period of no concerts or records, I happened to drop in on an old friend 

one evening. As I arrived, he was about to listen to some music— 

Sibelius’s seventh symphony. I had not heard it in years. 

Without a word we sat and listened. 

My friend was a very simple man. His phonograph was old and well- 

used. It was one of those old-fashioned suitcase-type phonographs—I 

don’t even think it was a stereo. 

I don’t think I ever enjoyed Sibelius more. 

It was perfect because I was no longer trying to measure, trying to 

package anything. I wasn’t listening to the speakers or the turntable; I 

was listening to the music. I didn’t care about how well the speakers or 

the performers were doing. That wasn’t my business. That was the busi- 

ness of the musicians and the engineers. My business was to just listen, 

and to enjoy. If I had concerned myself with measurement, with grasp- 

ing the moment, I would not have had the chance to actually hear the 

music. I would have only succeeded in disturbing myself. 

My business was only to just listen. All else was out of my hands. 
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ON NOT BECOMING OBSESSED 

When we concern ourselves with measurement, with getting a handle 
on things, we engage in an attempt to make this into “that” Our desire 

to change this, however, means that we have overlooked the possibility 

that, but for our meddling, this (whatever the immediate object of con- 

sciousness happens to be) is already well situated and quite clearly 

knowable for what it is. 

In making this into “that,’ we often become confused and lose sight 

of what our intent was in the first place—yet we press on, oblivious to 

what we're doing. 

Every morning I walk around the small lake near my home. One day 

I happened to look at my watch and noted that it took me 55 minutes 

to walk around the lake. The next day I noted the time again, but this 

time I found that it took me only 51 minutes. I had shaved four minutes 

from the previous day. And I thought, “I wonder how fast I can do this?” 

Pretty soon I was down to 48 minutes, then 47 minutes and so many 

seconds. Soon I was really timing myself in earnest—right down to the 

second. I had a few setbacks from time to time, but then I thought, “I 

wonder if I can walk it in 45 minutes?” That became my goal. For the 

next few days I would not be distracted, not by geese flying overhead, 

not by the charming old man and his little dog, not by anything. 

Finally, the day came when I thought I was really going to make my goal. 

Everything had gone well on the walk—there was no driving wind to slow 

me down, no distractions of any kind. I knew I was making good time. 

I had only another 200 yards to my finish line when I came upon a 

large flock of geese. They stretched across the path and covered the 

lawn from the lake to the bushes on the hillside. Nothing but geese, 

everywhere. 

I wanted to stop and watch them. I wanted to simply enjoy the beauty 

of the morning. But I thought, “No! I can break my record if I just keep 

going!” But the geese were in my way; they were going to prevent me 

from meeting my goal. I noticed I was feeling an odd mixture of delight 

(in the geese) and anger (at being barred from meeting my goal). 
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It was then that I caught myself. I realized that I had become so ab- 

sorbed in my idea of what I wanted to accomplish that I had tuned out 

all other possibility. I was, in fact, ignoring what was going on. I was 

not only ignoring the beauty of the moment, but I was also not giving 

attention to the anger that was rising-in me. My anger was rising over 

nothing of any consequence, and yet I was about to let it grip me. 

I no longer wear my watch on my morning walks. 

Truth is never glimpsed by an obsessed mind. Truth is glimpsed only 

after we let go of our intent. 

Through our obsession with measurement, with our objects of con- 

sciousness, we continually distract ourselves. We then suffer because 

this keeps us out of step with what’s really going on. We become in- 

creasingly less aware of our growing frustration. 

It’s easy to do this (and at the same time lose sight of what we’re 

doing) when we measure. 

All we can ever measure is quantity. I was measuring the quantity of 

time, and in so doing I wasn’t paying full attention to the quality of time. 

I was measuring something that was far less Real than the actual quality 

of the moment. Through measurement we exchange, in effect, a higher 

order of Reality for a lower one. We exchange Reality for a representa- 

tion of Reality—and a poor representation at that. 

THE CONVERSION OF CONSCIOUSNESS INTO “THING” 

The more we lock ourselves into thought constructs, the more cluttered 

we become with ideas and beliefs, the more fixed we become on meas- 

urement, and the more fragmented our conscious awareness becomes. 

When we become obsessed with measurement, we lose sight of im- 

mediate Awareness, of direct experience of Reality. Without appreciat- 

ing such Awareness, we develop an attitude of, “By George, let’s get 

things done! Let’s work hard to make life better! We must produce and 

improve and progress. We must build faster and better computers be- 

cause we need to access more information, so that we may make the 

improvements this world really needs!” And we improve and improve 
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until we develop a situation no one would ever choose to live in. And 
we run off to undisturbed places as soon as we have the chance—and 
then we “improve” them! 

And all the while we do this, our conscious awareness—the quality 
of our life—is becoming ever more fragmented and confused. Then, in 
our more quiet moments, if we dare allow them to enter, we wonder 

what we’re doing. And we can only shake our heads because we already 

know that things and ideas finally have no meaning. 

In short, we become obsessed with objects of consciousness. And 

the more distinct our ideas and concepts appear to us, the more we 

latch on to them. Thus we become ever more enmeshed in a contradic- 

tory world—and less capable of either noticing that such is the case, or 

of dealing with it if we do. 

THE AWARENESS OF WHOLENESS 

It’s possible, with bare attention, to see unity within diverse things. Such 

awareness is closer to perception than conception. The closer we get to 

pure Awareness, “things” are seen as interidentical with one another 

and with the Whole. 

To demonstrate metaphorically how this occurs, let me slightly mod- 

ify an image offered by the physicist David Bohm in his book, Wholeness 

and the Implicate Order. It runs as follows: suppose we have a rectan- 

gular fish tank with two glass sides perpendicular to each other. Inside 

glass 
tank 

television G 

cameras ~Q> television screens 

Figure 6-1. Bohm’s Fish 
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the tank there is a single fish swimming around. Two TV cameras, at 90° 

to each other, view the fish through the two perpendicular glass walls. 

Finally, in another room, two side-by-side TV monitors display the two 

two-dimensional images being received by the two cameras. 

Now, we should remember that most physicists believe there are 

more, perhaps many more, dimensions to reality than the mere three 

of our everyday experience. To get a feel for what it might mean to have 

more than three dimensions, let’s step down a level, as we did in our 

balloon analogy on page 125, and imagine a two-dimensional being 

somehow looking at the two two-dimensional TV screens. These 

screens are displaying a single three-dimensional fish from two different 

viewpoints. 

A 2—D being could not easily conceive of what existence would be 

like in three dimensions. Our two-dimensional friend, therefore, in 

viewing the two two-dimensional screens, would likely assume he’s 

looking at two separate fish. And it would appear to this being that 

when the fish in screen A is facing straight toward him, the “other” fish 

in screen B appears in side view; and when the fish in screen A turns to 

the side, the fish in screen B turns its tail on him. 

After a while, he might begin to realize that the movements of the 

“two” fish are coordinated, and from that he might deduce that they 

exist in some sort of causal connection. But though our friend may de- 

tect certain relationships between the two, he cannot easily conceive of 

how they might actually be connected, let alone how they might actually 

be one and the same fish. 

We, on the other hand, being three-dimensional creatures, not only 
know there to be only one fish, but we know it on a level of awareness 
that is far richer than our two-dimensional friend can even imagine. 
Furthermore, we can understand why he believes there are two fish 
(multiplicity) rather than one (oneness). 

Similarly, just as we might notice (though without any concept of 
how it might be so) that by harming others we ultimately do harm to 
ourselves, the two-dimensional observer may, without comprehending 
why, notice that what happens to one fish somehow affects the other. 
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He can see that they are “causally” connected somehow, though the 
thought that they are actually one and the same fish totally escapes him. 

In like manner, we conceive that we exist in three dimensions, and 
we believe that we are separate and divided off from one another, as 

well as from the Whole. In Reality, however, it’s possible to see that 
there’s no separation, though in a way we cannot conceive. In other 

words, there’s more about us that can be known than in ways we are 

able to conceptualize. 

ORDER CANNOT BE ESTABLISHED 

When we do not see the nature of Absolute Reality, we try to impose 

our own sense of order on things. We attempt to force our own ideas 

of order upon the Whole, upon Chaos. These attempts ultimately and 

inevitably create havoc. 

Havoc, as I shall henceforth use the term, is precisely what we’ve 

commonly taken the word “chaos” to mean. But havoc is not at all like 

Chaos with a capital C. Chaos is of the Whole. As we have seen, it’s sta- 

ble, unique, creative, and generative. Havoc is none of these. Havoc re- 

sults whenever we attempt to force Reality into nugget form. It’s what 

we create when we try to establish order. 

If you read about owls, you'll soon wonder how mice can survive. But 

if you study mice, you'll wonder how it is that an owl ever manages to 

catch one, or why we're not overrun with mice. If we see the whole pic- 

ture, however, we can see how these two creatures balance their abili- 

ties; but if we try to set up that balance ourselves (i.e., by way of our 

intent), it will only lead to havoc, for this is not the place for us to let 

volition enter. It would be better if we let Chaos do the regulating and 

let ourselves simply observe and comply. 

Volition’s proper place is in directing us toward seeing the work of 

Chaos (i.e., the dynamics of the Whole), and in adjusting our living to 

fit the grand symbiosis, rather than striving to make everything fit the 

whims and fancies of small and contradictory propositions called “my- 

self” or “us.” 
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How we create havoc by imposing our sense of order upon natural 

systems is well illustrated in a story told by Joseph Wood Krutch in his 

book Grand Canyon. Krutch lived in the desert of the southwestern 

United States at a time when sheep ranchers were complaining that the 

puma (mountain lion) dined on mutton every now and then. The ranch- 

ers didn’t feel it was right that they should have to sacrifice an occasional 

animal as a fee for the services of the puma. Indeed, the ranchers did 

not even recognize that the puma provided any service at all. They saw 

the puma only as a disturbance to the type of order they would seek to 

establish—namely the steady growth in profits from their sheep. 

The ranchers pushed for unlimited hunting of the puma. They 

wanted to exterminate them. Eventually they got their way. 

Within the very short period of thirty years, the extermination of the 

puma resulted in the “laying waste not only of hundreds of square miles 

of a once flourishing plateau clothed with many different shrubs and 

small trees but also, in places, serious damage to actual forests” Once 

the puma were gone, the deer, now freed from a common predator, 

began to flourish. As their numbers mounted, they overbrowsed until, 

driven by near starvation, they began to “eat the shrubbery to the 

ground and desperately to gnaw the bark from dying trees.” The result- 

ing lack of vegetation, which had once protected the soil against erosion, 

led to still further disasters. 

There was a small area, however, experimentally fenced in before the 

extermination of the puma. Krutch mentions that after thirty years it 

“does not seem to belong with the area outside.’ Outside the fence, “var- 

ious species—some...among the handsomest [such as the Gambel oak 

and the beautiful cliff rose] have completely disappeared...where even 

the sagebrush is in a dying condition and the junipers have no branches 

for a deer to reach” And many of the species that were not outright 

exterminated dwindled to numbers below which they could not rebuild 

their populations. Inside the fence, however, where the deer could not 

get at them, indigenous plant life flourished. 

We can see this sort of shortsightedness repeated again and again. 

For example, we produced, used, and, to some extent, even made our- 
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selves dependent upon the presence of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs). All _ 

the while we did this, we unwittingly set the stage for the slow depletion 

of the ozone layer in our atmosphere. Year after year this went on un- 

detected. We thought, of course, there would be no problem because 

such chemicals are relatively inert. But now we see that this very prop- 

erty actually intensifies the problem. We have awakened (to this one 

issue, anyway) to discover some of the unforeseen effects of this mate- 

rial in our atmosphere, and the disturbing realization that even after we 

stop durnping these gasses, the ozone layer will still continue to deplete. 

The problem is our ignorance. We have to own up to it. We’re the 

species that, in the New Mexican desert in 1945, wondered if our new 

experiment might ignite the atmosphere and incinerate the Earth. We 

discussed it and thought it unlikely, but we could not be certain. Yet we 

went ahead and exploded the first atomic bomb anyway. 

When we set our sights on controlling change, just our sheer num- 

bers can set an impressive edge to our intention. Consider this blurb 

from my local Nature Conservancy newsletter: 

Tropical forests are a stronghold of the Earth's biological diversity. 

Representing only 6% of the Earth’s surface, they provide habitat 

for half of its wildlife species. For example, Costa Rica is only % as 

large as Minnesota, but it has 58 times the number of species of 

trees, 3 times as many mammals, 8 times more reptiles, and at 

least 7 times as many butterflies. The American tropics is the win- 

tering ground for at least 332 different birds that nest summers in 

the United States and Canada. 

About fifty acres of rainforest are being destroyed around the 

world every minute: 3,000 acres per hour, 27 million acres per year, 

an area approximately one half the size of Minnesota. With this 

destruction go many species of plants and animals including many 

not yet known to western science. The plants and animals [are] 

important in their own right.... The rainforests help stabilize the 

world climate patterns, substantially influencing the atmosphere 

of our planet.’ 
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In all of these cases, our actions stem from our confused desire to 

make “improvements” in the way things already are, in the way Chaos 

arranged them. But it’s just as clear that what we actually create is havoc, 

because we don’t understand what’s going on. 

In Krutch’s story we see that our humble desire was merely to control 

and improve. But no matter how altruistic our intent, there’s always self- 

ishness in our desire. As long as we act out of our commonsense view 

of things, which forever holds us apart from the “other,’ our desire will 

always be centered on “me.” And because our concern is with the part 

(ourselves) and not the Whole, we create havoc. 

We—even those of us with the best of intentions—literally cannot 

conceive how everything is interconnected. We can only see (perceive) 

that it is so. In the words of Chief Seattle of the Suquamish Tribe, 

This we know, all things are connected like the blood which unites 

one family. All things are connected. Whatever befalls the earth, 

befalls the sons of the earth. Man did not weave the web of life; he 

is merely a strand in it. Whatever he does to the web, he does to 

himself. 

The ranchers saw the puma as different from the environment. (This 

is our commonsense view, or Proposition 1 of Nagarjuna’s 

tetralemma—i.e., “a puma is a puma.’) That’s why they thought they 

could simply remove it and leave everything else, including themselves, 

unchanged. But is the puma different from the environment? Not really. 

Is it the same, then (Proposition 2)? No, not exactly—we see a puma, 

and it’s in its environment, but we can talk and think about each sepa- 

rately. Is the puma, then, both the same and different from the envi- 

ronment (Proposition 3)? No, for how could we define the “puma”? Is 

it, then, neither the same nor different from the environment (Propo- 

sition 4)? No, for now we have even lost sight of what we’re talking 

about. The fact is, the “two” are interrelated—indeed, they’re not two. 

So how do we explain what we experience as a puma and its envi- 

ronment? Don't forget r + i. A puma, as a concept—as an object of con- 
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sciousness—is merely a unit unto itself (r). It’s a “one” The environment 

is what we say is not the puma—i.e., we negate this “one.” Yet in Reality, 

the “puma’ is inextricably enmeshed with its environment and with the 

Whole (r + i), with Totality—and so is the conscious awareness that 

holds the puma as an object. Reality, therefore, is that the “puma’” is im- 

plied by both itself and what it is not. 

To put it another way, when we truly see a puma, we no longer merely 

conceive an object. Instead, we directly perceive an interrelationship, 

an interdependence, a dynamic interaction that is the entire cosmos it- 

self. If we would truly see a puma, in other words, we must understand 

that the whole universe is necessarily involved in such perception. 

Like the two-dimensional fellow struggling to grasp the true relation- 

ship between the “two” fish, it seems we have yet to accept that every- 

thing is one Reality that includes “everything else? like the living organs 

within a single body. 

Wisdom is to realize that we cannot know the Whole—but knowl- 

edge of the Whole is precisely what we would need to govern the flow 

and flux of the Real World. We can’t even predict the flow and flux of 

our little models of reality (such as the location and velocity of an elec- 

tron—or, for that matter, next week’s weather). How much more so are 

we unable to predict the dynamic of the Whole, which comes to reside 

within every mite and mote of being. 

Yet, while we cannot know the Whole conceptually, we can and do 

know It. We know It directly and not as an idea. Unlike, say, a “banana 

squash,’ Truth isn’t an abstraction. We all have the innate capacity to 

recognize the nature of Reality in the constancy of the patterns of 

Chaos, and in the immediacy of this. 



Seven 

4 IMMEDIACY } 

Space and Time! now I see it is true, what I 

guessd at, 

What I guessd when I loaf d on the grass, 

What I guessd while I lay alone in my bed, 

And again as I walkd the beach under the 

paling stars of the morning. 

My ties and ballasts leave me, my elbows rest 

in sea-gaps, 

I skirt sierras, my palms cover continents, 

I am afoot with my vision. 

—WALT WHITMAN 

REALITY WITHOUT LOCALITY 

It seems strange to suppose that when I lift the porcelain coffee cup 

from my desk, bring it to my mouth, take a drink, and then set it down 

again, my actions are intimately connected with everything else in the 

physical universe. Yet we can infer this from modern physics—more 
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precisely from a theorem discovered in 1964 by physicist John Stewart 
Bell. The implications of Bell’s theorem suggest that when I drink from 
my cup, every atom on every star, even in the most distant galaxy, be- 
haves in a way other than it would have had I not picked up the cup and 
taken a drink. What is more, according to Nick Herbert, Bell’s theorem 
is derived from nothing more than a few facts and a bit of arithmetic. 
We might therefore accept this interpretation (or something much like 
it) with even more confidence than we can have in quantum theory it- 

self. Wrote Herbert, 

Physics theories are not eternal. When quantum theory joins the 

ranks of phlogiston, caloric, and the luminiferous ether in the 

physics junkyard, Bell’s theorem will still be valid. Because it’s 

based on facts, Bell’s theorem is here to stay. 

We don’t ordinarily experience things in the way Bell’s theorem sug- 

gests they are; yet on an intuitive level we can find instances where peo- 

ple have sensed this kind of reality from time to time. Francis 

Thompson, for example, wrote, “That thou canst not stir a flower / 

Without troubling of a star” This now appears to be true not just ac- 

cording to our poetic intuition, but according to the “quantum facts.” 

What you do now, at this very moment, changes stars in the most dis- 

tant galaxy—at the very same moment you do it. Indeed, what you do 

changes everything in the universe in the same instant you do it. 

If this is so—and Bell’s theorem has allowed us to demonstrate clearly 

that it is—why isn’t it more obvious? 

Such reality ordinarily escapes our awareness because all such 

changes appear random. Herbert offers a hypothetical world to illus- 

trate this point. He tells the story of Joe Green, who lives in a “non- 

local contextual world.” What is a nonlocal contextual world? Says 

Herbert, “The essence of local interaction is direct contact” He uses a 

gear train as an example. Motion is transmitted from one gear to the 

next in an unbroken chain. Remove a single gear and the transmission 

of motion stops. If there’s not something there to mediate it, local 
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changes do not get transmitted to distant places. The idea of locality is 

fundamental to all classical science, and clearly apparent to common 

experience. 

Herbert points to voodoo as an example of a nonlocal action. With 

voodoo, doing something here (sticking pins in this doll) effects a 

change there (injuring someone in a distant place) with no intervening 

communication or mediation. One object, event, or action can affect 

another that is far away and seemingly unconnected. 

To most people of science, the idea of nonlocality has long been, as 

Newton put it, “so great an absurdity, that I believe no man, who has in 

philosophical matters a competent faculty for thinking, can ever fall 

into” Bell’s theorem, however, shows nonlocality to be a very integral 

part of Reality. (Bell himself was initially somewhat chagrined to have 

come upon nonlocality. In developing his theorem, he had hoped to 

prove just the opposite. A practice such as voodoo, however, is not sup- 

ported by Bell’s theorem since, as we shall see, intention or volition— 

i.e., communication—cannot be transmitted nonlocally.) 

So here we have Joe Green in his nonlocal contextual world. As Her- 

bert unfolds the story, Joe looks up into his sky and 

sees a rainbow made up of a glistening pattern of colored dots. 

Unlike the regular dots in a photographic halftone, Joe’s rainbow’s 

dots form a random array. 

On the other side of the same sun lies a counter-Earth, where 

Suzie Blue watches another rainbow in her counter-sky. Suzie’s 

rainbow is likewise composed of a random array of colored dots. 

When Joe Green moves his chair, his rainbow moves too (a rain- 

bow’s position attribute is contextual, not innate), but Suzie’s ran- 

dom array 200 million miles away instantly changes into a 

different (but equally random) array of colored dots. Suzie is not 

aware of this change—one random array looks pretty much like 

any other—but this change actually happens whether she notices 

it or not. 

