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left with the nature of the real connection between general laws and
the facts that instantiate them still unexplained, still in question.

Beyond

The important hymn from the Vedas, the Hymn of Creation, begins

“Nonbeing then existed not nor being”. This is the translation by

Radhakrishnan and Moore.?” In the Griffith translation, we find this
as “Then was not nonexistent nor existent”; in the Max Muller trans-
lation, “There was then neither what is nor what is not.”

How can what there was “then”, that is, in the beginning or before
everything else, be neither nonbeing nor being, neither nonexistent
nor existent, neither is nor is not? For being and nonbeing, existent
and nonexistent, is and is not, seem exhaustive. There does not seem
to be any other possibility. In accordance with the law of the ex-
cluded middle, everything is either one or the other.

However, sometimes things that seem to exhaust the possibilities
do not, rather they do so only within a certain realm. Consider color.
Everything is either colored (singly colored or multicolored) or unco-
lored, that is, transparent. Either a thing is colored or it is uncolored,
what other possibility is there? Yet the number 5, and Beethoven’s
Quartet Number 15, are neither colored nor uncolored. These are not
the sort of things that can have or fail to have colors—they are not
physical or spatial objects or events. (Do not confuse them with nu-
merals or written musical scores, which can be colored.)

Let us say that this pair of terms (colored, uncolored) has a presup-
position; it presupposes that the thing or subject to which the terms
‘colored” or “uncolored’ are applied is a physical or spatial object or
event. When the presupposition ‘X is a physical or spatial object or
event’ is satisfied, then X is colored” and ‘X is uncolored” exhaust the
possibilities. When the presupposition is satisfied, X cannot be nei-
ther colored nor uncolored. However, when that presupposition is
not satisfied, then X may be neither colored nor uncolored.?

Similarly, the pair of terms (loud, not loud) presupposes that X is a
sound or a possible sound source, that is, a physical object or event.
The number 5 is neither loud nor not-loud. The pair of terms (harmo-
nious, unharmonious) presupposes that a thing has parts related in a
certain way. An elementary particle itself is neither harmonious nor
unharmonious.
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FIGURE 2.3

the domain, as in Figure 2.5. Why do we not instead just draw the
distinction? In Figure 2.6 we mark t; off against everything else.
There appears to be no further worry that there are things outside; t;
is distinguished from whatever else there is.

However, there are reasons for thinking we encounter paradoxes
and contradictions if we proceed without first specifying the domain
and then drawing distinctions within it.* Also, we said “it is distin-
guished from whatever else there is.” But why think is does not itself
have a presupposition? We distinguish t; from whatever else
If the blank itself has a presupposition, then the structure of the situ-
ation is as represented by Figure 2.7.

I suggest we understand the beginning of the Hymn of Creation,

“nonbeing then existed not nor being”, as saying that the pairs being

and nonbeing, existent and nonexistent, and is and isn’t have presup-
positions, that the terms within these pairs apply and exhaust the
possibilities only within a certain domain, while outside this domain
a thing may be neither. Such theories are not unknown in the West:
Plato says God is “beyond being” (Republic V1, 509b), and Plotinus
makes this central to his theory of the One; Judah Halevi (Kuzari 11,
2) holds that neither of a pair of contrasting terms applies to God;
and there are other examples.

1t is plausible that whatever every existent thing comes from, their
source, falls outside the categories of existence and nonexistence.
Moreover, we then avoid the question: why does that exist? It
doesn’t exist. Strictly, that which is beyond those categories neither
exists nor doesn’t exist. But if you had to say one, you would mention

* This is the usual moral drawn from the set-theoretical paradoxes. So set
theory is done without a universal set which contains everything, or with a
class which does but is ontologically different from what is within it and so
not subject to the same manipulations as sets. Or, most securely, set theory is
done in iterative fashion, starting with the null set and iterating operations to
generate new and always limited sets.
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whichever of existence and nonexistence was closer to its status. If
both were equally close or distant, if it was equidistant from both,
you might say: it exists and it doesn’t exist. We read this as: strictly
speaking neither holds, and it is no more distant from one than from
the other. This provides us with a possible explanation of the ten-
dency to utter contradictions on the part of those who talk about such
things.?

