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PREFACE
Ever since the publication of The Manhood of Humanity (1921) and Science and Sanity: An 

Introduction to Non-Aristotelian Systems and General Semantic (1933) by Alfred Korzybski 
General Semantics as a system-discipline has fascinated scholars and has aroused immense curiosity 
among them across disciplines. Scholars find pleasure in studying General Semantics from various 
perspectives, relating it to other human sciences such as the arts, literature, philosophy, media studies, 
management and other areas of contemporary significance. Balvant Parekh Centre, like the Institute 
of General Semantics in USA, has been at the forefront in encouraging interdisciplinary studies and 
extensional ways of thinking to relate General Semantics to other branches of knowledge. As part of 
the Centre’s tenth Anniversary Celebrations (2009-2020), we organized a two-day National Seminar 
on the topic “General Semantics and Indian Philosophical Thought: A Comparative Approach” 
during 11-12 February 2020 in Baroda to explore the extensional orientations of General Semantics 
across disciplines. The result of this exploration was satisfying; over 30 scholars from different 
parts of the country attended the event, and some of them presented papers. Professor TRS Sharma, 
the author of Reading Alfred Korzybski through Inter-Theoretic Explorations: Indian and Western 
and Professor P. Krishna, Former Professor of Physics at Banaras Hindu University and currently 
Trustee of Krishnamurti Foundation of India and a life-member of the Theosophical Society were 
the keynote speakers. We are grateful to them for sending us their papers to be included here. 

Korzybski developed the method of “extensional general semantics” to re-orient human thinking 
toward an awareness of what had gone wrong in the world that resulted in the war and to what could 
be done to save humanity from such catastrophic events in the future. Against this background one 
has to place him as a philosopher concerned with the future of the human sciences; to define what 
it means to be human. By reading him today, we feel that the scope of his creative vision was wider 
than what he might have thought in his time. At a time when the world is devastated by Covid-19 
pandemic and nature disruptions as a result of climate change and other environmental factors, 
his notions of “extensional thinking,” “time binding,” and “structural differential” as a process 
of abstraction could provide useful insights into the crisis and perhaps to ways to coping with it. 
However, while General Semantics has looked forward to the future, it has also looked back to its 
connectedness with the ideas and philosophies emanating from such diverse sources as religions, 
ancient philosophies, science, ancient literature, and narrative traditions of both East and West. For 
example, some of the papers in this volume have examined such connections through close readings 
of Hindu and Buddhist texts and antique fictional narratives along with the works of Korzybski. We 
hope you will find this comparative study relevant to our appreciation of General Semantics as a 
human science.

Gananath Dash
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Two - Day National Seminar on General Semantics and Indian Philosophical Thought: A 
Comparative Approach held at the Centre during 11-12 February, 2020



GENERAL SEMANTICS AND INDIAN PHILOSOPHICAL 
THOUGHT: A COMPARATIVE APPROACH*

TRS ShaRma

Let me first thank Professor P. C. Kar for inviting me to this seminar, and asking me to sound 
the key-note for it. Last year in March I sounded the valedictory, which defined the Last Word. 
Obviously there is a promotion for me this time. I’m now to sound the Inaugural Address – so I have 
progressed from the last word to the first Word. I may sound logocentric, but the ‘Logos’, the ‘Word’ 
comes from Alfred Korzybski! And in relation to it comparative Indian thinking assumes a special 
importance in the present discourse. This enterprise of mine was made possible by a fellowship 
offered to me by the Balvant Parekh Centre for General Semantics and Other Human Sciences. 
My book, Reading Korzybski through Inter-Theoretic Explorations: Indian and Western (which 
incidentally won the Hayakawa Book Prize from the Institute of General Semantics, New York) 
came out in 2018. The discourse I built enabled me to bring together in a dialogic frame the language 
thinkers of both the Western and Indian systems of thought.

The discourse really didn’t have a beginning to lead on to the middle, nor any end in the 
Aristotelian sense. It was a new kind of writing for me, the inspiration coming from Gad Horowitz’s 
edited book, Radical General Semantics. It was also, in a way, in line with the spirit of Korzybski, 
who himself wrote the most memorable non-Aristotelian book.