The phenomenon in this hypothetical world, whether the rain- 

bow moves or not, is completely local: Suzie’s rainbow doesn’t 
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move when Joe changes places. However, this world’s reality—the 

array of little dots that make up both rainbows—is non-local: 

Suzie’s dots change instantly whenever Joe moves his chair. 

Such a non-local contextual world, in which stable rainbows 

are woven upon a faster-than-light fabric, is an example of the kind 

of world permitted by Bell’s theorem. A universe that displays 

local phenomena built upon a non-local reality is the only sort 

of world consistent with known facts and Bell’s proof. Superlumi- 

nal rainbow world could be the kind of world we live in.” 

Why would a physicist propose such an outlandish picture of Reality? 

Because Bell’s theorem leads us to conclude that Reality is nonlocal. If 

it’s not, we are faced with a paradox, a contradiction. 

Let me lay out an extremely simplified version of the experimental 

proof for a nonlocal contextual world.’ 

If a photon is polarized (never mind what polarity in a photon means; 

even physicists don’t know) at the same angle as the “transmission axis” 

in a sheet of polarizing film placed between the photon’s emission 

source and a photon detector (see Figure 7—1, case A), there’s a proba- 

bility of 1 that the photon will be transmitted. If the angle of the trans- 

mission axis is at 90° to the polarity of the photon, the chance for the 

photon’s transmission is zero (case B). At angles intermediate between 

0° and 90°, the probability of transmission for any given photon will 

Transmission axis of film Transmission axis of film 
at 0° to photon’s polarity, at 90° to photon’s polarity. 

re 
Photon detector 

scores a “miss” 5 
Photon detector 

scores a “hit” 

f 
polarizing film 

polarity of 
photon 

polarity of polarizing film 

photon 

photon 
photon source 

source 

CASE A CASE B 

Figure 7-1 
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range between 1 and zero (specifically, the probability equals the square 

of the cosine of the specific angle involved). 

According to Bell’s theorem, if quantum theory is correct, there 

should be a higher correlation between the actions of two photons po- 

larized in the same direction (or, as physicists say, “in the twin state”’— 

which refers to more than just polarization, actually) than either 

common sense or classical physics would have us believe. Proof of this 

high correlation, and vindication of Bohr’s interpretation of the quan- 

tum theory, have now been demonstrated in a number of experiments — 

that show such high correlations. 

The gist of these experiments goes as follows: two photons polarized 

in the same direction are ejected from a single source (C in Figure 7—2) 

photon detector (A) 
photon detector (A) ‘ : 

& Ang “S Ay 

Transmission axes 

at 0° variance. at 90° variance. 
x 

joan Pep scat 
‘“ ‘ 

‘ ‘\ 

“* Ce photon detector (B) photon detector (B) 

SITUATION 1 SITUATION 2 

Transmission axes 

photon source (C) photon source (C) 

Figure 7-2 

and sent off in opposite directions to two awaiting photon detectors (A 

and B) that are situated, relative to C, behind sheets of polarizing film. 

In situation 1, where the transmission axes of both polarizing films 

are aligned in the same direction, there will be a 100 percent match be- 

tween detectors A and B for any photon pair with the same polarization 

emitted by the source. In situation 2, where the transmission axes of the 

polarizing films are at 90° to each other, the correlation between what 

registers at A and at B will be a 100 percent miss. 
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If we mark the detection of a photon at either A or B with a 1, and 
the lack of such detection as a zero, then typical runs for these situations 
may look as follows: 

Situation 1 A 100110011101101010110000 

situationrl i 100110011101101010110000 

sztuation 2 A 100110011101101010110000 

Situation 2 B 011001100010010101001111 

The gist of Bell’s proof has to do with the correlations between A and 

B when they are both set randomly at angles between 0° and 90°. For 

pairs of photons with identical polarizations, quantum theory predicts 

that the correlation depends only on the relative angle (let’s call it ©) 

between A and B and is independent of the actual settings at A and B. 

In other words, the correlation will be the same if A is set at 5° and B is 

set at 30° as it would be if A is set at 45° and B is set at 70°. This has been 

amply verified by experiment. 

What this means is that in very long runs of photon pairs, for each 

set of angles we can predict the ratio of misses to matches. If © = 0°, 

there will be a 100 percent match. In other words, since cos 0° = 1, there 

will be (cos) matches; that is, the results at A and B will match 100 per- 

cent of the time. On the other hand, at @ = 90° there will be no matches, 

since cos 90° = 0. Zero squared still equals zero; hence, no matches will 

occur. 

These are simple facts. There’s nothing mysterious or mind-boggling 

about what’s been described so far. 

But now let’s look at such correlations in view of our commonsense 

assumption of locality. This assumption, unlike what the quantum theory 

predicts, says that changing the angle of the transmission axis of screen 

A will in no way effect the outcome (zeros or ones) found at detector B. 

This seems to be quite a reasonable assumption. It is, however, not 

borne out by experimental fact. 

Consider: The transmission axes of the polarizing films at A and B 

are originally set at the same angle (they’re both vertical). Say that by 
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Figure 7-3 

turning B a° in a counter-clock-wise direction (case 1 in Figure 7-3), 

we cause one mismatch of A and B out of every four trials. 

On the other hand, if we only turned A’s alignment by a’ (in a clock- 

wise direction this time), again this would only cause the same one mis- 

match out of four. 

However, by turning them both by a’ in opposite directions (thus 

creating a relative angle of 2a°), we might expect no more than two mis- 

matches in four as we compare the results at A and B. Since this as- 

sumption overlooks the possibility that a change at A might coincide 

with (and thus, in effect, cancel) a change at B, the chances for mis- 

matches may actually be a little less than two in four. If we take such 

possibilities into account, it would seem to follow that we can safely say 

that, over repeated trials, the sequence at A cannot score mismatches 

against the sequence at B by a value greater than two in four. The mis- 

matches must number two in four or less. 

We might expect something like this if we make the locality assump- 

tion, for it’s surely what common sense would have us predict. The facts, 
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Since one in four mismatches occur when A and B are misaligned by a°, 

we should expect no more than two mismatches in four when they are 

misaligned by 20°. For example: 

A 110100010101110010110100 

B 101110000100101110110010 
aK KK x kkk wk 

Figure 7-4 

however, are otherwise. When such experiments have been carried out, 

the number of mismatches of A against B in strings of paired photons 

average three mismatches in four, e.g.: 

A 010101011101010010110100 

B 101110000110101100010011 

TER Ke AR KTR EAGER HR AK. K*K* 

This is precisely what quantum theory predicts: a very strong viola- 

tion of the locality assumption. What it signifies is that by changing the 

alignment of the transmission axis at A, we instantly affect the outcome 

at B. Though the results at B are as random as before, we know that 

they must form a different pattern than they would have had we not 

made changes at A. 
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Bell’s theorem has led us to the discovery that no local reality can 

underlie the Real World. In other words, though we conceive of a 

“here” and a “there,” such conception is not supported by either bare at- 

tention to actual experience or by experimental results. The two are in- 

timately related, and a change in one immediately creates a change in 

the other. 

Again we see two that are not two. We see a multiplicity that is not 

multiple. But now our multiplicity that is not multiple, our two-not- 

two, is of the very fabric of time and space itself. 

Linking the results of these locality experiments with quantum the- 

ory, and pointing out that there is “nothing that is not ultimately a quan- 

tum system,’ Herbert observes that 

all systems that have once interacted at some time in the past— 

not just twin-state photons—[are linked] into a single waveform 

whose remotest parts are joined in a manner unmediated, unmit- 

igated and immediate. The mechanism for this instant connect- 

edness is not some invisible field that stretches from one part to 

the next, but the fact that a bit of each part’s “being” is lodged in 

the other. Each quon leaves some of its “phase” in the other’s care, 

and this phase exchange connects them forever after. What phase 

entanglement really is we may never know, but Bell’s theorem tells 

us that it is no limp mathematical fiction but a reality to be reck- 

oned with.” 

SOMETHING DOESN’T HIT THE MARK 

Let’s recap a bit, and take it slow. Our commonsense world is coming 

apart. When Bell made his discovery of interconnectedness (as this the- 

orem has been called), he was trying to prove unequivocally the com- 

monsense view that everything is not intimately connected. After all, 

this is how we normally see everything—how scientists see everything, 

anyway—and he surmised it would make everyone a lot more comfort- 

able if we finally had some proof of it. In effect, Bell aimed to validate 
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the common notion that “I” am separate from “you,’ and what I do with 

my cup has nothing to do with you, really (unless I fill it with coffee and 

offer it to you, or throw it at you, etc.). Yet experiments derived from 

his theorem ended up proving precisely the opposite. _ 

The method Bell used in his attempt to prove this commonsense 

view was a simple arithmetical operation applied to a fact. Bell wound 

up showing that, starting with our commonsense assumption of a local 

reality, applying a bit of arithmetic to this assumption leads to a flagrant 

contradiction. Hence reality must be nonlocal. 

In other words, Bell demonstrated mathematically that Reality is 

without locality. Much to his surprise and chagrin, he ended up reveal- 

ing that this is all there is. This. No “that.” Just this. And this doesn’t 

make sense to us because we commonly see (i.e., conceptualize) “that” 

all the time. 

Where did we go wrong? 

In his “Background Essay,’ James Cushing noted that the word “real- 

ity” is defined as the “existence of an objective, observer-independent 

world?’ Bell, Bohr, and Schrodinger, among others, have given us rea- 

sons to suspect that this definition of Reality is simply not correct. I 

suggest therefore that we remove some of the conceptual baggage (the 

inherent contradictions) of this definition, and instead define Reality as 

essentially “the way things are prior to conceptualization.’ By “Reality” 

we can mean “what is going on,’ and though what can't fit into concept, 

such can nevertheless be seen (i.e., perceived). Thus we have a more ac- 

curate definition of Reality. 

To put it simply: we know (and can see) what's going on; we just can't 

conceptualize it. We need to learn to be at ease with inconceivability. 

THE BODY FALLACY 

Philosopher Linda Wessels, in her essay, “The Way the World Isn't: 

What the Bell Theorem Forces Us to Give Up,’ lays down the basic 

premises about quantum systems. But, like Descartes, she starts off by 

assuming something that is not given in direct experience. She begins 
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with this basic assumption (she labels it “QS”): “the quantum systems 

measured in Bell’s experiments can be treated as bodies.” And what is a 

body? Says Wessels, 

A body is an object that is contained in a relatively well-defined, 

localized, spatial surface, thus has a well-defined spatial location, 

and in addition, remains distinguishable from other objects even 

while its physical characteristics (including location and spa- 

tial surface) change." 

This is a prime example of our commonsense view. | inserted the em- 

phasis in the above quote, for it’s here that we can notice how such a 

view overlooks the inherent contradiction that is otherwise so very ob- 

vious to bare attention. 

Wessels continues, 

We commonly conceive of objects as bodies, and this conception 

of objects also underlies many scientific theories.” 

Note Wessels’ choice of words here: we conceive of objects as bodies, 

each neatly self-contained. Conceive, not perceive. But it’s precisely 

conceptualization that is our problem. We confuse our concepts with 

Reality, with perception. 

When Wessels lists examples of “bodies,” she notes items such as ta- 

bles, persons, clouds, and charged spheres. But when she comes to 

water molecules and subatomic particles, she notes that, “at least before 

quantum mechanics? these were thought of as bodies too. But it seems 

now we don’t know what to make of them. Indeed, Wessels herself sug- 

gests that her single most basic assumption about quantum systems, 

QS, may be incorrect. And indeed it is, as we shall see. 

Quantum mechanics has finally brought us to the end of our rope as 

far as conceptualizing is concerned. For we have already noticed that 

none of our concepts are free of contradiction; that the gap between the 

quantum and the everyday world is not really there; and that we mis- 
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apprehend what we actually “take in.” (Indeed, the very fact that we 

would use a phrase like “take in” is indicative of our confusion.) We omit 

much, and not one bit of the world matches our commonsense view. 

We don’t dare abandon QS, however, says Wessels, for, “If we were 

to reject QS, how would we conceive of quantum systems?” And that 

is the whole point: quantum systems can't be conceived at all! We can’t 

see (i.e., conceive) live/dead cats. Rather, we can only see (i.e., perceive) 

what’s going on, which we do (though most of us pay little attention). 

Wessels notes that rejecting QS “would leave us with no notion of 

how to hang objective properties on quantum systems or how to model 

their interactions” And that’s quite right and fitting with direct expe- 

rience, because quantum systems don’t have objective properties. We 

don’t find live/dead cats, for example. So if we reject QS, how would we 

conceive of QS? We won't; but we don’t need to. “But,’ says Wessels, “if 

we give up the idea that quantum bodies (or fields or body-fields) have 

objective properties, then what is the point of retaining QS?”” Quite 

right. There’s no point. The point is: no bodies have objective proper- 

ties, quantum or otherwise. As we have seen, even our ordinary objects 

cannot be shown to reveal objective properties without also yielding 

blatant contradictions. 

But then, observes Wessels, “Rejecting QS (and its field and body- 

field counterparts) leaves us with no intuitive model of quantum sys- 

tems, and no idea of how to model their interactions...””° (In view of 

Nagarjuna’s tetralemma, this would seem to apply to our ordinary, 

everyday objects—like pumas and coffee cups—as well.) 

Does Wessels’ observation mean, however, that we should instead, 

as an expedient, adopt a view that is demonstrably false? This begins to 

sound a great deal like the drunken man who searches for his keys in 

the wrong place because the light is better there. 

In any event, Wessels’ assertion simply isn’t so. We can model quantum 

(and everyday) systems and objects. The simple description of r + i, the 

relative plus the inconceivable, gleaned from close and careful scrutiny 

of mental objects, does so perfectly well. It can also quell our itch to get 

a handle on things. That is, once we understand that our “objects” are 
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mind objects only and are, therefore, without objective properties, we 

may relieve ourselves of the desire to slam our heads against the wall of 

conceptualizing “real” objects. 

In her concluding remarks regarding what to give up in view of the 

implications of Bell’s theorem, Wessels states that 

while the results of experimental and philosophical analysis of the 

Bell inequalities do require a significant departure from the way 

we standardly model physical objects, they have only minimal con- 

sequences for our conception of everyday objects and of most ob- 

jects studied by science.” 

Again, not so! And again, this is our problem. We do not easily give 

up QS because the invalidation of QS seems so disjoined from our 

everyday experience. But if we attend carefully to everyday experience, 

we can actually see that this is not the case. 

Bell’s Theorem shows us that all things are intimately connected spa- 

tially. But if we look closely, we can see that this also means we're inti- 

mately connected temporally. Everything that has ever happened or will 

happen influences what you are doing in this moment. What you do 

now, in this moment, effects a change in everything that has ever hap- 

pened in the past and everything that will ever happen in the future. 

We don't ordinarily think this is True, for it so strongly contradicts 

common sense. So what other signs are there that everything is so inti- 

mately and immediately connected in time? 

LONG AGO AND FAR AWAY 

Since 1963, scientists have discovered thousands of extremely distant 

quasi-stellar objects (QSO) in deep space. Quasars, as they are com- 

monly called, appear as points of light, yet each quasar puts out more 

energy than a hundred supergiant galaxies. Quasars appear to reside 

beyond our galaxy and beyond our galactic family—indeed, even be- 

yond the billions of other more distant galaxies that we can see in deep 
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space. They are among the most distant objects we know about. 

Quasars reveal their great distance by their extreme “red shift; which, 

due to the expansion of space, gives them the appearance that they are 

receding from us at speeds up to 90 percent that of light. Some quasars 

appear to be more than ten billion light-years away. (A single light-year 

is about five trillion miles.) We are talking about objects that are at least 

ten billion years old—since we see them as they were when their light 

left them—and fifty sextillion (50,000,000,000,000,000,000,000) miles 

away. 

The light coming from these quasars has been traveling through 

space for ten billion years. When we see a quasar—that is, when we just 

now detect the packet of light energy that left a distant quasar ten billion 

years ago—we detect light that has been traversing space at the rate of 

186,000 miles per second for all that time without striking anything, 

until it finally reaches us on Earth. 

It’s interesting to note that when the light we detect now left that 

quasar ten billion years ago, there wasn’t any Earth. The Earth is only 

about five billion years old. 

To give us some appreciation of how long five billion years is, let's 

condense the history of the Earth into a single year. The Earth, we'll say, 

formed on January 1st and it’s now midnight on December 31st. All of 

human history—Christ, Buddha, Homer, everything that has ever been 

recorded from any ancient civilization—has all occurred within the past 

minute. 

If we go back to our ancient ancestors, the Neanderthals, and even 

far before them, to Lucy and to the early hominids from whom we've 

evolved—this has all only occurred within the past hour of our con- 

densed year. 

If we go way back in time, way back before there existed anything 

that we would consider remotely haman—back into what we commonly 

think of as the very distant past, such as the closing days of the age of 

the dinosaurs, we’ve only gone back to December 25th. 

If we go back to mid-November, we're now at the time when macro- 

scopic life first appeared on the Earth. Back even further, we find life 
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itself beginning, and it is early spring. And if we go all the way back to 

January Ist, we find the nascent sun and its surrounding cloudy disk, 

from which planets are forming. 

We've now gone back nearly five billion years, and that quasarian 

photon which will strike our twenty-first century eye would seem to be 

only halfway along its journey. To witness the event of the photon leav- 

ing the quasar, we would have to go back still another lifetime of the 

planet Earth. 

HOW THIS MOMENT ALTERS THE PAST 

Out of the many quasars known, some appear quite close together. After 

some experimenting, astronomers came to realize that a particular 

quasar identified as QSO 0957+561 appeared as a double image. 

But how could one quasar appear in two places? The explanation for 

this phenomenon goes as follows: as light left the quasar and radiated 

out in all directions, some of it traveled past an intervening galaxy 

whose gravitational effect bent the quasar’s light. In other words, the 

galaxy acted like a gravity lens, pulling the light around itself so that we 

observers on the other side see two images of the quasar on the opposite 

side (see Figure 7—5). The Earth is in a position to view its light as it 

passes around both sides of this intervening galaxy. While we detect 

two quasars, there’s actually only one quasar positioned directly behind 

the galaxy. 

Physicist John Wheeler constructed a “delayed choice” experiment 

that makes use of this galactic gravity lens and the double image of the 

quasar in the sky. By using conventional optics, we can focus and bring 

together the two light beams that have traveled around either side of 

the intervening galaxy and have them cross. If we measure the light— 

i.e., detect photons—at the position where the beams cross (position A 

in Figure 7—5), we get a wave interference pattern, signifying that each 

photon went around both sides of the galaxy. This is similar to what we 

found in the double slit experiment, where each photon makes use of 

two alternatives (i.e., both slits at once). By taking a measurement of 

each beam separately (at position B), however, we get a pair of diffrac- 
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Figure 7—5. In Wheeler’s “delayed choice” experiment, depending on 

whether we put our detecting device at A or B, we seem to be able to make 

the photon take both paths (option A, where wave interference shows up as a 

pattern of rings—the “Airy” pattern), or a single path (option B). Thus we 

seem to be able to determine in the present moment a situation that 

common sense would have us believe was settled ten billion years ago. 

tion patterns, signifying—to commonsense, at least—that our photon 

either went around one side of the galaxy or the other. Again, this is like 

what we find in the double slit experiment when only one alternative 

(i.e., one slit) is available to the photons. 

The photon we see now, however, left the quasar ten billion years ago. 

This would seem to be a fact. And which side of the intervening galaxy 

did it come around? This is a commonsense question, formed from the 

way we package our ideas in concepts. It would seem to common sense 

that the photon must have come around one side or the other—just as 

it seems a photon must go through one slit or the other in our double 

slit experiment. This seems only natural to common sense since, in con- 

ceiving a photon, we find it in a local context (i.e., it’s here and not there; 

or, it went this way and not that way). 
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We know, however, that if we make two alternative paths available to 

our photon (i.e., we open both slits, or, in the delayed choice experi- 

ment, we place our measuring apparatus where the beams cross), it will 

take them both. But, unlike the double slit experiment, where the time 

duration from source to screen is so brief it doesn’t seem to be a factor, 

we've now set up a situation where it appears, at least according to com- 

mon sense, that our action now, in the twenty-first century—i.e., 

whether we place our measuring device at A or B—affects events that 

would seem to have been determined ten billion years ago. 