There are at least four questions to ask about a theory that holds
that the pair existence and nonexistence has a presupposition that
can fail to be satisfied. First, what is the presupposition, what is the
condition which all things that exist and all that nonexist satisfy, yet
which need not be satisfied? Second, what reason is there to believe
that something does fail to satisfy the presupposition, that there is
something beyond existence and nonexistence? Third, is there a big-
gest box, with nothing outside it? And fourth, if there is, how can one
tell one has reached it, that there is not still some hidden transcend-
able presupposition, outside of which is another realm that fits none
of the previous categories?

This chapter is not the place to deal with all of these questions.
Let me say just a few words about the first. Is the presupposition
statable? Well, we can coin a short word. We can say that only those

SO
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FIGURE 2.6

things which th exist or nonexist, that the presupposition of the pair
exist and nonexist is that there be (this is a verb coming up) thing.*
We can coin this word to denote the presupposition, but can we ex-
plain it in terms we already understand?
It seems we can only come to understand the presupposition 0s-
tensively. We can state the boundaries and understand what they are
only by standing outside them. If this is so, and if experience of what
is outside the boundary is necessary to get one to see what the pre-
supposition of the boundary is and to understand what can transcend
it, then such experience will be necessary to understand the posi-
tion, to grasp its content. The experiences can function not only to
support the position (in the next section we shall consider the intri-
cate question of whether they do so) but also to ostensively explain
it. The ostensive route to understanding the position may be the only
route we have, raising the possibility that all those who understand it
realize that it is true. (Shouldn’t some accounts of a priori knowledge
be revised, then, to exclude this realization as a priori?)

Persons who have had such experiences struggle to describe them;
they say all descriptions are inadequate, that strictly the experience
is ineffable. This goes beyond saying that we cannot describe it in
terms already available to us, that an ostensive encounter with it is
needed to know what it is like and what any term applying to it
means. Perhaps such ostensive acquaintance is needed to under-
stand what sounds or sights are, an understanding which a blind or
deaf person would lack (in the absence of direct stimulation of the
brain to produce the experience). Still, those of us who do have the

a verb-form theory that goes beyond merely the
ht view “nothing” as the present continuous
of the verb ‘to noth’, and “something” as the present continuous of the verb
‘to someth’. Clearly, an x noths or someths, it is nothing or something only if

it ths. What ‘to noth” and ‘to someth” have in common is ‘to th’. (The follow-

ing sentence contains three present continuous verbs, and no nouns except

insofar as the quantificational structure does duty for them.) Only thing is
nothing or something.

* We can continue with
presuppositional view. We mig
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istence, and about auming, it is difficult to see how to begin to dis-
cuss the question. There is one structural possibility worth mention-
ing, however. Various versions of the ontological argument (for the
existence of God) founder on their treatment of ‘exists’. By treating
existence or necessary existence as a property or perfection, they
allow us to consider the n'" most perfect being (n = 1,2, 3, . . .), and
so to overpopulate our universe. What the ontological argument
wanted to discuss, though, was a being whose essence included exis-
tence; it is a structural possibility similar to this, rather than the de-
duction of existence from the concept of a thing, that I want to take
up. Can the nature of whatever is beyond existence and nonexistence
include auming, so that there is no possibility that it does not aum?
We need not suppose that we are (or aren’t) speaking of God here;
when it says “nonbeing then existed not, nor being” the Hymn to
Creation is not speaking of God. Nor am I constructing an ontological
argument from the concept of what is beyond existence and nonexis-
tence to its auming. Perhaps auming is part of its essence without
being part of the concept of it. Indeed it is difficult to suppose we
have presented a determinate concept of it here at all, if the only
route to knowing what is beyond existence and nonexistence and
about auming is through an experience of it. My intention here is
merely to raise the possibility that there is no room for the question
“why does it aum?”

Consider, as an analogy, the structure of all possibilities. A particu-
lar possibility is realized or is actual or exists, and another is not
realized and so nonexists. What exists and nonexists are particular
possibilities. The structure of all possibilities underlies existence
and nonexistence. That structure itself doesn’t exist and it doesn’t
nonexist. A presupposition for the application of this pair of terms

(exists, nonexists) is not satisfied by the structure of all possibilities..