Initially, what intrigued me about Korzybski was the way in which he earns his positives, his 
grammar of assent through a series of negations, negations similar to the ones which once guided 
many an Indian philosopher like Nagarjuna and Adishankara in their heuristic explorations of the 
linguistic world. It is perhaps this spirit of negation that enabled me to operate in a world where 
mostly the contingent, the yadrucchika works, and works in a way in which it gathers around itself 
heterogeneous chunks of mini-narratives sourced from the ancient Indian past, from texts like The 
Mahabharata, and philosophical reflections from language thinkers such as Nagarjuna, Dharmakirti, 
Bhartruhari and Shankara, to name a few, and their Western counterparts, like Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
Noam Chomsky, Gottlob Frege, Mikhail Bakhtin, etc., apart from literary episodes from Herman 
Melville’s Moby Dick and poems by Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot and Robert Frost. The relevance of 
General Semantics in today’s socio-political scene in India, the recent verbal imbroglios of students 
of elite institutions of learning, the secularism mantra used by politicians of all hues – all of these 
figure and are highlighted in the narrative, and coalesce finally, unifyingly, in the larger theme of 
‘languaging’ and how it takes place in the social media. It was sheer chance, once again, which 

*(Delivered as key-note address in the tenth national seminar hosted on 11 February 2020 at the Balvant Parekh Centre for 
General Semantics and Human Sciences, Baroda)
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helped me configure all this research material in an overall formulation, based on point/counterpoint, 
a dialectical form perhaps, wherein nothing gets sublated or resolved, and this formulation related to 
the larger theme of General Semantics.

Besides, in this formulation, a global intellectual space opened up, a space wherein both Indian 
language thinkers and the Korzybskians seemed to work rather closely despite the enormous 
space separating the two in terms of time-zones, cultures and orientations. And the surprising 
commonality is that both the Indian language thinkers and Korzybskians use a larger framework 
within which they both investigate language and the speech phenomenon. If the Indian thinker 
takes recourse to a mythic paradigm in order to give his linguistic enterprise a wider cosmological 
perspective, Korzybski invokes a similar frame comprising Einsteinium principles and a quantum 
theoretical universe within which he puts his linguistic system to work. This is the kind of epistemic 
understanding – a new epistemology – that is at work in both the language thinkers. Korzybski’s 
notion of ‘event’ exemplifies this clearly because our ‘abstracting process’ originates from this (TRS, 
99). Its symbolic representation in the Indian context is tantamount to the dance of Shiva which is, 
to quote Fritzof Capra (Capra, 131) the “dance of sub-atomic matter … the ceaseless flow of energy 
going through an infinite variety of patterns that melt into one another.” The dance of Shiva is poetry, 
but nonetheless science, avers Ananda Coomaraswami (ibid).

Now, first things first: The very first lesson one learns from Korzybski is to become aware of our 
inherited habit of identifying words with facts in our daily transactions. We are trained from early 
childhood by our parents and our culture to look for words to identify things, and treat them as facts. 
It is not the other way round: we don’t first ‘see existentially’ and then look for words to express 
it. We are indeed pushed into the labyrinth of identifications before we realize how ideation, the 
process of naming, intervenes before we actually (existentially) see or hear. Parallel to this, we have 
Patanjali’s Yogasutras talking about a similar phenomenon in the first five sutras which expound our 
inherited epistemology with the built-in ‘identification’ syndrome. The sutras talk about vrtti, which 
is ‘mind in interaction’ – and the vrttis are five-fold: pramaana-viparyaya-vikalpa-nidraa-smrtayah. 
Wherein vikalpa refers to word-generated knowledge devoid of any objective reality – this is our 
virtual world (“shabdagyaananupaati vastushoonyo vikalpah”). Then comes the crucial concept 
viparyaya (which resonates with Korzybski’s work a lot) which is a vrtti enabling us to identify and 
label things. This ‘vrtti’ gets embedded in the human psyche. As a result we are entangled in the 
matrix of ‘identification’ –  vrttisaarupya. Further, smrtayah (memories) help in perpetuating the 
habit of identification. This is a state of mind, warns P. Y. Deshpande, when shared universally it 
may even spell doom for man, (Deshpande 28-31) remember the Holocaust as an example. There 
are indeed two kinds of identity – ideational and existential. Yoga, according to him, can liberate us 
from such an eventuality through yogascittavrtti nirodhah. Through abhyaasa and ‘meditation’ one 
can control this cittavrtti based on identifying words with facts!

The bigger issue, the principle of negation is mooted to an earlier point. Way back in 1933, 
Korzybski declared rather startlingly that “all knowledge is hypothetical, in which the most important 
facts must be negative” (Science and Sanity, 324). This was followed by another set of negatives in 
quick succession which, he thinks, are of great semantic importance: that the label (we stick on to an 
object) is not the object, and that the object is not the event, for the number of characteristics which 
we ascribe to the label by definition does not cover all of them in the object (Science and Sanity, 
416). This means that right now we do not have the language that can mirror with some accuracy the 
four-dimensional world that we all inhabit. Hence, the confusion of the orders of abstraction on our 
part results often in misevaluation, miscalculation and misinterpretation.