This particular development, however, is only mind-boggling if we 

hold on to our most deeply set conviction of common sense—which in 

this case is expressed as our unquestioned belief in locality. We believe 

that a photon (or any object) must be either here or there. We cannot 

grasp (or, at least, accept) that a single photon came around both sides 

of a galaxy at ‘once, even though this means that at one point the two 

“parts” (i.e., the two alternate paths, since photons only come in wholes 

and not in parts) of this photon were separated by hundreds of thou- 

sands of light-years. More mind-boggling still, our decision to put the 

measuring device at point A billions of years later made it so. All of this 

seems impossible to reconcile with common sense. 

Locality means that our object—what registers in consciousness— 

exists here and nowhere else; but it also means that our object exists 

now and no time else. In other words, ten billion years ago is indeed 

very distant; and ten billion light-years away is indeed very, very far 

away as well. But locality shows only one aspect of our life and mind— 

the very ordinary r aspect that we all assume. With this understanding 

we conceive that we're all separate from each other. And we imagine 

that what I do has really nothing to do with you unless I either directly 

interact with you, or, at the very least, directly communicate through 

some medium. This is our assumption of locality. But as long as we hold 

it, we’re out of step with Reality. And when we don't see how we’re out 

of step, we suffer. 

To put it in everyday terms, what you or I do right here, right now af- 

fects everything that ever was, is, or will be. 
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THE GRADED STREAM 

When I was in college, one of my geology professors introduced me to 
the idea of a “graded stream.” One day he walked into the classroom, 
went to the chalkboard, and, without saying a word, wrote down the 
definition of such a stream, as given by one J. Hoover Mackin. A graded 
stream is one 

in which, over a period of years, slope and channel characteristics 

are delicately adjusted to provide, with available discharge...just 

the velocity required for the transportation of the load supplied 

from the drainage basin.... Its diagnostic characteristic is that any 

change in any of the controlling factors will cause a displacement 

of the equilibrium in a direction that will tend to absorb the effect 

of the change. 

The graded stream is an image of dynamic balance and interconnect- 

edness. As one part of the system undergoes change, all other parts of 

that system move in such a way as to acknowledge and accommodate 

that change, thus maintaining balance. It’s a system that is in a state of 

endless becoming. 

To illustrate how this dynamic appears in the physical world, let me 

give you the simple example my geology professor used. After the last 

great melting of the glaciers that covered North America thousands of 

years ago, there formed a Great Lake, called Glacial Lake Agassiz, 

which, at its height, covered most of Southern Manitoba and much of 

Ontario, Minnesota, and North Dakota. It was an enormous lake that 

drained through the Minnesota River and the Mississippi. 

Lake Manitoba and Lake Winnipeg, in Canada, are present-day rem- 

nants of Lake Agassiz, which has been steadily shrinking. About ten 

thousand years ago, Lake Agassiz was reduced to a size where it no 

longer drained through the Minnesota. This resulted in a great reduction 

in the amount of water flowing through the Minnesota River. This, in 

turn, reduced the amount of flow in the Mississippi. 
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Glacial Lake Agassiz f 

Figure 7-6 

Now, downstream from where the Minnesota empties into the Mis- 

sissippi, the Chippewa River flows into the Mississippi from the Wis- 

consin side. The Chippewa carries a lot of sediment, and when the 

amount of water flowing through the Mississippi was suddenly reduced 

for lack of effluent from Lake Agassiz, the Chippewa River simply 

dropped its load right at the point where it enters the Mississippi, thus 

forming a cataract. Behind this cataract, Lake Pepin was formed. You 

can visit Lake Pepin today; it’s simply a wide place in the Mississippi 

River. 

Eventually, if the Army Corps of Engineers leaves it alone, Lake Pepin 

will disappear, for the Mississippi is in the long, slow process of adjust- 

ing itself to meet the demands of the Chippewa River. In the slowed wa- 

ters of Lake Pepin, the Mississippi drops its load of sediment. In time, 

this accumulating sediment will fill Lake Pepin up to the level of the 

cataract. Once that occurs, thousands of years from now, the river will 

then begin to down cut through the cataract until it reestablishes a new 

grade, which will be just steep enough to sufficiently increase the ve- 
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locity of the flow, so that it can handle the load coming in from the 
Chippewa. 

The graded stream is, in a limited sense, a self-regulating system. It’s 

an image of how a whole continuously calls on all its parts to change in 

a coordinated, unified way, thus maintaining the dynamic equilibrium 

of the whole. 

YOU: ARE: “THAT” 

There are two aspects of our existence. One is called “this is it’—the 

this, the “something, or r aspect. It’s here that we exist as separate en- 

tities, in a particular place, at a certain time. 

But we must not forget that there is another aspect called “what is 

it?”—the what, the “nothing, or i aspect. The two aspects are interre- 

lated and interpenetrated; they are like a seiche, the back-and-forth 

movement of liquid in a basin. A seiche constantly spills out of itself 

and into its “other, only to slosh back. The r and i aspects are also like 

a graded stream, where as soon as something in the system changes, 

everything else in the system—which involves stars and galaxies, as 

Bell’s Theorem demonstrates—begins to move to counter the effect of 

the change. 

So when we ask, “what is it?” we can only point to “here it is.” “This,” is 

all we can say. It—whatever “it” happens to be—constantly exchanges its 

identity with every other thing. This is how we live. We live in a Reality 

that is like music, like a graded stream, or like the sloshing of liquid within 

a basin. We “exist” not in being but in becoming—and in fading away. 

Within one aspect of our lives—the common, bounded, this aspect— 

we each have separate identities. But we must also accept that “other” 

aspect that reveals no boundary. Given this other aspect, each object 

and each person is intimately connected (indeed, is interidentical) with 

everything that ever was or ever will be, no matter how distant it ap- 

pears to be in space or time. 

Once we realize this other aspect of Reality, we can see that there’s 

something more to human life than mere phenomenal existence. 
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There’s something vast, wonderful, and unbounded. There’s a deep re- 

lationship, a grand symbiosis, an interidentity of Whole and part. 

NOW 

The problem of life and death is a big one for us. This is because—unlike 

other animals, supposedly—we’re fully aware of our own inevitable 

death. We must all face the prospect of our passing out of existence. 

Let’s consider this problem now, for it has everything to do with our 

conception of “now” and our ideas about before and after. 

We have defined consciousness as the division of Reality or Truth. 

Consciousness is the division of what intrinsically has no division or 

parts, but otherwise remains a boundless, seamless Whole. We have 

thus far defined this division of Reality primarily in terms of space—as 

in “I am over here and you are over there.” Consciousness splits the 

Whole, immediately creating an ego—an identity—that then sees all 

other things in opposition to it. 

We'll now consider this mental function—i.e., consciousness—again, 

but this time, rather than in spatial terms, we’ll look at the splitting of 

Reality in a temporal sense. In other words, we'll look at “now” 

“Now, if we look at it carefully, suggests that there’s no future. The 

future is something that is not Real because it’s something that isn’t Here. 

The future is what hasn't happened yet. Still we think, “Well, okay. But 

this doesn’t mean it isn’t Real; it just means that it hasn’t gotten here yet.” 

But, you see, the future is incapable of ever “getting here” because 

all we ever experience is Now. We commonly think that time is flowing 

and moving on, and that eventually the future will get Here, but if we 

look at this carefully, we can see that we never live in the future. We can 

daydream about the future, but we can’t live there. The future is forever 

not here. Though we think, “But I will someday arrive in the future,’ it’s 

clear that “I” will never arrive in the future for, as “I” am not that person 

in my baby picture, so too, whoever that person is that we believe we 

are referring to as “arriving in the future” is surely not this “I” appearing 

Now. Each of us changes in every moment—in fact, we’re nothing but 



Immediacy 199 

change. Even as common sense would have it, each of us will appear 
subtly or profoundly different in the future than we do at present. 

Furthermore, the future of our commonsense reckoning isn’t really 
The Future. What we think of as The Future doesn’t exist Now. When 
we actually experience “the future,’ it’s Now. When the future “arrives” 
as common sense would have us believe it does, it’s just as much Now 
as every other moment we conceptualize. 

Likewise we cannot grasp the past, for the past, as we imagine it, isn’t 

Real—it isn’t Now. We have our memories, to be sure, and we com- 

monly think the past is Real, but, if it’s Real—if it exists—where is it? 

Where is, say, the event we call “Columbus-discovers-America”? It’s not 

Here. Search for it as we might, we won't find this event. But, of course, 

we don’t expect to find it because, as we say, it’s in the past, and, as we 

all know, the past doesn’t exist Now. 

Even the event we remember as “turning-to-this-page” can’t be 

found. It doesn’t exist Now. There’s no Real event corresponding to the 

phrase “turning-to-this-page.” It’s merely a relative event, a concept, 

tucked away in memory and probably soon to be forgotten. It’s not Now. 

Not as you read this. Not in Reality. So, where is “turning-to-this-page?” 

How did we get Here if it isn’t Real? How did we get to this dynamic 

event that is Now? 

The Truth is, we didn’t get Here. Now is where we’ve always been. 

Our common sense may have us think that what’s being discussed 

here is nonsense—or, at least, just a play with words that points to noth- 

ing more than vague abstractions having no connection with the Real 

World. But in this commonsense assessment, we're completely turned 

around. It’s because we habitually react in this way that we remain con- 

fused and never find our way to Truth. 

On the contrary, what’s being indicated here is immediate and Real. 

It’s our conceptual reality, where we spend virtually all our intellectual 

life, which is utterly abstract. And, with common sense, we habitually 

confuse our abstractions with Reality. 

What we commonly call “now,’ unlike the past and the future, is Ab- 

solute and not relative at all. It’s Now. Now holds both past and future and 
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“takes place” outside of time. It’s for this reason that we can’t hold Now 

in concept. As we shall see, we can’t hold Now in any way whatsoever. 

According to our commonsense view and its locality assumption, we 

believe we can substantiate a past and a future. We believe they exist 

“out there.” And because we believe they are “out there” in some sub- 

stantial way, we reify this notion and start to build upon it. Soon we 

imagine such a thing as time travel. As Nick Herbert put it, 

If time is like space, then the past must literally still exist “back 

there” as surely as Moscow still exists even after I have left it. If 

the past still exists, then it makes sense to consider whether one 

could actually travel there.... 

If we take the fourth dimension seriously, we must believe that 

past and future have always existed, and that human conscious- 

ness, for reasons we do not comprehend, perceives this “block uni- 

verse” one moment at a time, giving rise to the illusion of a 

continually changing present.”° 

Herbert then quotes mathematical physicist Herman Weyl as he de- 

scribes our limited “perception” (but what is actually a conception) of 

a four-dimensional space/time world: 

The objective world simply is; it does not happen. Only to the gaze 

of my consciousness, crawling upward along the life line of my 

body, does a section of this world come to life as a fleeting image 
: P P : 21 

which continuously changes in time. 

But these are not observations based on direct experience. Rather, 
these are reports founded on our commonsense notions, our concepts; 
thus they are necessarily fraught with contradictions. 

We cannot travel to the past or future simply because we can never 
leave Now. Indeed, the past and the future are nothing but conceptual 
constructs. Such contradictions as time travel are not in the world itself, 

but in how we package the world in thought. 
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In our actual experience all there ever is is Now. Bare attention re- 
veals this lucidly. At this very moment we live in Now. When we actually 
experience 5 p.m. on Sunday, we experience it as Now. This is, was, and 

always will be true of any point in time. There’s no contradiction in Now. 
We can only find contradictions in how we conceive of (i.e., break up 
and separate Now into) time. 

Roger Penrose was right on target when he noted that 

The temporal ordering that we “appear” to perceive is...something 

that we impose upon our perceptions in order to make sense of 

them in relation to the uniform forward time-progression of an 

external physical reality.” 

NOW |S UNGRASPABLE 

We cannot stop with the mere observation that past and future exceed 

our grasp. We must realize that even Now is ungraspable. Snap your 

fingers and try to hold the snap—but you cannot, for already it’s past. 

It’s not Here. It’s not Now. It’s already memory. 

We can't even get our hands on the immediate Now, for it has no du- 

ration; even so, Now is where we always live. 

To illustrate this point, let’s consider the strange creature Amphibius, 

which philosopher James Cargile has thought up. 

Amphibius, when we meet him, is a tadpole living in a bowl of water. 

We film him continuously for the next three weeks. At the end of three 

weeks, Amphibius is a frog. If our movie camera records twenty-four 

frames per second, at the end of the three-week period we would have 

about 43.5 million consecutive pictures of Amphibius. We then number 

the frames 1 to 43,500,000 in the very sequence in which they were shot. 

Frame 1 shows a picture of a tadpole; frame 43,500,000 shows a frog. 

According to Cargile, 

there will be one moment when Amphibius is a frog, such that, an 

instant before, he was not....It is not being denied that, for the 
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young tadpole Amphibius it will be a long time until he is a frog... 
. soe ‘ 23 

growing can take lots of time. But acquiring properties does not. 

Why not? 

If, as our common sense tells us, the creature in frame 1 is “just” a 

tadpole—that is, a clearly-defined entity of that name—and the creature 

in frame 43,500,000 is clearly and separately a frog—then, according to 

logic, there must be a frame showing a tadpole, which is immediately 

followed by a frame showing a frog. 

This absurd premise is predicated on the “principle of the least num- 

ber,’ which is a theorem of mathematical logic. This theorem states that 

in any given series 1 to n, if 1 (a tadpole, say) has some defining charac- 

teristic that is lacking in 1 (a frog, say), then there must be a “least num- 

ber” of members to the series (say a million, or 37, or even 1 out of the 

43,500,000 frames in the series) that do not have the defining charac- 

teristic in question. 

But there can be no “acquiring of properties.” Though this theorem 

accommodates our conceptual packaging, clearly it doesn’t accommo- 

date what we directly perceive. 

As the Zen master Dogen Zenji put it, we do not see spring become 

summer. Spring is spring. Summer is summer. Spring, however, is 

spring precisely because it’s also not just spring. And this, the what as- 

pect, is just what common sense would have us overlook. 

In other words, if we would avoid contradiction and confusion in our 

accounts of experience, we must account for more than just the mere r 

aspect (i.e., spring is spring) alone. We must not omit the i aspect. 

Spring is r + i. Spring can only be spring if we account for what it is not 

(e.g., summer) as an intrinsic part of its identity. 

A purely logical account, on the other hand, as we see with Cargile’s 

account of Amphibius, entails a contradiction. Logic, as long as it re- 

mains based in conceptual thought (e.g., as long as it assumes the law 

of identity, as Aristotelian logic does), must demand that a frog is only 

a frog. It makes no attempt to account for “frog” within the relative 

frame that would include, among all else, “tadpole?” 
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In other words, spring can only be spring because it’s also not spring 
(i.e., because it holds all that it is not as part of its identity). 

Cargile attempts to account for his frog as though it were Absolute 
Frog—but he can’t account for either the frog or the tadpole according 
to the r aspect alone—i.e., as though it were Absolute. This is precisely 
why his thinking leads us to this particular paradox. He’s left out the i 
aspect, which is apparent to bare perception. Logic, because it’s purely 
conceptual, can make no allowance for the what or i aspect of Reality 

in any account of experience. Indeed, by itself logic makes us oblivious 

to Reality. 

Truth is beyond “before” and “after.” This moment is beyond before 

and after. We never experience spring as summer; we never even expe- 

rience spring becoming summer. We only experience Now. 

LARGE AND DIMENSIONLESS NUMBERS 

There’s one more point about Now that I want to look at, but in order 

to do this we should step aside for a moment and consider a few facts 

that have recently come to light about large numbers. We don’t ordi- 

narily deal with large numbers in our daily life, and we’re generally not 

very aware of how quickly numbers can grow and propagate. Nor do 

we appreciate just what significance large numbers may have for us. 

To help us put large numbers in perspective, let’s consider the differ- 

ence between a million, a billion, and a trillion. Though the ratio be- 

tween a trillion and a million is the same as that between a million and 

one, many people do not think of there being much difference between 

a million and a trillion. For many, if the national debt were a billion or 

a trillion dollars, they'd pass it off as a big number and let it go at that. 

(If you’re one of these people, I recommend the book Jnnumeracy by 

John Allen Paulos [Hill and Wang, 1988].) 

Suppose some omniscient being promised us that world peace would 

be established either after a period of one million seconds, or one billion 

seconds, or one trillion seconds from now. How long will we have to 

wait? If we only had to wait one million seconds for peace on Earth, we'd 
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have it in less than two weeks. If we had to wait a billion seconds, those 

of us who are not too old now might have the chance to see peace com- 

mence within our lifetimes. We'd have to wait almost 32 years, though. 

And if we had to wait a trillion seconds for world peace, then we 

should never hope to see it in our lifetimes. In fact, it might never come 

at all, for humankind would have to live with war for another thirty- 

two thousand years, and it’s doubtful that we could survive either our 

ingenuity or our ignorance for that long. 

To emphasize how we tend not to notice the speed and degree to 

which numbers can grow, let me recall a fairly well-known story of a 

king who was introduced to the game of chess. The king was so de- 

lighted with the game that he asked its bearer to name his price. “Any- 

thing,’ said the king, “just name it and it shall be yours.” 

“Sire, I have but a simple request,’ said the bearer. “The chessboard 

has sixty-four squares. I ask only that you give me one grain of rice for 

the first square, two grains for the second square, four grains for the 

third, eight for the forth, and so on to the last square upon the board” 

“Such a modest request!” said the king, sending off his servant to 

fetch a sack of rice from the royal store. 

As the story goes, the king soon had to send for more bags of rice, 

and then for cartloads. Before long his store was empty and he had not 

even approached the sum required to fulfill his debt. What the king 

did not realize, and indeed what most of us would not suspect, was 

that in doubling the amount at each square, very large numbers are 

quickly generated. The amount of rice the king owed totaled 

18,446,744,073,709,551,615 grains. That is more than eighteen quin- 

tillion (eighteen million million million) grains of rice. 

Such a large number is easier to grasp when it’s expressed in some 

graphic way. For example, the king’s granary, if it were 40 stories high, 

would have to cover 800 square miles to hold that much rice. That is, 

the rice would fill a square building 450 feet tall and more than 28 miles 

on a side. (A single cup of rice, incidentally, contains about 11,000 

grains.) 
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Now I want to talk about a really big number—a number that is con- 
siderably larger than the number of those rice grains multiplied by itself 
several times over. Let’s consider the number one hundred million mil- 
lion million million million million million million million million mil- 
lion million million. This number, written out in standard numerals, 
would consist of a 1 followed by eighty zeros. Scientists, however, use 
the simpler notation of 10®, or ten to the eightieth power. This equals 

ten multiplied by itself seventy-nine times. To Sir Arthur Eddington, 

the physicist and astronomer, this number represented the approximate 

number of protons in the observable universe. We'll be returning to this 

number shortly. 

Now let’s consider what are called “dimensionless numbers.” A di- 

mensionless number is simply a number that does not express any par- 

ticular unit of measurement. For example, 5 pounds is not a 

dimensionless number. Nor is 5 miles. But the number 5 is dimension- 

less, because 5 by itself does not designate any unit of measurement. 

There are various ways in which units of measurement can be re- 

moved from dimensioned numbers. For example, if we take 10 pounds 

and divide it by 5 pounds (10 lbs./5 lbs.), we'll find that the pounds will 

cancel out and the number 10/5 reduces to 2. In other words, we get 

rid of the pounds and we end up with a dimensionless number. In this 

case we end up with simply the number 2, which signifies that 10 

pounds is twice that of 5 pounds. 

We can apply this type of operation to all sorts of natural phenomena. 

For example, when we divide the mass of a proton by the mass of a neu- 

tron, we end up with a dimensionless number, because the terms indi- 

cating mass cancel out. In this case we end up with a number that is 

very close to 1. 

It so happens that when we perform mathematical operations upon 

the constants of nature in such a way that we cancel out the units of 

measurement, we usually end up with numbers that are very close to 1. 

There are a few exceptions to this rule, however. In these, instead of 

numbers near 1, we find enormous numbers. 
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We are now about to explore one of the great “mysteries” of the phys- 

ical world. Scientists have been pondering this ostensible mystery for 

some time, and a great deal of philosophical speculation has arisen re- 

garding it. 

THE LARGE NUMBER HYPOTHESIS 

It all began when Sir Arthur Eddington took several of nature’s con- 

stants and combined them in such a way as to get rid of their dimen- 

sions. The constants he used were the speed of light, the mass of a 

proton, the universal gravitational constant, and Planck’s constant. 