Now suppose we coin a verb for the status of the structure of all
possibilities, saying that it modes. s it clear that there is room for the
question, why does the structure of all possibilities mode? Can it fail
to mode? '

I do not claim that the structure of all possibilities is what the
Hymn of Creation begins with, or is what is found in experience. I
believe that the Hymn of Creation means to speak of what underlies
and gives rise to the structure of possibilities. What that might be we
shall pursue in a later chapter. My purpose here is to give an exam-
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connection later.

Mystical Experience
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ality led to extinction. However, if the underlying reality
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The procedure often used to in
or zen meditation, aims at “quieting thoughts”, stoppin
chatter of thoughts so that, as some say, we can experience the true
self or at any rate a reality which the thoughts mask and cover. (And
this sometimes may be an effect of other means, such as chemical
ones, not consciously aimed at this result.) It is surprisingly difficult
to stop thoughts from flitting about, but the difficulties of accomplish-
ing this should not distract us from wondering what success shows.
Supposing the procedure, when it succeeds in quieting the thoughts,
does lead to an experience of the sort described, should we think this
reveals something fitting the experience? That depends on what ex-
perience we think the procedure would produce even if there was no
such unusual underlying reality to be perceived.

The following analogy may help make the point: Consider a pho-
nograph system as an apparatus of experience. With the amplifier on,
turntable turning, speakers on, a record on the turntable and the sty-
lus moving in its grooves, sound is experienced; it (we are temporar-
jly imagining) has the experience of sound. Now let us do the equiv-
alent of quieting thoughts, namely, removing the record, perhaps
also turning off the speakers and the turntable. When only the ampli-
fier is on (with no ordinary “objects of experience” given it), what is
the experience like? We do not know; perhaps infinite, unbounded,

t feels like when the amplifier switch (of con-
sciousness) is on, yet nothing is being experienced. Nothing dif-
ferentiated is present to consciousness to produce a differentiated
experience. It would be a mistake to think there is an unusual reality
being encountered, when that merely is what it feels like when the
experience-mechanism is turned on yet nothing is
perienced. None of the lit
the quieting meditative proce

any unusual reality or self, so we don’t know whe
unusual reality or self, or instead a

f experiencing wherein most bu

duce the unusual experience, yogic
g our usual

and so on, is what i

experience is a revelation of an
artifact of an unusual procedure o

158

present to be ex-
erature I know describes what experience

dure would produce in the absence of
ther the unusual

WHY
IS THERE SOMETHING RATHER THAN NOTH
ING

not all functions are damped down (Wi i
ne : . : . (Will this debunking e i
e ::Cr}rll;);egeiﬁ;ﬁclﬂty in explaining the surprising and ogfteflplli?(r)lfntglr}
g mne M edp;eople who have the experiences?)3!
s oSt me a0 ology, pre.sumably, would have us treat the mys-
e perience: 0; i)}rll a par with al.l other experiences, to be fed into
o Proee . eory generation and support. The question i
e e r_esultlng theory explaining ( he
y Thes ai?;,e;e:fﬁ tll)lat‘p will i'tself incorporate p or something like
lf 1 wer ¢ i edlnterestlng, however, only if the procedure
ot mbiaser Zeor\;var t'he. mysticsj claim; for example, it must not
o o 2l a It))r%orlip.robabllity or degree of initial credibil-
€ mystics’ individual experiences lesser weight than

1 b aCC()unted f()I or }10 W theOlleS are

or explaining away) the

We are far from knowing whether the .

as (rou e mystics’ p will be pr
maE(im gtllllz) tt}:leler:sy lti]'e empiricists’ account, even if we suipeosseeni]i(t3 j
many gs as possiblz lC1ng e?}iplanatory theory incorporate (as true) as
account. As oo rom' }t) e experiences that g for which it tries to
including the ox Possi le, the theory is to save the appearances
maxim but a necle):lences that p.* Perhaps this is not merely a’
o comBrent of sy (e o
wh L ield. That we don’t