This premise of negation constructs a context wherein we may consider both Nagarjuna (from 
fourth century CE) and Sri Adishankara (from eighth century CE) and the theories propounded 
by them on Shoonya and maaya, respectively. First, we consider the Buddhists: when it comes 
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to the idea of change, or flux, none can compete with the Buddhists. In Nagarjuna, especially, we 
have someone who is both like and unlike Korzybski. He was the most eminent dialectician among 
the Buddhists of his time and a philosopher of pratishedha (negation) who, incidentally, with his 
brilliant logic and unparalleled insight into the human condition earned the sobriquet “the second 
Buddha.” He had two important notions to offer, notions which are consistent with the Korzybskian 
discourse. If Korzybski and Wittgenstein both offer a functionalist view of language (in which 
meaning is valued for its utility), we need to include Nagarjuna to this list also. His Maadhyamika 
Kaarika is a well-known Sanskrit text which tries to tread the middle path between two ideological 
extremes – identity and separateness, between “eternalism” (also called transcendental absolutism) 
and radical nihilism. Steering clear of these two extremes, we have the famous Mahaayaana Middle 
Way that Nagarjuna propounds. This Middle Way comprises the two notions which are prateetya 
samutpaada and shoonyata. Both these notions are deeply interlinked.

Let us consider prateetya samutpaada first. The phrase has been translated variously: K 
Venkata Ramanan, who has worked closely with both the Tibetan and Chinese sources, translates 
it as “conditioned or dependent origination.” It is also translated as “mutual interdependence” of 
all reality. Kenneth Inada – the English translator of the Sanskrit text Mulamadhyamika Karika – 
suggests the phrase “relational origination.”

When Korzybski affirms that no object exists in absolute isolation – remember his famous 
statement, “whatever you say a thing is, it is not” (Pula, 6)  – we have Nagarjuna (some 1800 years 
ago) coming up, as if anticipating this line of thought, with the notion of prateetya samutpaada 
that all objects are interrelated, and this interdependence is what structures the entire world. This 
is the vyaavahaaric satya, the everyday transactional truth. Consequently, no object can be found 
with self-existent properties, that is, no object can originate by its own nature. The entire universe 
that we witness is constituted by a system of functional inter-dependence. To put it differently, 
Kenneth Inada rightly warns us NOT to consider the “relational structure” as “static but underscored 
by the co-arising phenomenon of the total nature of things” (Inada, 16). This echoes Korzybski’s 
affirmation in Science and Sanity “There are no ‘things,’ only relations, and multi-ordinal relations 
of relations, ad infinitum” (Korzybski, 387). 

Since all things are interrelated, Nagarjuna claims that “nothing has its own nature,” and that 
things are svabhaavashoonya (empty by nature). Verse 3 of Maadhyamika Karika states:

Na hi svabhaavo bhaavanaam pratyayaadishu vidyate
Avidyamaane svabhaave parabhaavo na vidyate:

“In these relational conditions the self-nature of the entities cannot exist. From the non-existence, 
other natures too cannot exist.” (Tr. Kenneth Inada) Therefore, “everything is dependently 
originating” in the world. This is how both the notions are intertwined. 

If you look at the etymology of shoonya, the concept becomes much more complex: As R. K. 
Mishra explains, shoonya is derived from the verb root “su” which means not only “hollow or empty” 
but also “to swell” in the sense of fullness. So the term signifies both presence and absence, thereby 
constitutes the Mahaayaana notion of advayavaada, like the non-dualism of the Advaita Vedanta 
(Mishra, 77). Buddhists knew well enough that ‘languaging’ shoonyata in terms of the categories 
of the mind would be well-nigh impossible. So they took recourse to a language of metaphors: 
Shoonya is like the sky with neither an inside nor an outside. It is like the sea water, neither obverse 
nor reverse (Magliola, 99). And to realize this ultimate truth with a sense of immediacy, a parable 
which almost amounts to an act of therapeutics is narrated: A man is struck by a poisoned arrow but 
refuses immediate treatment; he instead wants to know everything about the arrow – its composition, 
the reason behind striking etc. The parable symbolizes the kind of philosophical inquiry that both 
Korzybski and Wittgenstein rejected summarily as a futile exercise!
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This inter-dependence of things, to repeat, is the well-known theoretical premise of prateetya 
samutpaada, the middle path that Nagarjuna has propounded. But then the Buddhist thinker’s 
negation goes a couple notches higher in the orders of differential abstraction to get to a state wherein 
one can realize shoonya, the absolute negation, rather than Korzybski’s notion of “relationality.”