(Planck’s constant is a universal constant (h) that gives the ratio of a 

quantum of radiant energy (E) to the frequency (v) of its source.**) 

These constants carry dimensioned terms that cancel out when put 

through a few simple arithmetic operations. 

Why are these entities called “constants”? Basically, it is because they 

refer to qualities or factors—i.e., not things, but relationships—in the 

natural world that do not change. They remain constant while other 

values do not. For example, the mass of a proton (at “rest”) does not 

change. The electric charge on an electron does not change. The speed 

of light does not change. 

For example, let’s briefly reconsider the speed of light. This is a con- 

stant because, regardless of who's looking at it, the speed of light in a 

vacuum is always found to be 186,000 miles per second. As we already 

noted in Chapter 3, no matter what our speed or direction of travel is 

relative to a source of light, all observers see light traveling at 186,000 

mps. The speed of light never varies. 

Eddington took the speed of light (c), multiplied it by Planck’s con- 

stant (h), and divided that quantity by the gravity constant (G) multi- 

plied by the mass of a proton squared (m3). The reason he did this was 

simply to get rid of the units of measurement—in other words, he 

wanted to end up with just a plain, dimensionless number, a ratio. Ed- 

dington was somewhat intrigued when the number he came up with 
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turned out to be rather “significant?” The number he found was 10”, or 

ten to the fortieth power: 

hc/Gmj; = 10” 

Eddington, as you'll recall, was aware of the significance of that larger 

number we looked at earlier—the number 10*. And if we take 10” and 

multiply it by itself, we end up with 10°*°. He found his new discovery to 

be rather curious because, of all the possible numbers that lie between 

zero and 10°, he ended up with 10*”! In other words, Eddington discov- 

ered that by arranging these four constants of nature so as to cancel out 

their units of measurement, lo and behold, we find the square root of 

his estimated number of protons in the observable universe. 

This outcome intrigued him because there is no obvious reason why 

these constants should yield such a significant number. He thought 

that there must be some deep, underlying principle of nature at work 

here. Most physicists at the time thought it to be mere numerology. 

Even so, the odds of hitting such a number by chance are incredibly 

minute. 

HOW OLD IS THE SKY? 

It was several years later when physicist Paul Dirac discovered another 

startling “coincidence.” Dirac made his discovery when he decided to 

measure the age of the universe. (As we’ve already seen, the Universe is 

literally timeless—there is only Here and Now. But we can't neglect the 

r aspect of the Universe, and Dirac wanted to take one measure of it.) 

But, rather than using our everyday units of measurement, Dirac chose 

a unit of time that was universal—or, we might say, constant. 

Our standard units of time are not universal. Cosmologists currently 

estimate the “age” of the universe to be roughly 13.7 billion years.” But 

a year is merely the time it takes this one planet, out of the billions and 

billions of planets that exist in the universe, to go around its star, the 
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sun. The unit of time we call a year, therefore, has virtually no signifi- 

cance, cosmologically speaking. 

The same is true of the second. A second is merely a particular divi- 

sion of the day, which is in turn determined by the rotation of this 

planet. This unit of time also has no universal meaning. 

Since Dirac wanted to use a fundamental unit of time, he needed to 

find one that depends only upon natural constants (such as the mass 

and charge of an electron, and the speed of light). The one he chose 

happened to be one that physicists associate with atomic and nuclear 

processes. Dirac’s unit is the time it takes light to traverse a fundamental 

distance known as the “classical electron radius” (which is merely a 

characteristic distance associated with nuclear processes; it should not 

be taken for the “true” radius of an electron, since the very concept is 

meaningless). This unit of time, since it’s derived from natural constants 

alone, ought not to change from place to place, or from time to time. 

And it’s a very short period of time indeed, because light travels very 

fast, and electrons (as we conceive them, at least) are very small. Dirac’s 

time unit is about 1/107? second, or 10-”* second. 

When Dirac calculated the age of the universe in these fundamental 

units, he came up with 10! In other words, 13.7 billion years equals 

roughly 10” of these fundamental units of time, which are derived from 

natural constants. Once again we hit the square root of 10*°. 

Dirac also discovered that the ratio of the electrical force between a 

proton and an electron divided by the gravitational force between the 

same two particles also yields 10*°. 

These are enormous numbers, we must remember. And, as Clifford 

Will observed, “of all the possible powers of 10 between 0 and 100, say, 

why should two such dimensionless numbers, arrived at by very differ- 

ent reasoning, come so close to each other?” 

This is surely quite interesting and, at the very least, very strange— 

unless something more than coincidence is involved here. Dirac sus- 

pected something. Eddington did, too. Indeed, many physicists are 
beginning to suspect that perhaps there really is some significance to 

these numbers. 



Immediacy 209 

But, in fact, Dirac has now uncovered an even greater “mystery,” be- 
cause it would seem we’re no longer merely dealing with constants— 
that is, we’re no longer dealing with things that don’t change. Dirac, as 
we recall, brought the age of the universe into his calculations. But from 
our relative, conceptual viewpoint, the universe is getting older—it’s not 
constant! It’s changing all the time. Time marches on—at least so it ap- 
pears to human consciousness. According to common sense, then, it 

would seem that 10” is not destined to remain 10” forever. Yet what an 
enormous coincidence it is that so many constant relationships con- 

verge on this number. 

THE ANTHROPIC FALLACY 

In an effort to explain these coincidences, some physicists have invoked 

what is called the “anthropic principle.” The name is derived from the 

term “anthro, which means “man, It is so named because it would seem 

that this principle has everything to do with us. The anthropic principle 

states that the reason the number 10*° appears Now is because we’re 

here to see it. 

According to this principle, in the distant past, had human beings 

been there to look, we would not have found 10” by manipulating these 

constants. But then, of course, we weren’t there—we hadn't evolved 

yet. And in the distant future, when this ratio eventually rolls on to a 

noticeably changed value—and it will take some time for it to do so— 

we won't be here, because by then the stars will have given up their fire 

and there will not be any new ones coming along, etc. It seems, accord- 

ing to this principle, that only now, while there’s 10%, could conscious 

beings like us be around to find 10”. 

This sounds pretty good, except that it has a tautological ring to it. It 

seems to say little more than “things are the way they are because that’s 

the way they are.” It’s a response that resembles our commonsense re- 

sponse to the law of identity: “a thing is what it is.” Furthermore, it places 

human beings temporally at the center of the universe—in much the 

same way that, centuries ago, we thought of ourselves as occupying the 
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spatial center of it all, simply because it appeared to us that the sun and 

all other heavenly bodies revolved around us. 

The anthropic principle is our attempt to explain these numerical 

“coincidences” from our commonsense point of view, which tacitly as- 

sumes the primacy of matter over Mind. But much of human experience 

lies beyond the physical sphere. As we have already noted, our concep- 

tion of matter—of physical reality—cannot be accounted for apart from 

conscious awareness. Furthermore, we have noted that matter cannot 

be explained through the use of any device within the material world, 

such as, say, time. To do so only leads us to “a thing is what it is’ 

Such attempts to explain the world through concepts are no more 

than the endless rearranging of furniture in a room. Yet, as we’ve seen, 

we must also take note of the room itself. 

As we've also seen, conscious awareness cannot be constituted of 

atoms. And, just as we cannot remain solely within the material realm 

if we would arrive at some understanding of conscious awareness, so, 

too, we cannot remain solely within the physical realm if we would ac- 

tually see physical phenomena for what they are. If we wish to see the 

significance of 10*°, we must draw in the what aspect, which is always 

lacking in our commonsense view. 

Seeing is required to get to the bottom of things. 

As we've noted, we would have to step outside the Whole to get a 

look at It. But we can’t do this because, as we already know, the Whole 

is boundless in time as well as space. There isn’t any Real Past. We can’t 

get back to the time of the Big Bang, when, at ¢ = 0, time, as well as 

space, erupted out of nothing. It’s not Here. It’s not Now. 

In Reality, there can be no edge to what we call time, for the Whole 

of time is boundless—it’s always found to be Now. 

I wish, therefore, to suggest an alternate interpretation for the fre- 

quent appearance of the number 10”, though it necessarily draws in the 

inconceivable aspect of Reality. The Universe—the Whole—is not get- 
ting any older. Rather, we only conceptualize that it’s getting older. 
Aging—and the “passage” of time—are a profound illusion. In other 
words, though every limited, bounded thing appears to be getting older, 
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it does not follow that the Universe in Totality is getting older. The Real 
Universe appears, and can only appear, Now. (Einstein once remarked 
that time is an illusion—albeit a very persistent one.”8) “Getting older” 
only involves the relative aspect—the universe as an object. It doesn’t 
apply to the Universe as the Whole. To see what's going on, the Absolute 
aspect must also be accounted for. 

And so, 10” is not 10“ because human beings are here. 10” is 10” 
because the Universe cannot be, never was, and never will be anything 
but 10%, Now. 

So why do we have the sense that things are progressing, that things 
are changing, that the universe is getting older, that we’re getting older? 
How do we account for our apparent passing away? Is it an illusion that 
we're born, that we live for a while and then we die? Why do we have 
this sense? We try to account for 10”, but our explanations take on a 

sort of medieval mentality. If resorting to the anthropic principle does 

not reach far enough to answer these questions, what will? How do we 

account for our sense of time if all physical explanation remains inade- 

quate? 

ABOUT TIME 

M. C. Escher possessed a rare gift for drawing scenes that, when viewed 

on the small scale, seem quite ordinary, yet, when viewed as a whole, 

appear utterly impossible. Let’s consider his lithograph, Up and Down, 

Figure 7—7. Note the strange quality of the uppermost staircase. 

The poor fellows on those stairs may very well forever ascend and 

descend, but after endless effort they will not have gotten anywhere. 

This is often how we see ourselves, is it not? We conceive ourselves to 

be living a rat race where, from day to day, we just go on and on and on, 

without joy, without wonder, without meaning, without hope. For many 

of us, particularly for those of us who sense that we live in a fast-paced 

global village of estrangement, life is no more promising than that of 

the men in this drawing. Yet, though life may often appear like the scene 

in this drawing, such a view of Reality is an illusion. This is not seeing. 
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Figure 7—7. Up and Down by M. C. Escher (lithograph, 1960) 
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At first glance the scene looks quite normal. We see stairs. We see 
people going up and down the stairs. If we look at one little locality at 
a time and not at the picture as a whole, everything looks fine. By taking 
only a small sample, we see order. We can follow the stairs around and 
find that they keep climbing (or descending). Everything seems normal 
and understandable—until suddenly we find ourselves right back where 
we had been before. 

This is how we commonly view our lives. At first we do not question. 
Everything is assumed. Nothing appears strange. Life just is, and we go 
along. But then, suddenly, we may notice that our life as we have always 
lived it seems without meaning. 

If we look at any one small part, either in this etching or in our own 
life, everything appears understandable. It is only when we stand back 

and take it in as a whole that, like a former Flat-Earther looking out to 

Sea, we Can see our previous view as an illusion. It is only when we 

glimpse the Whole that we do not get taken in by the illusion of move- 

ment and of time—i.e., by the illusion that our objects Really are things 

unto themselves. 

When I showed Escher’s drawing to an eight-year-old, she didn’t get 

it at first. When I pointed out the unusual quality of the stairs, she 

thought it was “neat.” She thought it would be fun to build stairs like that. 

When I told her that we couldn't build such stairs, she wanted to know 

why. I explained that the reason Escher got away with this—and why we 

really can’t build such stairs—is that he projected what appears to be a 

three-dimensional scene onto a two-dimensional surface. He borrowed 

from an extra dimension, we might say. If such a building were actually 

constructed—that is, if we were to build in three dimensions a building 

that could show us Escher’s view—such a building could not stand up 

on its own, for it wouldn't have a back. The levels of each stair, when 

followed around, actually form a spiral. The stairway itself, however, is 

on a single plane. This becomes more evident when the lithograph is 

viewed from an angle slightly above the plane of the page. From such an 

angle you may also notice that the structure seems to rise from the page, 

which is a common characteristic of such anamorphic figures. 
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When three-dimensional creatures such as ourselves look at those 

two-dimensional people living in their two-dimensional world, we can 

see quite easily that we are looking at an illusion. They, on the other hand, 

don’t seem to fully realize this. They walk up and down the stairs, some- 

what long-faced, perhaps even as we would if we had a vague sense that, 

though time seems to be moving us along, we’re going nowhere. They 

can't see what’s wrong because at every little locality (at every small sam- 

ple) where they “presently” exist, everything makes sense: it is a stairway 

going up and down. It is when a sense of the Whole comes over them 

that they must feel the bite of despair, for once they sense their endless 

repetition upon the stairs, their lives must seem empty and meaningless 

to them. Yet they do not see enough to stop their useless activity. 

When we look at them, of course, we realize quite quickly that they’re 

not going anywhere. There’s all the appearance of movement and 

change, yet, like 10*° appears to us, everything stays the same when 

taken as a whole. Everything changes in the local scene (r), yet overall 

(i), nothing happens. 

We in three dimensions have a way of seeing their plight as no more 

than an illusion. Yet, though we might tell them not to waste their time 

and energy on such needless activity, we in our three-dimensional world 

carry on in very much the same manner. We witness the flux and flow 

of the world, we think things are changing, that we’re progressing, that 

indeed time is moving on. And, therefore, because we don’t see the 

Whole picture, we believe that 10“ will become some other number in 

the future, for incessant change is all we ever see. We don’t see that there 

isn’t any future, only an eternal Now. 

We see things change, and age, and appear and disappear. Trapped 

in our three-dimensional world, we do not see that the fourth dimen- 
sion, time, doesn’t change or go anywhere. Now is a constant. Our 
“aging” universe has only local meaning. Nonlocality, as a Whole, is age- 
less, appearing always as Now. The passage of time is an illusion. 

Ten to the fortieth is Now. Now is all there is. Things appear like 
they’re changing—moving and aging—but we can see that this is an il- 
lusion. What we do not commonly see is the interidentity of past, pres- 
ent, and future. 
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WHAT MATTERS 

Ching Ch’ing asked a monk, “What sound is that outside the 

gate?” The monk said, “The sound of raindrops.” 

Ch’ing said, “Sentient beings are inverted. They lose them- 

selves and follow after things.” 

The monk said, “What about you, Teacher?” 

Ch’ing said, “I almost don’t lose myself” 

The monk said, “What is the meaning of ‘I almost don't lose 

myself’?” 

Ch’ing said, “Though it still should be easy to express one- 

self, to say the whole thing has to be difficult” 
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(INERTIA) 

There are trivial truths and the great truths. 

The opposite of a trivial truth is plainly false. 

The opposite of a great truth is also true. 

—NIELS BOHR 

PUTTING SCIENCE TO WORK 

The waitress brings me coffee, 

I add cream to the cup. 

I ask her not to bring a spoon, 

Convection stirs it up. 

—DALE C. HAGEN 

SPIN 

As you pour cream into your morning coffee, a beautiful billowy pattern 

appears. The coffee appears to move slightly in various directions, but 

on the whole it lies almost still. As you look across its surface, the coffee 

appears quite flat within the cup. 
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You take a spoon and stir the cream into the coffee. The cream swirls 

into the liquid and the coffee turns within the cup. But now its surface 

is no'longer flat. It has become concave instead. As the coffee streams 

out from the center, being thrown outward by centrifugal force, the cen- 

ter of the coffee becomes depressed. The coffee piles up against the 

walls of the cup, where the level rises. 

How does the coffee “know” that it’s supposed to do this? In other 

words, what “tells” the coffee that it’s spinning and should therefore rise 

at the edges and sink in the center? This seems a ridiculous question at 

first. But actually it’s a very profound question, and one that has kept 

philosophers and physicists musing for centuries. 

Our commonsense response might be, “Well, the coffee ‘knows’ it’s 

spinning because it’s moving past the walls of the cup. It’s merely an ex- 

pression of the relationship that it has with the cup—it’s just turning 

inside the cup, that’s all” 

This answer seems reasonable enough, but it’s wrong. Newton 

showed us that it was wrong centuries ago. He discovered that if we take 

a bucket, hang it from a long rope, twist that rope until it’s tightly 

wound, then put water in that bucket and let it go, the bucket will begin 

to spin. Newton observed that at the beginning the surface of the water 

is flat, but as the water begins to pick up motion from the bucket 

through the friction created by the drag along its sides, it too begins to 

turn. At this point, once again we find that the surface of the water be- 

comes concave. (We can accomplish the same thing today by simply 

placing the bucket of water, or the cup of coffee, on a turntable and let- 

ting it spin.) 

But how does the water know when it’s spinning and that its surface 

should therefore become concave? We can no longer claim it’s merely 

the relationship that the water has with the walls of its container, for 

now the walls of the bucket are turning about with the liquid. The water 
is stationary in relation to its container, yet it still responds as did the 

coffee when we swirled it in the nonturning cup. It’s not merely a rela- 
tion between the liquid and its container. In relation to what, then, does 
the fluid spin? 
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Co luna 

a Co 
In a nonrotating bucket In a rotating bucket 

the surface of the water lies flat. the surface of the water is concave. 

Figure 8—1. Newton’s Bucket 

When I turn the coffee in my cup, I cannot conclude that it spins in 
relation to the cup, or in relation to me, or even in relation to the room. 

None of these relationships turns out to be correct. 

Picture this: let’s put a TV camera in a windowless room that is cen- 

tered upon a large turntable. The camera and all furnishings in the room 

are securely fastened to the walls and floor. There is a circular pool of 

water in the very center of the room. We are outside the room—in an- 

other building, say—viewing the scene on a TV monitor. As we begin 

viewing, the room is stationary. The water lies flat within the pool. As 

the room begins to rotate, everything in the room appears not to: 

change—except the water in the pool. In response to a strange unearthly 

force, the water begins to depress in the center of the pool, while mys- 

teriously climbing the walls of its basin. In time, as it rises above the 

sides of its container, the water flows outward from its pool and across 

the floor. To any viewer watching this scene, only the realization that 

this room was set to spin could dispel the mystery. 

But, from the perspective of the viewer, what authority commands 

that the water must in one moment lie flat, and in the next moment be- 

come concave? We say it’s the water’s spin. This spin seems to suggest 

a relationship, but in relation to what does the water actually spin? Not 

to the pool, or to the room—but what else can it spin in relation to? 

This is the deep mystery that has troubled philosophers and physicists. 
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THESBOGUS. FORCES OF*SPTN 

The Earth spins, but how do we know that it does? We might point to 

the fact that the sun, the moon, the planets, and indeed the whole starry 

sky make complete circuits of the Earth roughly once each day. But why 

do we say it’s the Earth that spins and not the sky that rotates? 

It’s because there are certain “forces” that become apparent as they 

act upon the fluids of the planet. There is, for example, the centrifugal 

force that causes the Earth to bulge outward at the equator. This force, 

if it were strong enough, would have the Earth and everything on it fly 

outward to join all that is not the Earth. Things that spin always want 

to fly apart in this way. But if a spinning object—particularly a large ob- 

ject like a planet—doesn't fly apart, it’s because the centrifugal force is 

predominately countered by centripetal force. In this instance it’s grav- 

ity that pulls the Earth together and holds it unto itself. The Earth’s cen- 

trifugal force is no match for the Earth’s gravity. In fact, if you were to 

travel to the equator, where the Earth moves the fastest, the force that 

would otherwise throw you into space would only be enough to lighten 

you by a few ounces. 

But there’s another force, a far more visible one, called the Coriolis 

force. It’s perhaps better called the Coriolis effect, for it’s not a real force. 

The Coriolis effect becomes apparent when we study the large masses 

of fluids in the Earth’s atmosphere and oceans. These large masses of 

fluids tend to travel in straight lines (as seen by an observer in space), 

but they are deflected to the right in the Northern Hemisphere and to 

the left in the Southern by the Earth’s spin. And the “force” that causes 

such deflection, the Coriolis “force,” would seem to account for the 

swirling of cyclones, and the turning of the oceans in their basins. All 

of this circular motion comes about because it is indeed the Earth that 

is turning and not the sky that is rotating. 

These apparent forces, however, are not real forces. They are merely 
effects caused by spin. For example, when you're riding in a car that is 

traveling at a constant speed, if we disregard the effects of gravity (which 
remain constant), you do not feel any force acting upon your body. If 
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the car accelerates or slows, however, you'll feel an extra force—a chang- 
ing, momentary pull or push. You'll also feel an extra force acting upon 
you as the car rounds a curve, even if it maintains a constant speed. 