Does the empifi?rl tlt 1s not an important question to raise.
and the nonmysticPlsolnet}l;lOdOIOgy distinguish between the mystic
hears it reportod b. t }rlle as t.he experience while the other only
lieve? Cortarn] ,a }111 ; ould this make a difference to what they be-
experiences th;]t’ tlllg er percentage of those who have had mystical
Some of this diffzr an O.f those who have not believe that p is true
many of those withencte Ln percentages will stem from the fact that‘
such experiences argll; 21163 mystical experience will not know that
who report them; or they stuly o] know of the probity of those
matter because ;10t hav}'] Slrﬁply spend less time thinking about the
the question 01; the trutilnif ;di:hleesixpelr'iences tﬁat p themselves,
believe t . : . salient to them. Howe

ontrol fie:;l V:ﬁihre;n ain a difference in the percentages after lrweI
erioncers will believzcitz.t}?e hlgl.lg}' percentage of the mystical-ex-
eve that reality is as it then szrsl elgglelrtiyel(ii(:ge experience, will be-




METAPHYSICS

Why should this be so? The experiences are very power}flutl},lbu't t};es
i i i 1s in
i iences is told this and can weig
person without the exper ; . e )
i idicality. It is merely that the person
evidence about veridicality. at the pe e
i i t help believing its veridic ,
the mystical experience canno . ) N jality, or
iffer? We can imagine that a nong
does he have reason to di : hat  nongullib'c
ful mystical experience, not easily ,
person has a power : ! eas s ly
believe that reality is as
onders whether he should :
Flvaé been revealed to be. What weight should he give to the fact that
- °
he himself had the experience: . .
Do I rationally give my experiences that q dlffell(f‘;)n;/l weight t?ag
i i ? My acceptin
i tructing my picture of the wor :
yours that r in cons . . et
e that r will be based o
that you have had the experienc ‘ n Iy expen
experiences seem primary
ences (of your reports), and so my o 1 e
he fact that you have had the exp ,
way. Once I have accepted t ' >
tho}lllgh do I try to save your appearances any less than mine, your r
less than my ¢’s? ‘ .
If somehow we were telepathically connected with a creature 1Sr’1c
another galaxy or universe, having its experlince;, t’chen l\évisrlr;;(le
i t that wor .
i dence as our access into wha
give those some cre N orid Is fike.
i to them than to the exp
Must we give more credence . N
other denizens of that realm (which we come‘to know of via our teae—
pathic contact)? Apart from the earlier point ab01.1t primacy, CiL;l
parently not. And aren’t we each in our own world simply in spe e
telepathic communication with ourselves, as it were, SO tﬁlat it Wo:i <
be similarly inappropriate to give our own experle.nces that q ;pe
weight or credence as compared to other’s ex}pier%eri)ce‘ t att {‘d b
i i i ia victim who is being to
Alternatively, imagine an arnnes'la i , e
experiences of different persons, including somefpiople s1 énysh llsh
i the world w ,
i to hold a general picture o
experiences. He comes ener. [ he world whic>
j tics” claim that p. Shou
let us suppose, rejects the mys F the meoole
i i ief i he is told: you were one o p
difference to his belief if now 9y
who had that mystical experience. Surely not.fHe }lllas alre};:.dy (;(::Il) oy
i i ight to give the fact that such an
ered how much evidential weig . ueh e
i ditions with a certain frequ ,
ence was had (under certain con ain Seaueney
i i the fact that someone ha e
how much weight to give to : pert
ence: it is irrelevant further information that the some?ne v;;as ol
self (,rather than another of the same specified degree of probity,

cerity, and so on).

160

. . ance
Yet there remains something special about the mystical experience .

WHY 1S THERE SOMETHING RATHER THAN NOTHING

whereby it evades this general argument. Because this mystical ex-
perience is ineffable, powerfully (if not indelibly) remembered but
inadequately described, the mystic knows something the hearer of
his reports does not. The hearer does know something, though, for
later if he does have the experience he will know that must be what
the other was reporting.* We need not hold that nothing can be
transmitted by imagery, metaphor, and so on; only that something
significant evades the description.