At the risk of sounding tautological, let me state that the real “Real” is Janus-faced: the concepts 
prateetya samutpada and shoonyata are the two faces comprising this “Real.” The notion that things 
exist only in their mutual, reciprocal dependency is what prateetya samutpaada proposes, thereby 
constituting one part of the “Real.” The other part of the “Real” is the notion that things, objects lack 
their own intrinsic nature, therefore have no ontological ground to stand on and sustain them, their 
essence of shoonyata (emptiness) characterizing them. In Chapter 24, titled “Aaryasatya Pareeksha,” 
the following verses of Nagarjuna state unequivocally what constitutes the Buddhist middle path:

Yah prateetya samutpaadam shoonyataam tam pracakshmahe/
Saa prajnaapti rupaadaaya pratipatsaiva madhyamaa (Verse 18).

“We declare that whatever is relational origination is shoonyata. It is a provisional name (a thought 
construct) for the mutuality (of being) and indeed, it is the middle path.” Further, Verse 19 (Tr. Inada) 
asserts that any factor of experience which does not participate in relational origination cannot exist.

Now, to draw a parallel, let us see how Korzybski articulates his notion of “event” in Science and 
Sanity. He talks about a pencil, considers it as a ‘scientific object’ which “represents an ‘event,’ a 
mad dance of electrons which is different every instant, which never repeats itself, which is known to 
consist of extremely complex dynamic processes….[and] acted upon by … the rest of the universe, 
inextricably connected with everything else and dependent on everything else” (Science and Sanity, 
387). Does this not sound very much like prateetya samupaada, the doctrine of interdependence, 
despite being framed by Korzybski in terms of modern scientific theory? Korzybski thinks that it 
would eventually lead to a unified field theory only if it can properly be formulated. The ‘event’ 
as described by Korzybski embraces the entire gamut ranging from the atomic, sub-atomic to the 
cosmological and can be viewed as all-inclusive.

The crucial difference with Korzybski, however, is that the ordinary negation implies the presence 
of a stable narrative. And that makes the non-Aristotelian approach, firmly based on ‘relations’ of 
objects, evident. It is that, as A. N. Whitehead puts it, “every entity is to be understood in terms 
of the way it is interwoven with the rest of the universe” (cited by J Culler on Saussure, 129). But 
Nagarjuna, since he operates in a philosophic framework, and is solely oriented to formulating the 
ontology of negation, postulates the four-fold catushkoti. That is, he gets to a position of absolute 
negation which would deny all alternatives, and wherein a negation would itself be negated without 
yielding any positives.

What is this famous catushkoti, “the four-cornered logic” that Nagarjuna deploys to get to his 
final thesis? It is actually the four extremes formulated which deny the working of the prateetya 
samutpaada. The logic goes as follows (this should sound familiar to Korzybski’s readers): it is 
framed in terms of all the possibilities: it is, it is not. It is both is/is not, and it is neither is/nor is not 
– which in terms of extremes, ‘is’ is neither identity nor difference. This is perhaps the ‘language 
game’ that the Buddhist philosopher plays in order to establish his Maadhyamika School – that is, 
to reject the possibility of finding any paaramaartika satya (the Real) through the use of signs. As 
Nathan Katz contends, we are to take his negations “as grammatical rather than ontological …” 
(Tuck, 8). In this extreme sense of negation, “the ultimate or nirvana may be said to embody the 
negation of all predicates.” And when all “alternatives are denied, ‘emptiness’ prevails” (Matilal, 
2005, 129). That’s when language “bottomlessly” collapses. If this is compared to how Derrida 
views this phenomenon of language “collapse,” one may wonder: Isn’t Derrida trying to give a new 
definition of God when he says, “God is the name of this bottomless collapse of language” (On the 
Name, 51, cited by Gad Horowitz, JCT, 84). In terms of languaging, therefore, this is a semantic 
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predicament that Nagarjuna has created, and Korzybski was plausibly aware of such a predicament 
arising while dealing with negations. Thus, Korzybski says this by way of reservation:

There are several important remarks which can be made about this ‘absolute nothingness.’ First 
of all, we now know, theoretically and empirically, that such a thing does not exist … [It] cannot 
be objective and cannot be symbolized at all … which is neither true nor false, but non-sense 
… so this ‘absolute nothingness’ is a label for a semantic disturbance … for a pathological state 
inside our skin (Science and Sanity, 228) 

This is fair enough: Any single-minded pursuit, when carried out relentlessly, may turn ‘pathological’. 
However, any ‘mystical’ thought or state of mind as far as language is concerned can scarcely 
find a direct linguistic correlation. Metaphors and images are perhaps the only resort one has. But 
then, these thorough-going negations of Nagarjuna’s notwithstanding, we need to concede that in 
its essentials Korzybski’s work squarely aligns with the Buddhist thought that there are “concurrent 
logics” at play in both of our protagonists: both are skeptical of all other philosophical systems. 
Shoonyata as envisaged by the latter, for instance, demolishes the identity principle, and also upholds 
the notion of ‘becoming’ based on the principle of flux, a flux that qualifies how we experience our 
existence. The only difference is that Nagarjuna goes a couple of notches higher in the ‘abstraction’ 
ladder than Korzybski and takes a plunge into the abyss that is, perhaps, Nagarjuna’s mise en abyme, 
a meta-narrative he formulates on the reality of the world.  