Why do we feel these extra forces when we accelerate or change di- 
rection? It’s because in both circumstances we experience a change in 

velocity. Velocity must be distinguished from speed in that velocity is a 

vector (i.e., it’s a pointing arrow whose speed and direction must be 

taken into account), whereas speed is merely scalar (i.e., direction is 

unimportant). 

We invented this compound unit of measure that combines both 

speed and direction precisely because it’s only when we change our ve- 

locity that we feel these “forces” acting upon us. But they are bogus 

forces. Imagine you're riding in a car once again. To any observer not 

in your frame of reference (i.e., anyone not moving with you, such as a 

person standing on the sidewalk and watching your car round a curve), 

it’s obvious that what you feel as a force merely results from your ten- 

dency to continue moving at the same speed and in the same direction. 

(It was through this manner of viewing forces that Einstein came to see 

gravity as the result of the peculiar geometry of four-dimensional 

space/time, in which the presence of a mass causes the surrounding 

space to curve.) 

These forces are therefore not merely relative, but in fact fictitious. 

Yet they seem quite real, for we can readily witness their effects. In fact, 

these effects can even overtake a “real” force such as gravity, as any toy 

top can demonstrate. As long as the top is spinning with enough speed, 

it will not be easily pulled out of line. Gravity is far too weak to take it 

down. It’s this very effect that we use when we ride a bicycle: gravity 

pulls things down, but a spinning wheel is very difficult to knock over. 

Even a riderless bike will stand against gravity as long as it’s moving and 

its wheels are turning. 

As soon as the spinning stops, however, there goes the so-called 

force—the still top, the motionless bike lie on their sides, pulled down 

by the ever-present (real) force of gravity. Only when they spin can they 

defy gravity. When spinning stops, the bogus forces disappear. 
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SPIN AND SELF 

We still have the question of spin. What is it? 

Let’s go back to Newton for a moment. Newton, as we saw, demon- 

strated that it’s not the movement of water in relation to the walls of its 

container that causes the water to respond as it does. As we can see 

with the Earth, something far more vast and universal than a thing’s re- 

lations with nearby objects is needed to explain spin. But what? It seems 

there must be some Absolute principle involved. 

Newton speculated that things exhibit rotation in relation to what 

he called “absolute space.” But this was not a very satisfying explana- 

tion—even Newton didn’t like it. Though he held on to the notion of 

absolute time, he was bothered by the idea of absolute space. After all, 

we can’t tack up a nail in space somewhere to get our bearings from it. 

What could “absolute space” possibly mean, anyway? 

Thirty years after Newton raised the question, however, George 

Berkeley, noting that absolute space cannot be, in his words, “perceived” 

(i.e., it cannot be conceived or held as an object of consciousness), stated 

that it therefore couldn't be used as a reference point either. Berkeley 

noted that if everything in the universe were annihilated but the Earth, 

then it would be impossible to imagine any motion of the Earth, includ- 

ing its rotation. In fact, said Berkeley, the notion would be absolutely 

meaningless. 

Berkeley would argue that the Earth spins in relation to the “fixed 

stars.” According to Berkeley, there’s an immediate communication be- 

tween the Earth and the distant stars in the heavens that tells the Earth, 

in effect, “you are distinct, separate—you are spinning.” 

We may extrapolate from Berkeley’s assertion that if there were no 

such communication between the Whole and the part, then there 

would literally be no spin to the large air masses and no turning of 
oceans in their basins, for without spin these phenomena, these bogus 
forces, would cease to be. After all, when a fluid body—say, the ocean— 
turns on the surface of the Earth, it’s merely an “attempt” by the moving 



Inertia 223 

fluid to continue in a straight line in relation to what remains of the 
universe. But if nothing remained of the universe beyond the Earth, 
such relationship would be broken, for such absolute referent would 

be lost. . 

Berkeley's ideas in this area seemed quite strange to his contempo- 
raries, who largely ignored them. After all, what could the distant stars 
have to do with phenomena close at hand? Strange as these ideas sound, 
however, Einstein, Mach, and others considered, nearly two centuries 

later, that there might be some merit to them. Since it was Ernst Mach, 

the nineteenth-century physicist and philosopher, who revived Berke- 

ley’s idea, this notion (as it was formulated by physicists and philoso- 

phers in the twentieth century) became known as Mach’s principle. 

According to physicist Clifford Will, Mach’s principle asserts that the 

“inertial and gravitational properties of matter are in some sense linked 

to the existence of the rest of the matter in the universe.”! In other 

words, it’s a principle that relates the Whole with the part. (Will cites 

Newton’s bucket as a simple demonstration of this principle.) 

Though Mach never properly formulated the principle that bears his 

name, it was his speculations in this area that inspired Einstein to move 

along these lines of inquiry. Einstein thought that proof of such a rela- 

tionship between the Whole and the part was buried within his general 

theory of relativity (though late in life he gave up on the idea because 

of the mathematical enormity of the problem). According to develop- 

ments in mathematics in the 1980s, however, it appears that there might 

be some merit to this idea. 

While the idea of absolute space and time has been abandoned by 

science in modern times, the idea of absolute motion has not. Absolute 

motion, however, simply refers to acceleration and rotation. But these 

“absolutes” are not really Absolute in themselves. They merely express 

the relationship of Whole with part. 

The quality of an object’s spin, we now know, has everything to do with 

its inertia. Inertia is defined as an inherent property of matter in which, 

according to Newton, “a body continues in a state of rest or constant 
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velocity unless acted on by an external force.” An object is said to auto- 

matically oppose a change of motion by reason of its inertia. 

Inertia is a relationship that a physical entity has with the Whole. 

This relationship “tells” an object how far it should slide when pushed. 

That is, a thing “knows” how far to slide because of its relationship with 

the rest of the universe—including the stars in the most distant galaxy. 

(We no longer refer to them as “fixed stars,’ of course, for we now know 

that stars are grouped into swirling galaxies, and that all matter in the 

universe is in relative motion.) 

We might say, then, that spin is the delineating relationship between 

a thing or idea—i.e., any conceptualized entity (r)—and everything else 

that exists (i). It’s what gives unity to things and sets them off from oth- 

ers. Spin is what distinguishes the part from the Whole, for it can’t be 

maintained that the Universe as a Whole spins. Wholeness, Totality, 

can’t spin; without an external referent, sucha quality is without mean- 

ing. Spin, therefore, is the essence of the relationship between the 

Whole and the part. In short, it’s conceptualization.” 

But, just as a viewer outside a swerving car sees no “force,” but only 

the tendency of the car and its occupants to travel in a straight line, so 

too when “viewed” from the Whole, where we just see, where there is 

no spinning, no self appears. There is, in fact, no separate entity of any 

sort that sits apart from others, or from the Whole. Like the bogus 

forces of spin, a self appears in conscious awareness only as something 

that has been defined as separate and distinct from other—“other” 

being, finally, the rest of the universe. 

Roger Penrose noted in The Emperor’s New Mind that the amount of 

angular momentum found in quantum objects indicates that such ob- 

jects cannot be “composed solely of a number of orbiting particles, none 

of which was itself spinning”; rather, such momentum 

can only arise because the spin is an intrinsic property of the par- 

ticle itself (ie., not arising from the orbital motion of its “parts” 

about some centre).° 
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In other words, spin is not, in the final analysis, a phenomenon that 
can be explained in terms of bodies orbiting about some center. Rather, 
physicality (indeed, all conceptual reality) is the result of spin—the re- 
lationship of Whole and part—itself. In other words, spin—ice., that 
which marks the relationship of the part with the Whole—is more fun- 
damental than physicality itself. 

THE GRAND SYMBIOSIS AND OPPOSITION 

Just as the spinning Earth cannot exist by itself as a spinning Earth, so 
too a self cannot exist on its own, without a dynamical relationship to 
a larger whole. There’s a grand symbiosis at work in Reality. It’s this 
grand dynamic that occurs between the Whole and each part. And it’s 

a relationship that we can demonstrate physically, as in the case of a 

spinning top, or, on a grander scale, a graded stream. 

A self cannot persist as a static entity, an absolute. It can only appear 

as something akin to a spinning dynamo—as something we cannot get 

our hands on, so to speak. At the same time, however, when something 

spins, it’s rendered distinct and separate from everything else. In other 

words, spin, or conceptualization, is the manifestation of things as they 

appear in opposition to all other. 

When I was young, it was required of all boys to take a semester of print- 

ing in the eighth grade. It was there that I learned where the expression 

“watch your p’s and q’s” came from. It was a warning our teacher 

drummed into us because, as we removed the type from the galley to 

put it back into the case, all of the letters appeared as their mirror images. 

So when we encountered a “p,’ it looked like a “q,’ and the “q” looked like 

a “p.” Therefore, when we put them back into the case, we had to be care- 

ful not to mix them up. We had to watch our p’s and q's. 

With that image in mind, let me present a scheme of mirror opposi- 

tion: 
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mirror at a 

66 99 (1st aspect) p 

“ole 
(2nd aspect) *a" ra 

Figure 8-2 

a” 

The vertical line represents a mirror seen on edge, and the letter “p, 

being held before the mirror, projects the letter “q.” The letter in the 

upper position (“p”) I will refer to simply as the first aspect of mirror 

opposition. This position can represent the subjective—“me,’ “my view,’ 

“our view,’ etc. What appears in the lower position (“q”) I will refer to 

as the second aspect of mirror opposition. This position represents the 

objective—it’s what the “I,” the “we,’ or a self sees as being “out there” 

This scheme of mirror opposition is meant to represent our common- 

sense view of the world, not the way the world actually is. 

When conscious awareness is dominated by common sense (i.e., by 

conceptions of self and other), we see mind-objects (things and ideas) 

as though viewing them in a mirror. At the same time, however, we do 

not recognize the mirror but, rather, assume we're looking through a 

window out onto a world “out there.’ We are not aware that we're merely 

conceiving—and, in fact, projecting—that thing which appears to be 

“out there.” 

When conscious awareness is caught up in the sights and sounds of 

the phenomenal world (particularly the material world), we're likely to 

assume that when a “thing” appears “here”—such as “me” (first as- 

pect)—then whatever appears “there,” in the mirror, is seen in opposi- 

tion to “me.” In other words, it’s seen as being quite different from “me”; 

since it’s seen as being “over there” (second aspect), it’s never seen as 
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being a reflection of “me? Rather, “that thing, out there” is seen to be 
what opposes “me.” 

Thus we commonly conceptualize the world. That we do so is exem- 
plified in the conflicts that arise between you and me, male and female, 
good and evil, etc. These opposing conceptions are basic to our usual 
ways of interacting with one another. 

This opposition arises both in situations of antagonism and in situ- 
ations where we desire our object. In these latter cases, we first concep- 
tualize the desired objects as existing separately “out there” Then we 
try to pull what appears as “apart from me” into a position where it 

might appear closer to “here.” We attempt to identify with our object— 

a most frustrating task. 

Whether, however, the situation is one of antagonism or desire, we’re 

not seeing things as they are; we’re missing something. We're not seeing 

what’s going on. We're not seeing the Whole. 

We’re missing what we might call the third aspect, which doesn’t re- 

side in either the concept of self (me, here) or other (that, over there). 

It lies outside these two alternatives. Mirror opposition always im- 

plies this third aspect of Reality, which common sense habitually over- 

looks. 

Using the same schematic, this third aspect can be shown like this: 

1st aspect % 

mY 

3rd aspect 

o 

2nd aspect a 

Figure 8-3 

This third aspect in fact opposes both the first and the second aspects 

taken together. I shall call this subtler relationship ultimate opposition. 

A very simple metaphor can be used to demonstrate this sort of op- 

position: our Earth. If we were to look down upon the Earth from a point 

in space directly over the North Pole (our view being the first aspect), the 
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Earth would appear to rotate counter-clockwise. Its mirror opposite (the 

view from over the South Pole) would have the Earth appearing to rotate 

clockwise. Here we have clearly opposite views. But these two opposites, 

taken together, comprise the spinning Earth itself: a single, unified entity. 

This spinning planet exists in opposition to any single simplified view of 

what direction it turns. The Earth itself reveals a third aspect—i.e., ulti- 

mately it opposes either view of clockwise or counter-clockwise. 

A mirror scheme showing three aspects of the Earth as a spinning 

system can be diagrammed like this: 

counterclockwise rotation \ 

the spinning Earth as a whole 

5 A clockwise rotation 

Figure 8-4. 

Thus we can see that mirror opposites are actually dual aspects of a 

single entity—in this case, the Earth. If we discuss the Earth as a rotating 

system, we must see the mirror opposition of the poles, but we must 

also realize that these two poles imply each other. In doing so, we must 

also see that they imply a third, “ultimate opposite”: the Earth itself, 

which draws these opposing mirror images into a unit. 

All of this is clear enough in the example of the Earth, or some other 

physical entity; but, as we shall see, such metaphors are limited. What 

I actually mean by “ultimate opposition” is that the third aspect of op- 

position is Absolute. It’s inconceivable—i.e., it doesn’t form as an actual 

object of mind. Nevertheless, ultimate opposites—that is, the pattern 

of ultimate opposition—can always be found, if only we would just look 

beyond our commonsense view of mirror or conceptual opposition. 

What, then, is the third aspect that is implied by a moral mirror op- 

position—say, good (aspect 1) and evil (aspect 2)? We don't have a term 

for it. To ordinary human conscious awareness, to common sense, there 

is no third possibility, for good and evil are not commonly seen as a sin- 
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gle unitary system. Yet such a third aspect can be seen if we know how 
to look. 

ULTIMATE OPPOSITION 

Ultimate opposition most vividly contrasts with mirror opposition in 
that it causes harmony rather than conflict to arise. Ultimate opposition 
is, in a word, generative. 

To illustrate this, let’s consider the following example: if I draw a line 
like this: 

__—_ (from left to right) 

and ask while I draw it, “What’s the opposite of this?” you might under- © 

standably think: 

__<_ (aline drawn from right to left) 

But this is simply the same line drawn as its mirror opposite. We have 

basically the same thing in either case. With mirror opposites we always 

end up with the two being essentially the same, for what we have is 

, (i.e., an object that makes use of the r as- merely a single thing, 

pect alone) reflecting itself, rather than a picture in which the “remain- 

der” of Reality (i.e., r + i) is accounted for. Conceptual (i.e., mirror) 

opposites, therefore, are not ultimate opposites. 

Ultimate opposites account for both the r and the i aspects of Real- 

ity—and these two aspects of opposition do not resemble each other in 

a mirror. In other words, the contrast is not between +1 and —1 (as we 

might find in mirror opposites), but between r and i. 

Our common sense usually places opposites as though they were in 

some sort of confrontation, like an arrow reflecting itself in a mirror: 

mirror 

Figure 8-5 
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Ultimate opposition, however, generates peace and harmony instead of 

conflict. 

If we are to model ultimate opposition, we need a nonreflecting image. 

I therefore suggest that we depict the ultimate opposite of , the 

steady, unchanging line pictured above, as WW, a line of change, curve, 

and oscillation. 

As we've learned from Schrédinger, Lao Tzu, and Thich Nhat Hanh, 

by our very conceiving of an object as a separate thing, that mental object 

immediately begins to spin with its conceptual opposite, like the infinite 

swirls between the “inside” and the “outside” of the Mandelbrot set. 

These two concepts come together and spin about each other in an ex- 

change of identity. We can illustrate this in our mirror scheme like this: 

1st aspect (simplicity) x 

% 

ri 

2nd aspect (complexity) a 

Figure 8-6 

When something spins it has an axis, and its axis suggests a direction 

that points beyond the spinning system, much as north points beyond 

the Earth, while east and west do not. This is the quality of spin that in- 

dicates or implies a third aspect: 

1st aspect \ 

3rd aspect 

oar 
Figure 8—7. The spin, i.e., the mutual exchange of identity of aspects 1 and 2, 

forms an axis that points to a third, nonconceptual aspect. 

2nd aspect 
a pointing arrow appears 
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Our spinning objects of consciousness thus point to something other 

than (and ultimately opposite to) themselves. 

Thus we see a pattern that characterizes the two elements of our ex- 

perience of Reality, the relative and Absolute. The relative aspect—con- 

ceptual reality—is characterized by spin. If we latch on to any object 

within that world of spin, we too begin to oscillate, back and forth, up 

and down, with the spin. The other element of experience, however, is 

steady and unchanging. This is the aspect of experience that is Absolute. 

This pattern—the pattern of ultimate opposition—must be seen in any 

True account of experience. 

We see this pattern of ultimate opposition in how we use language. 

In order to communicate verbally, two elements or principles must be 

involved. One is steady and predictable, while the other is novel and 

unexpected. Either function by itself will not do the trick. If what is 

being transmitted were totally unexpected, there could be no commu- 

nication, but only gibberish. On the other hand, if what is being said 

were totally expected, again there would be no communication, but the 

expression of what is already understood. 

Jeremy Campbell, in Grammatical Man, wrote that 

a written message is never completely unpredictable. If it were, it 

would be nonsense: Indeed, it would be noise. To be understand- 

able, to convey meaning, it must conform to rules of spelling, 

structure, and sense, and these rules, known in advance as infor- 

mation shared between the writer and the reader, reduce uncer- 

tainty. They make the message partly predictable....* 

On the other hand, says Campbell, 

a message conveys no information unless some prior uncertainty 

exists in the mind of the receiver about what the message will con- 

tain. And the greater the uncertainty, the larger the amount of in- 

formation conveyed when that uncertainty is resolved.’ 
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Thus we find that language lives in this dynamic, in this pattern of 

ultimate opposition. 

We also find this same generative and cooperative pattern of ultimate 

opposition in the way sex chromosomes combine. While our common- 

sense view of opposition might have us think that if the female carries 

a p, then the male must carry a q, this is not the pattern we actually find. 

Females, as we know, carry two X chromosomes, while males carry an 

X and a Y. Thus, while the female provides the steady element (she can 

only contribute an X to her offspring), the male oscillates by providing 

either an X ora Y to his progeny. Thus, again, we find the pattern of ul- 

timate opposition functioning in the way the female and the male come 

together to generate life. 

We'll be looking for more signs of this pattern in what remains of this 

book, but first we must take note of the danger we face when we try to 

conceptualize the inconceivable. 

THE HIERARCHY OF OPPOSITES 

Usually, when the mind attempts to grasp the first two aspects of op- 

position at once, rather than just watch them spin, the mind itself begins 

to spin. The mind is then characterized by conflict. To this mind, the 

two aspects can (and usually do) go after each other and turn about 

each other in competition or conflict—often leading to paradox and 

confusion. We don’t realize that all of this competition and conflict can 

be done away with in an instant of seeing—for, when the third aspect is 

drawn into view, what had been characterized by conflict suddenly ap- 

pears as harmony. 

This harmony, while impressive—often impressive enough to make 

the person who experiences it believe they have experienced enlight- 

enment—is typically only temporary. This lack of permanence has to 
do with the way the mind works. As we have seen, the mind creates a 
bogus ego consciousness, and this consciousness is very quick to make 
its objects its own. The result is that the newly found third aspect is 
often adopted or identified with by this consciousness. When this hap- 
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pens (and it usually happens immediately), what had been seen as the 
third aspect becomes conceptualized by this bogus consciousness as a 
new first aspect. 

The latching onto the third aspect and pulling it into the first position 
usually occurs without our recognizing what has happened. In other 
words, once we suddenly realize that our interests are inextricably 
linked to the other guy’s, and we realize that this is a much deeper or 

more profound way of seeing things, we think, “This is it! I’ve got it!” 

At this point, we've just pulled our insight down into a first aspect po- 

sition. Yet we fail to notice that we’re still clutching a static view. We’ve 

identified with our discovery and turned it into the first aspect, and it 

will only be a matter of time before this view will reflect yet another 

view, and another second aspect will emerge. Conflict will then, once 

again, arise. 

Each new awareness not only strikes us as being quite real, but as 

being more real than our previous understanding—much like we might 

sense that the planet Earth is of a greater or “more real” nature than ei- 

ther of its poles. Yet, just as this does not mean that the poles are not 

real, so too the collapse of the first two aspects does not mean that what 

was previously conceived as real in some way disappears. We still see 

the tapered tiers of the café-wall illusion even after we know their defin- 

ing lines to be parallel, but we now accept our earlier impression as a 

naive, less tangible, or less valid view. Rather, what occurs at the “col- 

lapse” is that the third and heretofore unnoticed aspect of what’s going 

on makes an indelible impression. Such change always strikes with utter 

clarity and apparent certainty, and does not appear uncanny in the least. 

Unfortunately, we’re likely to take this to be knowing, the direct seeing 

of a higher order of Reality. 