The experiencer knows what the mystical experience is like in a
way and to an extent the attentive listener does not, and in a way and
to an extent the amnesiac does not who is told he once had a certain
sort of experience which he doesn’t remember. Relevant is not sim-
ply the fact that the experiencer had the experience, for the amnesiac
also had it, but the way this fact normally shows itself in the person’s
evidential base. There is evidence available to the experiencer (who
remembers) that is not available to the hearer or the amnesiac. So
there is a reason for him to reach a different conclusion than they do.
We can see how he might reasonably believe that p (that there is an
infinite underlying reality transcending existence and nonexistence)
while they could not. This explanation does not show that the person
with mystical experience does reasonably differ in his view that p;
but it does leave room for such a difference, showing how such a
reasonable difference might be possible.

What should a person without mystical experience, who realizes
all that has been said thus far, believe? He knows that almost all
those who have mystically experienced thatp believe that p, and that
something about their experience, which eludes telling and so is un-
known to him, may (properly) play a role in their belief. This addi-
tional information may make it somewhat more reasonable for him to
believe that p, but he still is not in the position of the experiencers.
For he will face the question of whether the (unknown) character of
the experience was such as to make it reasonable to believe p. Per-
haps the experiencers are especially gullible, either because there is

* Though even this may be unclear. For example, Madhyamika Buddhists
eport experiences of emptiness, of a “vibrant void”, while Vedantists report
an experience of the fullest possible pure infinite existence: existence-con-
sciousness-bliss. Are they experiencing the same thing? It would help to
‘have someone who reported (in the suitable language) having both experi-

eil}lces (and that they were different), rather than all reporting only one or the
Other,

161




METAPHYSICS
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For this reason we find many theorists .

o 5
among mystics; some see our world as an illusion (to whom?) o

B . ’
as like a work of fiction, others as a thought, others as an eman
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others as a creation, and so on, views all based on the fundamental
underlying reality described in p. The fact is, I think, that what is
experienced by the mystic is so different from our ordinary world,
yet is experienced as underlying that world and as more real, that the
mystic gropes or leaps for some explanation, for some theory of how
it underlies the world, of how the two might be connected. Similarly,
the mystic who experiences himself as the infinite perfect underlay
of everything, neither existing nor nonexisting, whether in the expe-
rience that Atman = Brahman or in the experience of being the void,
has to explain why he did not always realize this, his own true na-
ture. Since he didn’t experience himself becoming ignorant, his ex-
planation of his (recent) ignorance is always (only) a hypothesis. So
mystics present different theories here as well. Greater credence

should be given to the mystic’s experiences than to his hypotheses,
both by the nonmystic and by the mystic.*

* Though, perhaps some mystical experiences can (seem to) indicate some-
thing about the character of the connection, even if not the details.

Some of the yogic mystical experiences are of the self as being the under-
lying substance of the universe or an infinite purity; also, I think, of it as
turned back onto itself, creating itself, the experiential analogue of self-subsum-
ing.

The practitioner of Hatha Yoga develops extraordinary suppleness and
physical capabilities, and the yoga manuals are explicitly dark and mysteri-
ous about some of the practices. In these classic manuals, the practitioner of
yoga is warned to keep some things very secret and to do them only in pri-
vate. For example, Gheranda Samhita, i, 13-44, contains fve admonitions
that different practices are very secret; Siva Sambhita, iv, 41-44, says the
“wise Yogi” should “practice this . . . in secret, in a retired place.” See the
passages quoted in Theos Bemard, Hatha Yoga (Columbia University Press,
1943, reprinted by Samuel Weiser, New York, 1950), pp. 34 and 69. For an
indication of the suppleness of body developed, see the photographs there.

Printed interpretations and explanations of what is involved leave the prac-
tice innocuous. (For example, M. Eliade, Yoga, Princeton University Press,
1969, ch. 6. For discussion of reading esoteric texts, see Leo Strauss, Persecu-
tion and the Art of Writing, Free Press, Glencoe, 1952.) They leave it wholly
mysterious why secrecy is enjoined, why if that is all that is involved, the
manuals do not say it straight out. It is a general principle in interpreting

texts which announce they hold secrets, however, that the secret doctrine
should turn out to be something the writer would go to great lengths to keep
secret,

In these yoga manuals the actions and postures of the practitioner are
meant to lead him to the secret. When the doctrine itself is to be conveyed by
the text, though, the writer has a special problem: having announced that a
secret is embedded in the work, how can he prevent its detection by the very

ones from whom he wishes to keep it secret, who have been told explicitly