As a thorough-going maadhyamika, Nagarjuna essentially distrusts language despite being a 
language thinker. For him language is inherently self-contradictory. Language is a ‘betrayal,’ 
trahison de clerc, where the ‘cleric’ is one who practices an intellectual vocation. But then it is only 
natural for Korzybski to halt at the edge of what Derrida calls ‘beyond knowing.’ His mission was 
to cleanse the language that we all use, often indiscriminately from misevaluation, based on a two-
valued logic. He is essentially a pragmatist, and ‘sanity’ driven, the moment he is able to formulate 
his positives (hard-earned from his negations), he moves into the therapeutic mode, hoping he would 
bring about changes in the linguistic habits of humans.

Now the question arises: If everything is subject to change, then how do we recognize objects, 
people etc.? How does memory work so that we can still remember things, identify persons despite 
their being subject to constant change? Korzybski was fully aware of this problem, and proposed “a 
science of invariance of relations between humans” and objects so that they are not “altered by the 
transformations.” His own work, he says, “is concerned with investigating such relations, and they 
are found in the mechanism of time-binding …” (Science and Sanity, 285). He adds that he derived 
his theory of invariance from mathematics “made famous of late through the work of Einstein” (SS, 
285). This theory talks about relations that abide.

To support this, Jeff Hawkins came up with a neurological explanation in 2004. The world as 
seen by our senses is never the same, but the way we understand the world is by finding invariant 
structures in the constantly changing stream of ‘input’. The neo-cortex is the seat of intelligence, 
and its hierarchical structure captures the structures of the world, says Hawkins (Hawkins, 6). In 
1933, Korzybski records a similar insight: the “shifting, dynamic, affective, thalamic region,” with 
lower order abstractions is abstracted again by the higher centers; thereby they are further delinked 
from the outside world. It is through such memories ‘in extra neural forms’ as recorded in books, 
cultures build civilizations, through ‘time-binding’. It is through such memories ‘in extra neural 
forms’, as recorded in books, cultures that build a civilization, and it is done through ‘time-binding’ 
– another patent concept of Korzybski. Whether we deal with the empirical or the transcendental 
world, Korzybski’s event-object-label paradigm – the triad – is at work. However the paradigm is 
usually concealed from our consciousness, i.e., we are rarely conscious that we are abstracting.

The kind of linguistic hermeneutics I have tried here sets, in a way, the protocol for introducing 
Shankara’s notion of maaya to our discussion. We have already discussed Nagarjuna’s notions of 
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shoonya and prateetya samutpaada. Now let us see how these notions match with those of Shankara’s 
and incidentally with Korzybski’s. If Korzybski avers that “things are abstractions produced by our 
perceptual process” (RGS, 198), then the question that follows is: Aren’t we always dealing with a 
virtual world that our nervous system, its neuro-semantics, has created for us? Aren’t we here inching 
towards the notion of maaya (the illusory, as it is popularly known) in our intellectual understanding? 
And if we are abstracting from the ‘event’, then aren’t we equally but rarely conscious of the fact that 
we are moving in a phenomenal world which is maaya, or based on maaya. Maaya – as propounded 
by Shankara – is a fictional world created by our effort at ‘languaging’, and this is all that we have 
to deal with. But this fictional world, fortunately for us, has a practical side to it – the vyaavaharic 
satya. That is the real paradox – a ‘logical paradox’ which both the analytic philosophers of the 
West and the Nyaaya systems of India worry about. Matilal, however, comes up with the solution 
that this kind of paradox can only be tackled when one envisages a multi-valued system (Motilal 
2005, 111). Such a multi-valued thinking is what Korzybski has been reiterating all his life! The 
paradox definitely answers our earthly demands, and enables us to transact business, travel through 
space-time on an ordered schedule, etc. This reality is provisional though, as Nagarjuna would say, 
because he makes way for ‘pragmatic realities.’ To remember Bakhtin, there is a different kind of 
‘answerability’ here (amoral perhaps), but surely a correlation or correspondence that the world 
provides us with. It is crucial to know at this point that both the virtual and the pragmatic worlds 
co-exist, and that both the virtual and the actual are what constitute our life-world. 