But True Knowledge is not in grasping yet another object, but in see- 

ing the hierarchical structuring of mind—that is, seeing what the mind 

does and how we package our perceptions. 

Thus we can begin to see a hierarchy of opposites forming in the 

mind. There is no end to this chain of mirror opposition, and it’s very 

deceptive, in that at every step one is made to feel that they are growing 
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spiritually or, at least, intellectually. But moving up'this chain is really 

an illusion, for it actually leads nowhere. 

It’s crucial to see this process—not because there is any hope of ever 

arriving at its end, but in order to step off this endless chain of apparent 

hierarchical levels that resembles the illusion we found in Escher’s stairs 

(page 212). It’s in seeing this process (seeing the pattern) that we can get 

a glimpse of ultimate opposition, of what is Really going on. 

SCRUTINIZING THE THIRD ASPECT OF OPPOSITION 

Most of the time we remain oblivious to the third aspect, which hovers 

just above the plane of whatever conceptual level we’re on—except for 

that brief flash of insight that hits from time to time. 

So let’s look at our opposition scheme again and plug in a few com- 

mon frustrating experiences, and see if we can pull the third aspect into 

view, so that we may better, see the pattern. 

Let’s return to our problem of good and evil, and make use of the 

common white hat/black hat analogy that originated in old movie West- 

erns. In these movies, the good guy wore a white hat, whereas his mirror 

opposite, the bad guy, wore a black one. We have here one of the sim- 

plest, most clear-cut mirror oppositions, graphically illustrated: 

(1st aspect) white hat % 

» 

A 

(2nd aspect) black hat a 

Figure 8-8 

But what is the True Opposite (third aspect) of both of these fellows? 

It’s the man who, metaphorically, wears no hat at all. 
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(1st aspect) white hat 

wearing hats () no hat (3rd aspect) 

(2nd aspect) black hat “ 

Figure 8-9 

The person who wears no hat is the person who's not taking sides— 

the person who does not see themselves in opposition to others. 

The black hat/white hat view of good and evil can make an enter- 

taining movie because the moral lines it draws are so simple and obvi- 

ous that the story remains easy to follow until its poignant finish. 

Outside of movies, however, the lines are infinitely complex and the 

story has no ending. The black hat/white hat theory of good and evil 

doesn’t reflect our actual experience of life’s moral difficulties. 

The common view is to think: we are good, and evil is out there. We 

label those other guys out there as evil because we're already assured, 

through our tacit assumptions, of our own goodness. Yet we unwittingly 

do what they do. They build their weapons to defend themselves against 

us, and we build ours for the same reason. They claim God is on their 

side and so do we. Our everyday sense of good and evil thus only helps 

to generate conflict. 

As long as we behave like this, it’s clear that we still do not under- 

stand the nature—the sameness—of what we are calling good and evil. 

Good—True Good—does not resemble evil in a mirror. 

True Good, as we can sense in our hearts, must exist in a totally dif- 

ferent way—like this: 

<a 

fl True Good 

“evil” 

Figure 8-10 
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True Good—those actions that spring from Awareness of the Whole, 

from just seeing—is utterly beyond any everyday sense of good and evil, 

or right and wrong, or pleasant and unpleasant. It’s the appropriate ac- 

tion at the appropriate place and time, free of selfishness, attachment, 

conceptualizing, and even (as we normally think of it) intent. 

Let’s consider how we commonly deal with anger. In our scheme of sim- 

ple mirror opposition, dealing with our anger normally looks like this: 

express \_ 

% 

anger 

x 
hn suppress 

Figure 8-11 

“Express” in the first aspect means we hold the view that it is best to 

express our anger. The mirror opposite of “express” is “suppress,” which 

is the second aspect. 

Years ago, we used to think it wasn’t good to express our anger. Since 

then, we’ve come to learn how unhealthy it is to suppress it. If we sup- 

press our anger, or deny it, we become neurotic. Worse, we might even- 

tually blow up like an over-heated pressure cooker. 

We're now more inclined to let our anger out. We might go to a ther- 

apist and beat a few pillows to let off steam. It feels good, of course— 

for a while. But ultimately it’s equally unhealthy, because our anger 

doesn’t really diminish when we do this. Worse, we're likely to start ex- 

pressing our anger on other people. When we do, of course, they’re just 

as likely to blow it right back in our face, which only serves to make us 

even angrier. Soon both people develop the sense that their anger is jus- 

tified. This anger then grows and becomes ever more real, ever more 

“justifiable” 

What we don’t usually understand is that there’s a third aspect. (In- 

deed, there’s always a third aspect when we're dealing with the world 
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in concepts.) This is to just see anger and identify the pattern being gen- 

erated by such conceptual opposition. Just see the anger. Don’t feed it, 

don’t justify it, don’t do anything to it. Don’t try to squelch, limit, or 

deny it, either. Just see it for what it is. 

To just see anger, and to discover the pattern, is to avoid pulling anger 

down into the first aspect. 

express \ 

anger { > just see the anger 

suppress “ 

Figure 8-12 

When you do feel anger, as quickly as possible just go to the third as- 

pect—recall it—and then just observe the anger. If you choose to ex- 

press it, see what happens when you express anger. If you stifle it, again 

just watch what happens. Just keep observing the anger itself and notice 

what’s going on. Don't be too concerned about whether you're suppress- 

ing or expressing. Just watch and see what follows what. 

Just seeing is, in fact, a most effective way of dealing with any problem 

that grips us emotionally. 

What else can we view with our opposition scheme? Anything we 

can conceive: 

simplicity wave S me \ | on tadpole organism » life S 

complexity particle you 7” | off frog environment “ | death 

Figure 8-13 

Let’s look at one more example. Progress is an idea that lathers up a 

lot of people these days. How would our commonsense view of progress 

appear in our three-aspect scheme of mirror opposition? 
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progress \ 

\ 

change 

al 

regress oe 

Figure 8-14. 

When progress is seen as opposed to some sort of regress, or a going 

backward, just what exactly is it that is going forward? We've already dis- 

cussed several instances where our science and technology, the hall- 

marks of our modern age, appear in many ways to be little more than 

open warfare on the ecology of the planet. I will not enumerate more 

examples here, for they can be found in abundance elsewhere. The point 

I want to make is that what we commonly think of as progress may some- 

times be counter to what we commonly mean when we use the term.° 

What would be the ultimate opposite—the third aspect—of change? 

Instead of attaching to our ideas of moving forward or backward, it 

would mean just seeing change for what it is. This reveals nothing re- 

sembling progress (or regress) at all. In fact, as we have already seen in 

various ways, the i aspect of Reality does not reveal change at all. 

progress \_ 

\ 

change just see change (no change) 

a 
ra regress 

Figure 8-15 

When we put ourselves in conflict with things and ideas—when we 

believe we must get “out there” and fix things up—it means that we’re 

not seeing in whose hands such powers lie. When we believe we are act- 

ing for the good through our good intentions (i.e., our concepts of good- 
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ness), it means we do not see that we are only drilling holes into the face 

of King Chaos. 

It might seem at first that to just see is impossible—or that doing so 

makes us stupid, or dull, or naive. But this is not at all the case. In fact, 

just seeing is the highest expression of a rational mind. It marks the truly 

open, fluid, tolerant, magnanimous mind that is Wisdom. 

The mind that subscribes to no view is a ready mind. It’s ready to re- 

ceive whatever comes before it. It’s necessarily a mind in full Knowledge 

of ignorance. The mind that is aware of what it doesn’t know is not the 

common, fearful, rigid mind that desperately seeks to neatly fit the 

world into its fond and familiar thoughts. Such a mind is open to 

unadulterated Truth. 



nine 

( BECOMING) 

Let go of the idea, “I exist.” 

—IKKYU 

Just as a man shudders with horror when he 

thinks he has trodden on a serpent, but laughs 

when he stoops and sees that it is only a rope, so 

I discovered one day that what I was calling “I” 

is not apparent, and all fear and anxiety van- 

ished with my mistake. 

—GAUTAMA 

NOTHING FROM SOMETHING 

What can we notice about the interplay between nothing and some- 

thing—between what we might think of as “being” and its inevitable re- 

flection, “nonbeing”? 
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First of all, we'll find that they’re unstable. As soon as one appears, it 
reveals its other. Something reveals nothing, and nothing reveals some- 
thing, immediately. 

Bertrand Russell wondered, “Why is there something rather than 
nothing?” He was certainly not alone in asking this question. But some- 
thing and nothing don't really exist in the way Russell puts it—that is, as 
—><, or mirror opposites. They don’t really look like each other in a 
mirror, as we shall see. The fact is, they’re ultimate opposites—and, as 
with all opposition, they must both occur at once. Getting through this 
ultimate paradox will be the thrust of this chapter. 

What is it about “something”—the many interrelated and interdepend- 
ent “things” that comprise our universe—that in fact differentiates it from 
nothing, and that does so in a way other than mere mirror opposition? In 

other words, what makes something ultimately opposed to nothing? 

“Something”—the multiplicity of objects—belongs to the relative realm, 

the world of thoughts and things. In fact, it is that world. The basic char- 

acteristic of all entities in this world is that each exists in relationship with 

all others. We might also call this realm the “world of difference, because 

relationships invariably reveal differences (if there exists no difference, 

there also exists no separateness, and thus no relationship). 

What lies outside of the world of difference, outside the realm of 

thoughts and things? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. In other words, while 

“something” is always relative, nothing, when it dances with something, 

indicates Absolute. It therefore should not be confused with any idea 

we may have of nothing—such as when we open the cookie jar and find 

it empty. 

Earlier, you'll recall, we noted that Einstein mathematically demon- 

strated that the universe is finite, yet boundless. Not even space, not 

even time lies outside the Universe. There’s no boundary that divides a 

“something” here from a “something else” over there. There’s nothing 

over there. In fact, as we have seen, there is no “over there.” 

The apparent paradox, then, is that the realm of unity is the world of 

difference. But this paradox appears only in the relative, conceptual 

world. It doesn’t appear to direct perception. 
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SOMETHING FROM NOTHING 

Let’s take another stab at this notion of something versus nothing, but 

this time from a different angle. 

I’ve mentioned that Reality has two aspects, which I’ve referred to as 

“here it is” (r), and “what is it?” (i)—or as this and what. Or, to put it 

more simply, this and pure ?—pure interrogative. If we pick something 

up, say “this cup,’ we tacitly assume, “here it is.” But now that we’ve 

picked it up, if we are perceptive, we'll notice that we've also picked up 

the question, “what is it?” You'll recall from Chapter 3 how Thich Nhat 

Hanh showed us how the remainder of the universe can be found in the 

identity of “this cup.’ Indeed, if we begin to analyze a cup in an attempt 

to find what it is, it will soon give up its “cupness”; in fact, under close 

scrutiny, any object gives up its “objectness,’ its separate identity, its 

self. Finally, what’s left? What is left. In other words, nothing is revealed. 

On the other hand, if we take this very nothing and examine it very 

carefully, we find the conceptual world. Indeed, according to the laws 

of physics, the “something” that is our universe literally came out of 

nothing. And the nothing out of which our entire universe came is very 

much like what scientists call a “quantum vacuum.” 

A quantum vacuum is not an ordinary vacuum. It’s more like a froth- 

ing, surging sea of virtual existence. At any given moment, countless 

absurdly small particles are popping into a somewhat ghost-like exis- 

tence; then, immediately—within billionths of a second—they pop out 

of existence again. This is what scientists agree is going on “outside” of 

space and time. At any moment, however, due to the Heisenberg un- 

certainty principle, one of these little virtual particles might be caught 

“outside” the surging froth (that is, it might exist “within” the universe) 

for too long, in which case the surging froth will then close behind it, 

leaving the particle stranded in existence (kind of like the fate of the lit- 

tle lame boy in the story of the Pied Piper). But upon being caught in 

existence—that is, conceptual reality—a physical entity (or any concep- 

tual entity, really) immediately draws the entire universe into relation- 

ship with it. In other words, it begins to share (or define) its identity 

with all it is not.? 
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Thus, as we conceive an object, whether it be purely mental, or Thich 
Nhat Hanh’s cup, or an elementary particle, we also find the “birth” of 
the universe erupting from what is otherwise nothing. 

It’s in the very conceiving of an object by consciousness, in the very 
birthing of conceptual reality, that contradiction and opposition and 
paradox occur. For the creation of an object also creates the immediate 
entanglement of that object’s identity with all that it is not. 

MUCH ADO ABOUT SOMETHING 

yt What is, is “something” “Nothing” is what is not. Let’s look at these two 
related commonsense notions. 

To do this, we'll take “something” and plug it into our opposition 

scheme by placing it in the first aspect—thus illustrating our common- 

sense view of things: 

something ~ 

* 
things 

~ 

another thing ae 

Figure 9-1 

In taking this view, we generally believe without question that this 

(our object) “is what is,’ and that “this is” is Reality. We may or may not 

notice the other “something”—here called “another thing”—which ap- 

pears as the reflection of the “something” we presume is “here.” 

As long as we remain locked into conceptual thought alone, this “an- 

other thing” can take a variety of forms. If our “something” is the coffee 

cup on the table, “another thing” could be the coffee in the cup, or the 

papers being held in place under the cup, or the table upon which the 

cup sits, or the room that surrounds the cup, etc. All of these can be 

mirror opposites of our cup, depending on the context in which the cup 

(as a concept) appears.? 

The view that appears in Figure 9—1— that is, our most basic and un- 

spoken assumption of Reality (that the things we conceive exist in an 
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Absolute way)—we'll call “eternalism.” This is immediately and tacitly 

what we assume about our experience. Like Huai-jang (page 13), we as- 

sume that our objects actually are something. 

Most of us simply stop all consideration of the question of something 

vs. nothing with this tacit assumption of eternalism. We don’t even con- 

sider the possibility that there could be any other description of Reality. 

In our everyday life, when we lift the cup to take a drink, from our com- 

monsense perspective we've already assumed without even so much as 

a first (let alone a second) thought that the cup “just is.’ 

If, however, we question the possibility that “things” might not be at 

all—and, remarkably, there are those who do believe this—then we've 

created the mirror opposite of eternalism: nihilism. In our mirror 

scheme it looks like this: 

Eternalism is simply our commonsense view that “something is.” It 

quickly and easily reflects the opposing view: that “nothing is.” 

eternalism. ‘ 

\ 

é 
F nihilism 

Figure 9-2 

But in the relative world in which we live, all entities—thoughts and 

things—are always found to include one another, to snap back on each 

other. They’re always found within a matrix of Totality, spinning about 

one another, and invariably creating paradox. 

As an example, here’s the heterological paradox first devised by the 

German mathematician Kurt Grelling in 1908. The word “heterologi- 

cal” was invented to describe words not true of themselves—e.g., the 

word “long,’ in being a short word, is heterological, for it’s not true of 

itself. To provide all the necessary terms for the creation of a paradox, 

the word “autological” was also invented to denote words that are true 

of themselves—e.g., the word “short” is autological, since it is true of 

itself. 
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So here’s Grelling’s paradox: Is the word “heterological” heterological 
or autological? If the word “heterological” were true of itself, it would 
be autological, but in being autological it would not be true of itself, 
hence it must be heterological, which, of course, means it is true of it- 
self, etc., etc., etc. 

But now consider this question: Is the word “autological” heterolog- 

ical or autological? Notice that this question does not set the mind to 

spin, for the word “autological” is indeed true of itself. 

We've seen this pattern before. One element, the word “heterological,’ 

oscillates when turned on itself; the other, the word “autological,’ does 

not.* This is the same pattern that appears with ultimate opposition. 

And so it is between something and nothing—which we must not con- 

fuse with our ideas of something and nothing. It’s quite apparent that— 

like any conceptual pair—one implies the other (hence the inspiration 

for Russell’s question). But these are merely ideas—concepts. Naturally, 

they spin. But we’re not talking about our ideas of Reality here. We’re 

concerned with direct perception. If we just crawl down into the bare 

bones of perception, we might notice that one—i.e., “something”— 

spins, while the other, so long as we don’t force a handle on it, does not. 

In fact, we might notice that “something” spins all by itself, for its 

“other, even if we think of its other as “nothing,” is conceived as just an- 

other thing. But this “nothing” is merely our idea of nothing. It’s like 

the nothing inside the empty cookie jar, which contains air, crumbs, 

dust mites, etc. It’s not really nothing. 

But why attempt to grasp either opposite and hold it close, insisting 

that this—or, indeed, any—scheme explains what’s directly perceived? 

We can instead just look. If we just focus in on the bare bones of expe- 

rience, we can see that, indeed, “something” is going on. Even when we 

do seem to find a “nothing,” such as when we open the cookie jar and 

find it empty, we still experience something—not cookies, but another 

thing. There’s air in the cookie jar. Even in the vacuum of outer space, 

there’s not nothing—there’s still space. We do not, we literally cannot, 

experience nothing as a mind object. 

What I wish to explore now is the way we actually experience the 

something that is always “there” in experience—indeed, that is ever there 
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as experience. This something is not merely “there.” Reality is more in- 

effable than that. 

The Zen monk Huai-jang finally realized that “even to say it is some- 

thing doesn’t hit the mark.’ But, obviously, saying it’s nothing doesn’t 

hit the mark, either. Even saying “there’s a lurking something behind 

the phaneron’” (see page 50) doesn’t hit the mark. So what in the world 

can we say? 

It’s clear that we do not—we cannot—experience Absolute directly, 

but now we must take note that we do not experience the relative di- 

rectly, either. Neither of these aspects of Reality appears isolated and 

on its own; rather, they occur at once, together, in the same time and 

space, the same moments and events. We experience each through the 

other’s filter, so to speak. 

Therefore, contrary to Russell’s widely held, commonsense assump- 

tion, I suggest that we do not experience “something” as opposed to 

“nothing.” We experience something and nothing together. We experi- 

ence (perceive) Reality directly through the dual aspects of 

something/nothing—r + i—at once. That is, we experience something 

as the complement of nothing and vice versa. The nothing aspect of ex- 

perience is immediately “there” along with something. Neither aspect is 

more real than the other, but both are necessary for perception. If we 

attend to just the bare bones of direct experience, we can see that this 

is so. It is much like seeing—and regarding it as nontrivial—that a cup 

is as much implied by what it isn’t as by what it is. 

Thus something and nothing—mirror opposites when imagined as 

two, come together—indeed, must be together in a single identity. And 

thus are we liberated from endless questioning: Is it possible that this 

cup doesn’t exist? Or does it exist, but in a way we cannot account for? 

All such questions now become meaningless. 

THE MARKS OF EXISTENCE 

What does it mean to exist? When we say that something exists, we as- 

sume and imply that it lasts—i.e., it continues from moment to mo- 

ment; it persists. According to our commonsense view, a thing is what 



Becoming 247 

it is (A = A). If it’s A at noon and it’s still A at 3 p.m., it existed (persisted) 
for three hours. If it didn’t persist, it would no longer be A. 

Yet what “something” in fact persists? Everything changes. Until its 
complete disintegration, a house needs constant repair. Thoughts come 
and go. Feelings well up and subside. 

So, how can something change and yet remain what it is? How can 
“it” become something else and still be itself at the same time? In fact, 
what does “it” even refer to? 

If things persist (i.e., exist) as themselves, then they can’t change. And 

if they change, then in what sense are they still themselves? 

Here’s a common response to these questions: “Things persist and 

change. I was once a child, but now I’m grown. I changed. In fact I’m 

changing right now, yet I persist. That’s existence.” 

But in what sense does the word “I” (or “you”) refer to that child? 

Everything about that child no longer exists. If “you” refers to the body, 

all the physical elements of that child’s body have long ago dispersed 

into the environment. If “you” refers to the mind, every thought, feeling, 

or mental impression belonging to that child has long ago vanished. 

Sure, you have memories—and photos, videos, recordings, etc.—of 

that child. But the child no longer persists. There’s just the immediate 

“you, who is obviously not the same as the vanished child. 

If you examine this carefully, you'll realize that the immediate “you” 

is also not the same as “you” of one year ago, or one week ago, or even 

one moment ago. “You” never persisted; this “you” keeps continually 

changing. 

In fact, there never was a persisting “something” to which the word 

“you” could apply. Nor is there one Now. 

In other words, “you” doesn’t refer to anything that can be pinned 

down as itself. “You,” “me,” “I”—these terms do not refer to any existing 

entity, but only to thoroughgoing change itself. 

Put simply, we don’t actually have things in any objective, substantial 

way. We just believe we do. It’s a useful fiction, to be sure, but it’s a fic- 

tion nonetheless. 