Does this ‘reality’ then amount to a wholly scientific assumption that molecular physics has 
offered us today? This is an assumption consistent with the premises of Korzybski (TRS, 120). 
“Matter is not to be seen as inert substance but as a dynamic interplay of energy fields … even the 
emptiness of a vacuum contained sub-atomic ‘events’...which appeared and disappeared in and out 
of existence in a ceaseless dance between being and non-being.… It is their interweaving patterns 
of presence and absence.” The terms used here “invoke the congruent world, metaphysically 
constructed by the visionary cosmos of the philosopher and the mystic” (Jug Suraiya, 7). It is a 
space wherein molecular physics and metaphysical speculation coalesce. This fact echoes strongly 
Korzybski’s notion of ‘event’  – the ‘mad dance of electrons ….etc,’ that we have quoted earlier. 

We have already seen how Korzybski moves away from a series of negations to a positive stand. 
There are obviously degrees of negation, and it is the Buddhist Nagarjuna who goes the whole 
way with the line of negation in order to get to his notion of shoonya. With Shankara we witness 
a different kind of language-game which can only be characterized as ‘brinkmanship’ practiced 
thorough negations before he returns to the positive notion of Brahman.

Shankara’s notion of maaya, usually considered notorious, needs to be discussed first. It comes 
within the orbit of Nagarjuna’s shoonya we have discussed above. These concepts need to be 
‘rediscovered’ in the light of modern molecular physics, the way the latter propounds ‘reality’ and 
the way it gets appropriated into the narrative of Radical General Semantics, as propounded by 
Horowitz and his team. Many Vedantins of Shankara’s time accused him of being a pracchanna 
Buddha (a Buddhist in disguise), and blamed him for taking many Buddhist tenets associated with 
shoonyavaada and translating them into Vedantin’s idiom of maaya. History takes over at this point, 
because the Buddhists didn’t have a ground to stand on and claim that their “philosophemes” were 
unique. They were seen leaving India for other places in South-Asia to propagate their faith.

Shankara’s maayavaada can claim kinship to the notion of shoonya in many respects. If 
Nagarjuna had to make room for vyavahaaric satya (transactional truth) in his conceptual schema 
and confer upon it a provisional status, Shankara in a similar vein would subject his tenet on maaya 
to ‘structural differential’ transformations. Apart from the fact that he could argue deftly at several 
layers of the orders of abstractions, he could also bring in his abstract maaya to touch human lives in 
the raw, at the object level. Turning to bhakti, despite his extraordinary intellectual acumen, he wrote 
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several hymns to popularize his notions. Today they have become staple chants used by orthodox 
devotees. Hymns like “Bhaja Govindam,” “Soundarya Lahari,” “Lalitha Sahasranama,” and the 
uniquely philosophic “Nirvana Shatkam.”

Besides his bhakti hymns, Shankara was singularly known for his argumentative skills. Let me 
recount here an anecdote, perhaps apocryphal, but widely in vogue. Legend has it that once he was 
stopped on his way home by one of his adversaries who called out and said, “Hey Shankara, you’re 
a well-known philosopher, and you go about preaching that the world is a maya (illusion). How is it 
then you were seen running for your life when you were chased by a rogue elephant the other day?” 
Shankara is said to have quipped, coolly, “Sir, don’t you know that what you have seen, my running 
and my being chased by the elephant is also an illusion. The sooner you get out of this maya, the 
better it is for your spiritual well-being.”

On a serious note, however, it must be said that Shankara had an acute sense of language, and 
was conscious of how language works, specially, when human reason in its supreme poise tries 
to unravel what is uncanny or esoteric through words. As the spokesman of Advaita Vedanta, 
Shankara knew that reason is an important asset but the Vedas constitute a shabdapramana: it is this 
“originary Word” that should guide reason. If reason remains unguided by the “logos,” the Word, 
(‘the transcendental signified’ to use Derrida’s term), if it functions without a foundation, then – to 
refer to a passage in Shankara’s Brahmasutrabhashya, wherein Shankara articulates so preeminently 
the consequent predicament –  there are always expert thinkers who can reason better, and the 
‘conclusion’ reached by one thinker can be demolished by another who can reason even better, “as a 
result you are left with multiple ways of understanding…a plurality of interpretations.” This position 
is akin to what has happened in literary studies wherein you are faced with umpteen theories, with 
infinite variations! Wasn’t Derrida aware of this linguistic imbroglio occurring with the absence of 
any controlling logos? He writes that “the absence of a transcendental signified extends the domain 
and the play of signification infinitely” (Writing and Difference, 280). This would at some point 
lead to a precarious position in language theories that Shankara characterizes as anvaya vyatireka 
in his bhashya – that language can ultimately turn in upon itself to refute what it has affirmed. It is, 
to use Dallmayr’s phrase, this “positive negative concomitance” (p. 126) that reason left to its own 
devices can achieve, without the guidance of the “originary Word” or logos (Fred Dallmayr moots 
this question in his Beyond Orientalism, 125-26). To put it differently, it will result in “performative 
contradiction,” as Habermas phrases it, i.e., it will perform contradictory articulations complicating 
the very basis of human predicament! It reminds one of Waiting for Godot, wherein the protagonists 
are caught up in an aporetic situation: “I will/I won’t……” But then, a statement and its negation 
both may possibly co-exist. Even the Jain doctrine of anekantavaada, the many-sided reality that it 
postulates, is interpreted as meaning that all statements are true in some sense and false in another 
(e.g.: “One can be a father and a celibate”). It may teeter on the edge of dialetheia, with the self-
contradictoriness inherent in language as envisaged by Nagarjuna.

Now to move beyond possible semantic paradoxes, we need to take a look at Indian 
epistemology: Patanjali posits a triad that constitutes an epistemic unit in Patanjali Yoga Sutra: 
pratyakshaanumaanaagamah pramaanaani. There are three kinds of pramaanaani (forms of 
valid knowledge): pratyaksha (direct sense knowledge), anumana (inferential knowledge), agama 
(knowledge based on scriptural authority). The great seers disturb the serial order, and begin with 
agama – the shabdapramana, the authoritative Vedic Word – which would hold in check the anarchic 
ways of reasoning. It’s shabda which is sacred because it is apaurusheya. It is not the “profane” 
language which has fallibility built into it. This insight provides a foundation, a frame of reference 
for the reasoner to work with notions of ontology and epistemology.

A brief note on maaya followed by Brahman would be relevant here. For Shankara, these two 
heavily loaded concepts, in their essence, make for poetry. Both are multi-ordinal terms carrying 
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with them centuries of evolved meanings, epitomes of history comprising the early Vedic pastoral 
life to the fairly urban sophisticated, idealistic life of the Upanishads. For our purposes we can arrest 
the meaning of maaya at a particular point in its evolutionary history and say that the concept is 
premised on the principle of negation – that the world is illusory – and then show how it turns to its 
positive facet, “its logical corollary,” the Advaita Vedanta. It is fascinating, however, to watch how 
the term maaya takes semantic jumps and grows from the positive sense to the negative, only to turn 
positive once again.

In the context of maaya, we need the notion of rita which the Vedic poets conceptualized as 
standing “for the order of the universe,” and therefore symbolized as an impersonal force. Maaya 
is closely related to rita and gradually it acquired the meaning of “craft…occult power…magic” 
as interpreted by Macdonnel. However, it was later Nirukta that went into the etymology of the 
concept and gave quite a contrary meaning to maaya – with the root “ma,” meaning “measure,” and 
the suffix “ya,” meaning “by which the objects are given specific shape.” So, this definition refers to 
the measurable phenomenal world that the concept firmly indicates, and not illusion. It’s only much 
later, and in the context of Brahman (when one is in the process of realizing Brahman) that maaya 
came to mean illusion – perhaps a negation of the sheer materiality of what we see around us (for a 
detailed discussion on maaya, see 643-50, Chattopadhyaya).

Further, Shankara envisages a two-tier explanation of maaya. Hiriyanna (whom I paraphrase 
with some comments of mine) says that every percept consists of two features: a substratum that 
is at the object level, and ‘superstratum,’ that is, the way we label what we see so that we can 
identify the entity later. ‘Languaging’ occurs in the latter. The usual simile that the Vedantins 
use is gold and its many ornaments. What persists in all the ornaments is the primary material 
of the gold; the ornaments are only appearances. At this point, Shankara introduces a third term/
category: pratibhaasika. It is very similar to Nagarjuna’s work as he says that appearances are not 
mere illusions. They are not unreal, but “only other than real.” In between real and unreal, a third 
realm is introduced. So, we have the absolutely real at one end, and at the other, the absolutely 
unreal. Midway between the two lie a whole class of things –  we shall call our linguistic constructs 
vikalpa in Sanskrit. They are less than real but more than unreal. That is, the entities possess a 
temporal, empirical reality. In other words, they enjoy a provisional status. To put this in terms of 
semantic devices, they are like quotes and hyphens which signify a greater degree of relationality 
between entities but do not deny the ‘thinghood’ or boundedness of “things, beings and selves” 
(RGS, 69-70). All of them exist in time while the ultimate transcends it. They subserve only the ends 
of practical life. Maaya is poetry for Shankara: it mysteriously deludes us into the belief that the 
empirical is the real. But hermeneutically we realize that “the power which it wields is two-fold: that 
which conceals the Absolute (aavaranashakti), and that which misrepresents it (vikshepa shakti).” 
That’s how we miss the basic unity which is intrinsic to the Absolute but seeing it as a manifold, 
heterogeneous phenomenon. That is why maaya is spoken of as a positive force and not a mere 
negation of knowledge. It is represented as both positive and negative.