Of course, existence is difficult to doubt. In fact our common belief 

in existence is all but indelible. Even Descartes found it impossible to 



248 WHY THE WORLD DOESN’T SEEM TO MAKE SENSE 

doubt. To doubt existence would indeed be Great Doubt. Nevertheless, 

this is what we need to do. 

To get beyond this impasse, then, it might help to ask this: If things 

and ideas exist as we commonly suppose they do, then what marks ex- 

istence? What are the traits or signs by which we can identify existence? 

The first and most obvious characteristic of the elusive idea of exis- 

tence is incessant change. Nothing “exists” without change—not even 

space or time.° Indeed, science has shown that as soon as space itself is 

defined (i.e., contains something), it appears to expand—to change. 

Change is the very character of both time and space. 

Nowhere in the universe are things or thoughts found to “exist” in 

an unchanging state. Nowhere is there anything with an abiding indi- 

vidual identity, or its own being. Thus change, the first mark of exis- 

tence, reveals the inseparability of something and nothing. 

We can find no exception to this rule. All things come and go, for all 

things come conjoined—indeed, they are interidentical—with what they 

are not. There exists no solid, permanent, stable thing at any point. 

There’s only a constant stream of interconnected, interdependent, or 

conditioned events. In other words, change doesn’t mean that a “thing” 

becomes “another thing” That’s only the appearance of change. Change 

is the total dynamic working of interdependence. 

In fact, if we attend carefully to immediate experience, we will see 

that, in addition to the fact that nothing is ever found to persist, nothing 

is ever found to satisfy, nothing is ever found to possess a self. 

These three marks of existence—impermanence, insatiability, and 

insubstantiality—are inextricably linked. We want to endure, but find 

only change—two characteristics of “existence” that inevitably join with 

dissatisfaction. 

Change is not satisfying when we believe in existence because we in- 

evitably strive to maintain what we appreciate or desire, and to avoid 

what we don’t appreciate or desire. But we cannot reliably or consis- 

tently do either, for everything is always changing. We cannot escape 

change. 
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Our usual way of dealing with this underlying dissatisfying aspect of 
Reality—i.e., attempting to maintain what we want and to avoid what 
we don't want—is doomed to failure. Dissatisfaction is intimately linked 
to change. 

The other mark of existence that joins with dissatisfaction is found 
in clinging to what is utterly conditional—what we conceive of as a self. 

A SELF CANNOT BE APPREHENDED 

No matter how hard we try, we cannot find anything that we can refer 

to as “myself” With everything changing all the time, nothing perma- 

nent can be found within our relative world—including our own bodies, 

our own minds, and our own “I’s. We imagine (that is, we conceptual- 

ize) that a permanent, abiding self exists. But no such abiding thing ac- 

tually appears in our experience. 

I would like to return to Descartes’ cogito for a moment. Descartes 

clearly did not grasp the fact that he had already assumed a self even 

before he spoke. The “I” had already been assumed even before he said, 

“Tam? 

Starting as Descartes did, and indeed as we all must—in ignorance— 

what is our first, most direct experience? Our commonsense impression 

of Reality assumes that there’s something that corresponds to the word 

“self” “Sum ergo cogito.’ I exist, and therefore I think. And then we tacitly 

assume an external world as well: 

lam therefore that is also. 

Figure 9-3 
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But this is not a report of actual, direct experience. We do not expe- 

rience an I—we assume it. We only experience perception, thought, 

and consciousness. Just as there’s no lurking “something” behind the 

phaneron, there’s no thinker (no self, no “I”) to be found behind the 

thought. 

In The Emperor’s New Mind, Roger Penrose asks, 

What is it that gives a particular person his individuality? Is it, to 

some extent, the very atoms that compose his body? Is his identity 

dependent upon the particular choice of electrons, protons, and 

other particles that compose those atoms? There are at least two 

reasons why this cannot be so. In the first place, there is a contin- 

ual turnover in the material of any living person’s body.... 

The second reason comes from quantum physics—and by a 

strange irony is, strictly speaking, in contradiction with the first! 

According to quantum mechanics...any two electrons must nec- 

essarily be completely identical, and the same holds for any two 

protons and for any two particles whatever, of any one particular 

kind. This is not merely to say that there is no way of telling the 

particles apart: the statement is considerably stronger than that. If 

an electron in a person’s brain were to be exchanged with an elec- 

tron in a brick, then the state of the system would be exactly the 

same state as it was before, not merely indistinguishable from it!® 

Clearly, then, we cannot locate the self as a physical object. And here, 

once more, we can see the two-not-two paradox. 

But what if we take the self to be some element of mind? Here again 

we find only composites of other things—all of which can be further 

divided. We find only a turmoil of changing feelings, conceptions, and 

impressions. 

“But,’ we may ask, “doesn’t memory hold the self together in some 

unified and indivisible whole? Can't we find a self in such a construction 
as this?” But what abiding thing, thought, feeling, or impression resides 

in memory? Here too we find only unceasing revision upon revision, 
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and endless chains of additions and subtractions. The mind is no less a 
sea of total flux than the body. 

We habitually take our abstractions for what is concrete—i.e., real. 
But, time after time, we find only compounded things, each of which is 
further comprised of compounded things. All objects are empty of their 
own being. 

So where is this imaginary self? In the body? In the mind? The more 
we go hunting for a self, the more obvious it becomes that we cannot 
locate one. 

How, then, might we go from conceiving a self to understanding that 

nothing actually experienced corresponds to that word? This is the crux 

of our problem with appearance and Reality—and our problem with 

dissatisfaction as well. Of the three marks of existence, “this-is-not-self” 

(or, more threatening, “you-are-not-self”) is the truly mind-boggling 

one. 

One reason the lack of a self is so difficult to accept is because it 

strikes fear in us. What could be more frightening than the thought that, 

more than just being a loser, “I might not even exist”? Of course, such 

fear is ill-founded, for if “this is never found to be self” is Reality, what 

would change by our learning (or accepting) this fact? It’s not by Truth 

that we suffer, but by not seeing what’s going on. 

It’s precisely because we tacitly assume (and believe in) the self that 

it behooves us to penetrate that fear and closely investigate immediate 

experience. Doing this involves going beyond paradox and confusion. 

THE COMMON VIEW 

I saw a poster tacked to a telephone pole. It advertised a self-help pro- 

gram with all the usual come-ons. It promised poise, relaxation, peace, 

success, and happiness. “Know yourself,’ it said. “Know your strengths 

and weaknesses,’ so that you may better “control your life and maximize 

your potential.’ 

“Know yourself.” But what the poster promised—control and all the 

rest—is decidedly not what is revealed when attempting to know the 
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self. True study of the self reveals the self as Empty, as unable to be 

found. The advertised course of study, however, can only promote our 

everyday delusion of self—the very means by which we acquire our 

troubles in the first place. This “self-help” course is actually a nurturing 

of the desire to control our objects. It’s the same old game of acquiring 

and manipulating—of getting and spending—but in a clever disguise, 

and it can lead only to misery and frustration. Instead of scrutinizing 

the self, it’s a form of fascination with self and other. It’s the road to 

havoc and pain. 

We generally go about seeking to fulfill ourselves. Our usual ap- 

proach to learning “who we are” is to investigate things “out there,’ 

which we imagine to be apart from us. Even when we turn our attention 

to the study of ourselves—whether it be our bodies, our minds, or our 

societies—we still study ourselves as though we were examining an ob- 

ject “out there.” When we do this we become fascinated by “that out 

there,’ and soon we desire to impose our will upon “that.” In short, we 

want to get things to go our way; we want to control things; we want to 

change “that” into something that will bend to our will. We do this even 

when our “that” is “me?” 

This is our usual way—but it’s misery, and not at all the way to “study 

the self” Rather, it is to blind ourselves to Truth. 

Tolstoy summed up this traditional approach quite well: 

I know that most men, including those at ease with problems of 

the greatest complexity, can seldom accept even the simplest and 

most obvious truth if it be such as would oblige them to admit the 

falsity of conclusions which they have delighted in explaining to 

colleagues, which they have proudly taught to others, and which 

they have woven, thread by thread, into the fabric of their lives.’ 

The study of Truth is very difficult for us, as a rule, because we are 
prone to discard Truth out of fear of losing the well-loved structures 
we've built. If anything should arise that conflicts with what we believe, 
even if it’s a simple and obvious truth, our tendency is to ignore it and 
tenaciously hang on to what we've constructed our lives upon. 
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However, we would simply be foolish to deny Truth. If Truth forces 
us to rethink our position (as it surely will, simply by virtue of the fact 
that we are holding a position, a concept), we shouldn't begrudge that. 
We ought to welcome the opportunity for enlightenment. 

If we defy Truth and conduct ourselves in the manner described by 
Tolstoy, we'll never see Truth. Instead we'll spin within our own ideas, 
our own beliefs about how things are. Like the men on Escher’s stairs, 
unless we change how we look at things, we'll not see our way out. 

BEING HERE 

Looking “out there” for Truth, or even looking “out there” for the self, 

is the sort of mis-search that typifies much of our living (which is often 

more like striving than living). It is a form of searching under a street- 

lamp for the keys we lost in the woods because the light is better under 

the lamp. 

We package the world because we believe “the light is better” when 

we do. We try to set things up and make life easy for ourselves, but we 

overlook what our actual problem is. 

The real human problem has to do with how things are right Here, 

right Now. This is where we find life and death. It’s not life now and 

death later, somewhere else. This is where it all happens. We don’t die 

in the future; we die Now, in the present moment. 

And so, whatever it is, we must deal with it Here. We cannot set it 

off at a distance and objectify it. We can’t deal with anything if we push 

it off to some other place or some other time. 

The Truth is that we can’t go off somewhere else. There’s no such 

place, for Reality is forever immediate and at hand. 

The World simply does not function the way we imagine. All we need 

to verify that it doesn’t is to just see. 

Here is just this. Nothing ever comes and goes. We're always in the 

boundless room. Out of blind habit and ignorance, we move the furni- 

ture in a desperate attempt to get things just right, so that we may satisfy 

ourselves. Yet all the while, we never seek to inquire about the nature 

of the room itself. 
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This room, where you truly are, has no doors er windows. You'll 

never leave Here. In fact, you'll never arrive either. You're already Here. 

You can only be Here. It’s because we can't leave the room, because we 

can't leave Here and Now, that we should study what this immediacy is. 

Only in this way can we forget ourselves and release ourselves from our 

immense dissatisfaction. 

There’s nothing mysterious here. If you want to be a pianist, or a car- 

penter, or a scientist, or whatever, you must pour yourself into your ac- 

tivity. When you do, when you really merge with your activity, you 

awaken into this room. 

This is not a small, petty, me-oriented approach to life. Rather, it’s to 

investigate Here and Now. It’s seeing Truth. It’s waking to human life. 

A SELF LIKE CANTOR DUST 

If we are looking for Truth—Reality, the way things actually are prior to 

our ideas about them—then we must understand that in order to see 

Truth, all that we commonly take for substantial must lose its substan- 

tiality, and all our notions of Reality must prove false. 

We commonly feel “I am,’ but when we look for that “I,” it recedes 

into the shadows. Still, we believe that somewhere in some dark and 

hidden chamber lies the homunculus of self. But if it is “there,” why and 

where does it recede when we go looking for it? And why is there no 

“there” that it recedes to, where we can corner and capture it? 

The World often strikes us with incredible beauty—it forever tum- 

bles out of balance, yet all the while remains perfectly poised. We may 

sense this great beauty, yet what is “there” always recedes from our 

grasp. As we move in to investigate, our object forever recedes—right 

on into Emptiness. 

It’s like a rainbow. We may see it, yet when we try to get there it re- 

cedes from us. This is the essence of things. What things are “in them- 

selves” forever recedes from us. 

How might we think of a self that recedes as we look for it? How 

might we think of a self that fades, and in so doing is seen to identify 

with all it is not? Let’s see if we can find an analogy. 
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Near the close of the nineteenth century, mathematicians began con- 
juring up all sorts of mathematical monstrosities that disturbed a lot of 
people. They were disturbing because they opened the door to con- 
structions that “could not be,’ yet which clearly are. The Peano curve 
was one such example. Giuseppe Peano discovered a curved line that 
could run through every point on a plane. This disturbed mathemati- 
cians because lines are supposed to be one-dimensional. But what were 

they supposed to do with a line whose points could be laid down in a 

one-to-one correspondence to every point in a plane? Planes are two- 

dimensional. How could an object be both two- and one-dimensional? 

It was the old two-not-two paradox again. 

George Cantor was no slouch at coming up with some of these math- 

ematical monsters. For example, he created one by simply drawing a 

line segment, and then removing the middle third of the line. Then he 

removed the middle third of the remaining two segments. This process 

can be endlessly repeated by removing at each step the middle third of 

whatever line segments remain. Eventually the segments form a “dust” 

of points, but at each step, another step can be taken. The dust of points 

thus generated are infinite in number, but their total length is zero. 

This may appear to be only a curious mathematical nicety at first. 

Such dusts, however, form perfect models for observed phenomena— 

including everyday phenomena. For example, in his book Chaos, James 

Gleick writes of the difficulty engineers at IBM had in getting rid of 

static in their telecommunications. They found that they could get rid 

of some of the noise by stepping up the power, but no matter how much 

Figure 9-4. The Cantor Dust 
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they stepped it up, some static always remained. They needed Benoit 

Mandelbrot (discoverer of the Mandelbrot set) to solve their problem. 

Mandelbrot was intrigued by the fact that the noise came in surges. 

He discovered that among periods of flawless communication were ran- 

dom appearances of noise. In a period of, say, an hour, there would be 

twenty minutes of no disturbance; then noise would reappear. When 

he scrutinized the bursts of noise within any one hour, he found that 

the bursts themselves in turn contained shorter periods of error-free 

communication. This pattern repeated itself on each succeedingly 

smaller scale. As Mandelbrot and company went looking for the periods 

of noise, they found at every time scale, from hours to seconds, the same 

repeating fractal pattern. The noise receded into Cantor dust. 

Such a pattern can be recognized as being generated by eyeless 

Chaos, for Wholeness is involved. In such a pattern, every part is en- 

tangled with all other parts, and nothing can be extricated from the 

Whole. 

Even our ideas and our emotions—our mental realities—elude us in 

this very same manner. When we attempt to grasp them, they reduce 

to Cantor dust. Our object is “there” if we don’t scrutinize it—but as we 

go looking for it, it recedes. We can’t get our hands on substantiality, 

whether the object we’re looking for is a thought or a thing, or even an 

emotion. 

Even physical substantiality, once we actually begin to examine it and 

try to nail it down, can’t be found, as quantum physics has taught us. It 

all begins to fade away as we look carefully. 

Every thing and every thought turns to Cantor dust the moment we 

seek its substantiality. The physical world, the static on the line, the ob- 

jects of our feelings and emotions, our feelings and emotions them- 
selves, all appear without substance the moment we scrutinize them 
carefully. 

And yet, here those things and thoughts are, right before us. Here’s a 
cup. Heres noise on the transmission lines. Here’s the spinning Earth. 
Here’s love. 
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This is why we must learn to examine this. Look at this! This anger! 

This love! This thing before me Now. 

We usually think we have to do something about our objects, that we 

have to take charge and control them; but the only way to take care of 

Reality is simply to see. 

It all appears substantial. Yet with love, anger, the physical world, the 

static on the telephone line, and so on and on, no solidity is found. 

Everything changes all the time. Nevertheless, Here we are—and Here 

is everything else. 

And as we turn our light inward to illuminate the dark chamber of 

the self—that is, as we seek to take hold of what we’ve habitually taken 

for real—it, too, recedes even as we approach. It loses all substantiality 

within a lacy world of insubstantiality. 



ten 

(TOTALITY) 

There was a child went forth every day, 

‘And the first object he lookd upon, that object 

he became... 

—WALT WHITMAN 

It is without beginning, unborn and indestructi- 

ble. It is not green nor yellow, and has neither 

form nor appearance. It does not belong to the 

categories of things that exist or do not exist, nor 

can It be thought of in terms of new or old. It is 

neither long nor short, big nor small, for It tran- 

scends all limits, measures, names, traces and 

comparisons. 

—HUANG PO 

BECOMING AND FADING AWAY 

Reality presents us with a tetralemma: 1) it neither is; 2) nor is not; 3) 

nor is both; 4) nor is neither. And so, though we haven't touched it 
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(what), Here it is (this). Here’s the noise on the line. Here’s the book be- 
fore me. Here's the feeling of love, the feeling of hate. But what are they? 
They come and go, yet nothing enters or leaves this room. 

Our task is to just see. Our direct experience—i.e., perception itself— 
is the Undefined that says with unimpeachable authority that all things 
appear not in being, but in becoming and in fading away. 

If we try to hold to the view that a thing is merely what it is, we'll 

miss it totally. We'll confuse our abstraction with what’s Really going 

on. Truth reveals itself only in the moment we stop making up a story. 

A story is not necessary. We only make up our story out of fear. 

But what can be lost by seeing? Truth is Truth. It will not change upon 

being seen. What changes is simply that we no longer see incorrectly. 

It’s only through our faulty explanations, upon which we base so 

much, that we suffer pain, sorrow, loss, and lamentation. And it’s only 

through just seeing that we may end such suffering. The end of suffering 

is correct seeing. 

However, just seeing—i.e., pure perception—doesn’t mean the end 

of measuring, or the end of conceptualizing, or the end of discriminat- 

ing consciousness. It simply means that we are no longer taken in by 

our objects of consciousness—by our likes and dislikes, our preferences, 

our goals, our desires, and our fears. 

Reality is inconceivable. But still, we can see It. We can, and do, per- 

ceive Reality. Our problem with just seeing lies in learning to get past the 

story being told to us by others, and to ourselves by ourselves, even now. 

We must learn to get past conception, past paradox and confusion. 

For all our wanting of things to go a certain way, there’s nothing for 

us to do but to simply be Here. When “good” times come, they’re Here. 

When times are “bad,” they’re Here, too. And as the “good” times slip 

away, if we give them too much credit, they'll grow and grow and grow 

in our minds, until we long to get them back. And we'll forever try to 

recreate those “good” times again. Thus we become spectators—not of 

Reality, but of what we imagine is Real. 

We do this sort of thing endlessly, of course. What we forget is that— 

as bare attention bears out—the nature of good times, bad times, and 



260 WHY THE WORLD DOESN'T SEEM TO MAKE SENSE 

everything else is to come and to go, regardless what we do, or of what 

we think of them. 

If we don’t see the “good” time for what it is, we'll not realize that it’s 

always present, waiting to spontaneously appear. And the “bad” time 

too, as well as all the rest. 

When we consider Reality as a Whole rather than as various collec- 

tions of fragments, everything changes. Physicist David Bohm gives us 

an example of how the Whole appears: 

First, according to Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity, the basic 

nature of the universe is not that of a set of interacting constituent 

particles. Rather, it may be described as a universal field, whose 

most essential quality is unbroken wholeness in flowing move- 

ment...this suggests that the whole is a primary notion, while the 

parts are abstractions from the whole, the traditional mechanistic 

notion of the constitution of the world out of separately existent 

parts is turned upside down. 

Second, the quantum theory implies that there are indivisible 

links of action between each object and its environment. This 

means that ultimately, the distinction between observer and ob- 

served, which is necessary for a mechanistic view, cannot be main- 

tained, not even in inanimate matter...(even less in animate and 

conscious beings). 

Third, the whole cannot be analyzed into separate parts with 

preassigned interactions. Rather the whole organizes and even 

creates the parts. This behavior is evidently closer to organism 

than to mechanism. 

The world created by Chaos—by Wholeness—is a terribly interest- 

ing—and satisfying, and even redemptive—world of living people, living 

trees, living water, living rocks, living clouds, living stars. It’s a world of 

utter beauty. It’s a world that’s very easy to live in, if only we would allow 

it to come to us on its own terms. 

When seen in Its Totality, like King Chaos, the World is also seen as 
dynamic peace. In other words, peace is already Here. It comes along 
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with the Universe. We don't need to create it. In fact, there’s nothing 
we can do to establish it, for it’s already within the nature of the Whole. 

We have a choice: we can either destroy peace, or we can let it be. 
Indeed, when we try to establish peace, we’re likely to create war. 

Peace is already established. Peace is already Here and Now; we need 
only recognize it. And once we do, we can just let it manifest. 

There is no way to Peace. Peace is just this, right Here, before we eval- 
uate, before we decide, before we conceive, before we pick and choose. 

If we want Peace, we must simply become Peace in this moment. 

We have no power to make the Universe live. It’s alive already. We 

can, however, accept the Universe—the “already” Universe. Our job is 

to allow this Whole. This is where our power as human beings lies. 

TAKING ACTION 

But what about action? How are we to act in a world that is constantly 

changing, constantly fresh and new, and always inconceivable? 

Is it even possible to act before we evaluate, before we decide, before 

we conceive, before we pick and choose? Should we even act out of our 

volition at all? 

First of all, it’s not possible to not act. Everything you do, say, think, 

and decide is an action. If you choose not to act, that choice is an action, 

too. 

Furthermore, the whole world is changing, moving. It’s in constant 

flux all the time. Even if you stand still in the stream, youre still inter- 

acting with all the stuff flowing around you. 

Each of us has a choice: we can either act out of our confusion, out 

of our desires, out of our automatic responses to life’s circumstances 

amid greed, anger, and self-delusion—or we can just act. Just act out of 

simply seeing the World as it arises, not as we would hope, desire, imag- 

ine, or conceive it to be. 

There’s a story of Mahatma Gandhi in which, as he was boarding a 

train, one of his sandals slipped from his foot and landed near the track. 

Suddenly the train began pulling away, leaving him no time to retrieve 

it. Immediately, Gandhi removed the other sandal and tossed it back to 
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lie with the other along the track. When his astonished fellow passenger 

asked why he did this, Gandhi replied, “Now the poor man who finds it 

will have a pair he can use.” 

This story illustrates action before we decide, before we pick and 

choose. It is action borne of liberation—borne of utter freedom of mind. 

Action in compliance with the World as It becomes this moment. 

We must learn to live by seeing and not by thought. We must learn 

to live and act from the Whole and not the part. We must learn to let 

the World come to us rather than thrusting ourselves upon the world. 

And so, regarding that awful question, “What should I do?” coming 

up with an answer (as our habit demands of us) is not the point. We 

would only reduce Reality to concept once again. The point is simply 

to wake up. 

Just awaken in each moment. With this you'll have right action, and 

so will the world. 

Anything short of this, however, and you're acting out of a frozen 

idea—a concept. You're carrying on in defiance of Reality, as though the 

world were not alive, but a corpse. Such life is exquisitely painful. 

It is enough to simply act out of seeing. When we pay attention to ac- 

tual perceptions instead of our concepts—our hopes, our fears, our 

goals, our desires, our individual and cultural stories—then no prescrip- 

tion or set of commandments is necessary. Action that grows out of see- 

ing is naturally responsive and appropriate to the situation, whatever it 

may be. 

This means you're not clinging to your cherished beliefs and opin- 

ions. Youre ready to toss them when you notice they don’t work, when 

you notice they’re a source of pain and anxiety. 

The focus always comes back to just becoming awake—and, once 
again, becoming awake. This is how we free ourselves, release the world, 

save the environment. Just this, and not another idea, another best laid 

plan. 

When we act based upon what arises in this moment—rather than 
upon what we hope, or expect, or pretend—we no longer need a script 
or set of guidelines to follow, because we have a clear view of Reality— 
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and of the Universe. We have the True evidence of direct experience to 
guide us. 

Once we recognize this, we stop defying Reality. 

Once you truly see the situation, you will act in the appropriate way. 
Action will take care of itself. 

ENDING THE STORY 

We commonly live as though at a banquet, starving—slightly aware that 

something’s amiss. Our feeling is that we’re hungry. We look about for 

something to eat—and, somehow, fail to see anything. 

We don’t get it. 

We suffer from our thought. It tells us we must have the nugget de- 

fined. We want it defined. And it must be a jewel. A brass ring, a golden 

fish. It must be. 

We want life, to be sure. But we insist on having it embalmed. Gen- 

erations come and go, yet we're still taken in by the tired, old, perennial 

issue. We long for permanence in a world of total impermanence and 

relativity. 

Yet if we cease to create disharmony, harmony ceases to be an issue. 

If we cease to create meaninglessness, the desire for meaning ceases to 

nag at us. If we would just stop trying to hold It in our hand, nothing 

would be lost. 

Liberation lies in just seeing, in being present, in living by experience, 

without reliance on belief or intent, in the true freedom that is sorrow’s 

end. 
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THE TRUTH 

It arrives in our lives like a table setting we don’t 

know how to eat with. Where is the friendly, 

curved spoon, the fine-pronged fork, the fat 

rounded knife? 

We sit at the table like peasants invited to 

dinner by the lord of the manor, gaping at every- 

thing we see. Here is the paté de fois gras, the 

pheasant under glass, the flan in rum-caramel 

sauce. We sit politely, hands in laps. Our heads 

swirl with hunger. The lord smiles, gestures. 

“Eat,” he says, “Eat.” 

— WARREN LANG 
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(EPILOGUE) 

Pleasure itself teaches us, without any help from 

morality or religion, that she is not what we 

must seek, for as soon as we seek her, she flees. 

But as soon as we drive her away, she pursues us 

and seizes us with unexpected force. 

—LANZA DEL VASTO 

THE PARADOX OF SUFFERING 

Most of us spend much of our time building barriers between ourselves 

and that discomfort we conceive to be “out there.” 

We build these barriers in many different ways, in each case attempt- 

ing to transform or rearrange the world in ways we believe will satisfy 

us. We can have a big house in the suburbs. We can construct a fence 

or, better yet, a wall around our property. Maybe we can live in a neigh- 

borhood where the visible suffering of the poor is far away. If we are 

rich enough, we can always find a place where we don’t have to view 
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those whose suffering is readily apparent. If we have to go into places 

where we might encounter people living under visibly painful circum- 

stances, we can ride around (literally or metaphorically) in a big limou- 

sine with darkened windows, so as to isolate ourselves from their 

suffering. We can look out if we choose to (we don’t want to deny our- 

selves any options), but all that suffering doesn’t have to peer in at us. 

Most of us, however, aren't so wealthy that we can afford an actual 

limousine, so we set our barriers by other means. We may be a jester 

who makes every event into a light-hearted mock show. We may be a 

frail flower who regularly exacts sympathy from others. Or we may sim- 

ply be a thick-skinned lout who lives like a rhinoceros, impervious to 

stings and stabs that would more visibly wound others. 

We devise many ways to shut out these aspects of life that we don’t 

find satisfying, But removing or isolating ourselves in some way from 

the world is an act of desperation: we are desperately trying to satisfy 

the desire to be removed from suffering. 

What we don’t readily understand is that (and here is the paradox) we 

suffer because we try to remove ourselves. We want somehow to isolate 

ourselves from pain and sorrow, from things that would wound us or re- 

veal to us that, after all our effort, we’re not really satisfied at all. 

The frustration and suffering we face in trying to build barricades 

around ourselves results from our inability to accomplish this task. In 

Reality we can’t isolate ourselves from the rest of the world. The more 

we attempt to build barriers between ourselves and our dissatisfaction, 

the more we only exacerbate our suffering. 

BEYOND DISSATISFACTION 

In that moment when we are together with the object of our desire, we 

may think or feel, “This is happiness.” But then everything changes, and 

we lose our hold on that object. Suddenly we’re unhappy. There’s no 

way we can stop our circumstance from changing, however, for change 

is a mark of existence itself. 

Then there are those things that we don’t want to come our way. We 
try to escape them or avoid them, but often we can’t. We didn’t want to 
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get cancer, we didn’t want our son killed in an automobile accident, we 
didn’t want a toothache, we didn’t want a nuclear waste dump built in 
our neighborhood, we don’t want to die. 

But everyone's life is full of such events, in spite of what we want. 
Though we try to hold them off, they come to us. We always try to push 
away what we don’t want, but no matter what we do, undesired things and 
circumstances come along. They’re part of the fabric of life, of existence. 

If we don’t see this, we'll only become frustrated and suffer still more. 
We'll fool ourselves into feeling that we could have made our life more 
pleasurable and secure if only we were more clever, or luckier, or richer, 
or whatever. 

We commonly try to deal with suffering by running from it, or bar- 

ricading ourselves against it. But running and putting up barriers are 

precisely the opposite of dealing with suffering. Since dissatisfaction 

is built into the very fabric of existence itself, there’s no way to escape 

it. We only frustrate ourselves as we try to run and to build barricades. 

There’s a story about a man who came to the Buddha for help. He 

was unhappy with his life. There was nothing overwhelmingly terrible 

about it, but it always presented him with an endless succession of little 

disappointments and complaints. 

He was a farmer. And he enjoyed farming. But sometimes it didn’t 

rain enough, or it rained too much, and his harvests were not the best. 

He had a wife. And she was a good wife; he even loved her. But some- 

times she nagged him too much. And sometimes he got tired of her. 

And he had kids. And they were good kids. He enjoyed them a lot. 

But sometimes.... 

The Buddha listened patiently to the man’s story until finally the man 

wound down. He looked at the Buddha expectantly, waiting for some 

word to fix everything. The Buddha said, “I can’t help you.” 

The man was startled. He said, “I thought you were a great teacher. I 

thought you could help me’ 

“Everybody's got problems,’ said the Buddha. “In fact, we always have 

eighty-three problems, each one of us, and there’s nothing we can do 

about it. If you manage to solve one problem, it’s immediately replaced 

by another. You'll always have eighty-three problems. You're going to 
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die, for example. For you, that’s a problem, and it’s one you'll not escape. 

We all have problems like these, and they don’t go away.’ 

The man became furious. “Then what good is your teaching?” he de- 

manded. 

“Well,” said the Buddha, “it might help you with the eighty-fourth 

problem” 

“The eighty-fourth problem?” said the man. “What’s the eighty- 

fourth problem?” 

“You don’t want any problems,’ said the Buddha. 

As to what happens to us in life, we may have little or no choice. As 

to how we deal with it, we have total choice. 

Rather than running from our troubles, our dissatisfaction, and our 

suffering, rather than frustrating ourselves in a vain attempt to bring 

them to an end, what if we were to simply turn toward our problems 

and face them, embrace them, and in this way deal with them instead? 

We need not make the fact that we have problems into yet another 

problem. 

The person who sees Reality is the person who embraces the suffering 

of others and who takes on the suffering of the world. Those who can 

hear the cries of others have found the secret of living. They've removed 

all barricades. They’ve stopped running away. They leave themselves 

wide open to what others vainly try to shut out. 

But in taking on our difficulties, which must include accepting the 

suffering of others, we no longer have such difficulties. The world is 

transformed, for we no longer defy Reality. When we see how our well- 

being, and our suffering, are inextricably bound up with the wellbeing 

and suffering of others, we don’t suffer—at least, not personally. We are 

actually embracing Truth, embracing Reality. And—here’s another par- 

adox—the full embrace of Truth doesn't register as displeasure at all. 

Quite the contrary; it’s the only way to a life that is free of the hollow 

ache of meaninglessness. 

There are, and have always been, ordinary people in every time and 

place who have learned to see the needs of humanity, and who take upon 
themselves the great suffering of the world. Some of these people who 



Epilogue 271 

fully embraced Truth were mythologized sages (such as Buddha or 
Christ), but most are and were regular flesh-and-blood human beings. 

If we look at these people’s personal lives, we find that, even though 
they may have lived humbly, their lives have been rich and fulfilled. 

These people do not envy others. People who feel the pain of the 
world feel no need to trade their lives for the common life of getting 
and spending. They know the means by which we lay waste to the Earth. 
And they know that living a life only for the immediate concerns of one- 
self is living the life of a failed human. 

I remember hearing on the evening news some years ago about a man 
who had committed suicide. The note explained that he was simply 

“bored with the whole damn thing.’ He was a wealthy man, a famous 

man who moved through high society. He had everything that most 

people think they want. He “had it all”—including the ennui that comes 

with living a meaningless life. 

But this man’s story is not new. We've seen it again and again, for it’s 

repeated endlessly. How clear it is that such a life is misery. Yet how 

slow are we to just see. 

People who give themselves to others don’t suffer such great misery 

as this. There’s no ennui for them. Instead, there’s the satisfaction and 

serenity that come from seeing—and living—the Truth. 

We need not fear our problems. They’re always with us. It’s only 

through turning toward our dissatisfaction, and through willingly taking 

on suffering, that we no longer suffer. Our outward circumstance may 

not be pleasant, or may not appear to improve, but if we are free from 

the desire to be free of our difficulty, then what difficulty do we have? 

Thus with a clearer mind do we face our Real circumstances. 

With a clearer mind we can live a life of Beauty, Awareness, and 

Truth, in a world that responds in kind. For those who just see, every- 

thing is utterly immediate and alive. 
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in time (because the universe is getting more dense). But, of course, we can al- 

ways do a thought experiment and ask, “Running more slowly for whom? For 

those fearless time-travelers who’ve gone back to those nascent times; or is 

that only how their world appears to us as we look back at them from the 

twenty-first century?” 

In addition, there’s the fact that, depending on your point of reference, when 

you look at a star 1,000 light-years away, it’s either a long way away or it’s right 

Here. We say it took 1,000 years for the light to get here, because that’s the way 

it appears to us, but in the photon’s world, it didn’t take any time at all. So, how 

far away is “that star,’ in Reality? And don't forget the implications of Bell’s the- 

orem—in Reality, there is no “there,” only Here. 

There’s also evidence that some particles—positrons, for example—appear 

to run backward in time. Do they, really? Why would anyone think that? One 

powerful reason is because viewing things as though this were the case paints 
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a much simpler picture of what is going on overall—at least if we’re okay with 
the fact that the inconceivable (i) aspect is now involved. Beyond the oddity of 
having some things running backward in time, it means that material in your 
eye interacts with material in the star all in the exact same moment, even 
though these “two” events appear to occur 1,000 years apart (or even 2,000 
years apart, depending on how we might view the situation). I could go on. 

Just how big and how old is the Universe, anyway? Do these questions even 
make sense, ultimately? The Big Bang is just the way It looks, that’s all. There 
is no such event. Not Now. 

26. Clifford M. Will, Was Einstein Right? (New York: Basic Books, 1993), p. 
166. 

27. Ibid., p. 167. 
28. Shortly before his death, Einstein made this observation in a letter, dated 

March 15, 1955, to the family of his friend, Michele Besso, who had died the 

previous week. 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

1. Will, Was Einstein Right?, p. 150. 

2. This is why the so-called “Higgs boson” has proven so elusive. If it has a 

spin of zero, it can’t really form as an object of consciousness. 

3. Penrose, The Emperor’s New Mind, p. 264. 

4. Jeremy Campbell, Grammatical Man (New York: Simon and Schuster, 

1982), pp. 68-9. 

5. Ibid., p. 68. 
6. An interesting book, The True and Only Heaven by Christopher Lasch 

(Norton, 1991), suggests that our commonsense view of progress is askew and 

argues for an alternative to this “exhausted” approach to life. 

CHAPTER NINE 

1. An excellent description of the “quantum vacuum” phenomenon appears 

in “The Mystery of the Cosmological Constant,’ Scientific American, May 1988. 

Less technical descriptions can be found in the March 1992 issue of Discover. 

2. For a complete, nontechnical description and discussion of the develop- 

ment of various cosmological models, see John Gribbin’s /n Search of the Big 

Bang (Bantam, 2000). Further discussions of such models can be found in Phys- 

ical Cosmology and Philosophy, edited by John Leslie (Macmillan, 1990). 

3. Our “something” can also be more generalized—for example, it can be 

the concept of “something” itself. That is, “something” can refer to any speci- 

fied entity that somehow has (or purports or seems to have) a separate and un- 
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changing existence. (Bertrand Russell and others used the word “something” 

in this manner when they posed the question, “Why is there something rather 

than nothing?”) In this case, the mirror opposite of “something” (the “another 

thing”) would be “nothing”—the denial or lack of existence of some unspecified 

but separate, unto-itself entity. This “nothing,” of course, is itself a thing, an 

object. 

4, One way of dealing with this paradox has been to adopt a series of sub- 

scripts that allow us to make distinctions between language and metalanguage. 

In other words, the truth or falsity of a statement must always be evaluated by 

way of a higher level metastatement, designated by a higher subscript. Any 

statement that doesn’t conform to this principle is considered neither true nor 

false, but ungrammatical or meaningless. 

These subscripts, however, form a hierarchical chain that soon either re- 

sembles the Escher stairs (page 212), or creates an infinite regression. Thus, as 

we've already seen, we do not avoid the paradox by such scheming, and our 

situation remains ultimately just as meaningless as ever. We can only get out 

of this quagmiré by viewing our packaging of Reality in terms of r + i—i.e., in 

terms of perception, not conception. 

5. Earlier I referred to certain constants of nature. But, as I mentioned in 

Chapter 7, these constants are not “things”—i.e., objects of consciousness— 

such as ideas, coffee cups, and photons. Rather, they are indicative of ultimate 

opposition. 

6. Penrose, The Emperor’s New Mind, pp. 24—5. 

7. Gleick, Chaos, p. 38. 
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A NOTE ON 
MATHEMATICAL 

“SYMBOLS AS THEY} 
RELATE TO MIND 

OBJECTS 

I use mathematical symbols in this book to help clarify how mind objects are 

affirmed or negated in the mind. In the following examples, the number 1 rep- 

resents any singular mind object. 

In making the statement 1 + 1 = 2, we are simply saying: here is a mind ob- 

ject (1) and (+) here is another mind object (1). Taken together, these are equiv- 

alent (=) to two (mind objects). In this example, the plus sign (+), standing free 

of the numbers, indicates the mathematical operation of addition. 

Given that this 1 represents a mind object, we also need to indicate whether 

the mind object is being affirmed or negated. We can indicate affirmation by 

rewriting the statement as: (+1) + (+1) = 2. Here the plus symbols associated 

with the 1s do not indicate the operation of addition, but the affirmation of 

the two ones—the two mind objects—on the left side of the equation. 
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Just as +1 indicates the affirmation of a mind object, the negative (—) of 1 is 

—1. Notice, however, that the mind object (1) hasn’t gone anywhere. Therefore, 

—1 does not depict the absence of the mind object; rather, it indicates every- 

thing but the mind object, thus giving the negative of the mind object. In other 

words, the negative of a mind object is everything that is not the mind object— 

i.e., the rest of the Universe. 

In regard to a mind object, then, what’s involved when working with its neg- 

ative (—1) is Totality. This is where the number i, and the mathematical func- 

tion of multiplication, come into play. 

We casually read 1 x 1 = 1 as “one times one equals one,’ but what we're re- 

ally saying is “one of one is equivalent to one.” In other words, the multiplica- 

tion symbol (x) represents the function “of, as in, “If you had one of one, you 

would have 1.’ 

But again, since we are dealing with mind objects, we need to indicate that 

the mind object is either being affirmed or negated. We can indicate affirma- 

tion by rewriting the statement 1 x 1 = 1 as: (+1) x (+1) = +1; or, the affirmation 

of the mind object (+1) implying itself (+1) in the mind is equivalent to +1, the 

affirmation of the mind object. 

So: 

1. A mind object implying itself in the mind can be written in 

mathematical short hand as: 

(+1) x (41) = +1. 

The positive one of positive one is equivalent to positive one. 

2. A mind object implying its negative in the mind can be written 
as: 

(+1) x (-1) =-1. 
The positive one of negative one is equivalent to negative one. 

3. The negative of a mind object implying the mind object in the 
mind can be written as: 

(-1) x (41) =-1. 

The negative one of positive one is equivalent to negative one. 

4, The negative of a mind object implying itself in the mind can 
be written as: 
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(-1) x (-1) = +1. 

The negative one of negative one is equivalent to positive one. 

Hence, both 1 and 4, the positive implying itself and the negative implying 

itself—i.e., the roots of the mind object—give us the mind object. 

Both 2 and 3 point to the negative of the mind object—i.e., both yield —1. 

But what, in implying itself, gives us —1, or the rest of Totality? In other words, 

what is the square root of —1? 

Whatever this is, it obviously can’t be a mind object. We certainly cannot 

conceive of it as a mind object. 

Even so, though it’s inconceivable, we can do what we usually do with un- 

knowns. We can assign it a letter. In this case, we can give it the letter i, for in- 

conceivable, since its object is inconceivable—i.e., not a mind object. i belongs 

to Totality. 

Though we can’t picture what i refers to, we can work with its mathematical 

properties. And when we do, we find that they neatly coincide with direct ex- 

perience; with perception; with what is going on prior to conceptualization; 

and with what occurs before the collapse of the wave function. 

With this understanding of experience, what I’ve referred to as “mind ob- 

jects” can now be seen as manifestations of Mind. And Mind Itself is seen as 

none other than Totality. In other words, there is nothing apart from Mind. 
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