Brahman has a similar but less convoluted history of meaning than maaya. The term doesn’t 
carry contrastive meanings like maaya to confuse both the learned and the laity. Sanskrit dictionary 
defines Brahman as the Supreme Being – an impersonal force or energy subtending all phenomena. 
Taittiriya Upanishad comes up with a positive spin, that Brahman is “satyam, jnaanam, anantam 
brahma” (“truth, knowledge, infinite,” 2.1.1). For the Vedantins, Brahman is the efficient and the 
material cause of the visible universe, the all-pervasive spirit of the universe, the essence from which 
all created things are produced and into which they are absorbed. As sat (Being), it is the ground 
of all that is, and as awareness (cit) has a unitary nature. Shankara would claim that it can never 
be an object of knowing, but only be an eternal inward self. The moment it becomes an object of 
knowing, it is relegated to the realm of metaphysics which is the ‘philosophy of the object’, as K. 
C. Bhattacharya puts it. It can only be experienced through a series of negations or via negativa. 
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Here Shankara’s unparalleled “Nirvaana Shatkam” may be mentioned: in six stanzas, it asks the 
question “What am I, really?” and celebrates the eternal self through ‘negations’ like no other in 
terms of sublime articulation, wherein poetry and philosophy merge to propound in essence his 
unique philosophical reflections:

Manobuddhi ahamkara cittani naaham/Na ca shrotra jihve, na ca ghraana netre
Na ca vyomabhoomih/ na tejo na vayuh/ chidaananda rupah Shivoham, Shivoham

(“I’m neither the mind, intelligence, ego, nor chitta, neither what I hear nor taste, nor the senses of 
smell and sight, neither ether nor air, nor water nor earth: I’m mind-bliss, I’m Shiva, I‘m Shiva”)

Now let me quote the last, sixth stanza, which asserts the positive rupa which acts as the sheer 
negation of rupa understood as “formlessness:”

Aham nirvikalpo niraakaara rupo/vibhur vyaapya sarvatra sarvendriyaanaam
Sada me samatvam na muktiir na bandhah/chidananda rupah Shivoham Shivoham

(“I’m neither virtual nor formed, I am all pervasive, I exist everywhere, and yet I am beyond all 
senses, I am neither liberation nor bound by anything, I’m Shiva, I’m Shiva”)

To interpret this spiritual phenomenon (“Shivoham, Shivoham”) in terms of semantics, it may be 
said that one is consciously shifting the principle of identity from the lower rungs of the structural 
differential on to the higher echelons of abstraction wherein one consciously seeks identity with 
something Other than oneself; that is how one can escape from one’s ever demanding self. This is a 
conscious decision – maybe a pathological state one embraces – according to Korzybski. Identity, at 
the lower rungs, happening unconsciously through habit –  that which the semanticist rightly warns 
us against – is consciously sought after at higher rungs for an impersonal mystical end! 

This is certainly a hard earned positive of the higher order which inherits in negation. It is not 
the mind which is ever-changing but ‘pure’ consciousness which is a silent witness, saakshi. This 
sakshi subtends all the multiple states of the mind. In another sense, it is Brahman, if one insists on 
naming it. But then there is a catch: the moment one resorts to language and tries to verbalize it, it 
proliferates into multi-ordinality. We can surmise what Heidegger’s problem was when he tried to 
articulate his notion of “Being.” His strategy was to just indicate ostensively, that is, point towards it 
silently, and not verbalize. It is like Korzybski’s notion of propositional function: it is there, neither 
true nor false. It’s the substrate “Real’’ that runs through the fabric of the entire creation, that is 
ceaselessly engaged in a process of differentiation. One may call it Brahman, or universal creative 
energy, or the inaccessible, or the Real. It depends on how you formulate this notion.

If one sets aside the comforting notion of Brahman, then one confronts the dizzying interstellar 
space of the universe the cosmologist presents. It intimidates us to a nullity. One may even feel 
orphaned, destitute. On the other hand, one has Stephen Hawking comforting us with his notion 
of “anthropic principle,” that which is at work in the cosmological scheme. It suggests that the 
conditions were just right on the earth for the existence of intelligent life. So, the better way is to 
seek or look for the still point of the turning world, and to be reassured that since matter and mind 
are continuous, despite continuous discontinuities between them at several levels, metaphoric and 
metonymic, “none need be afraid of size” of the universe we all inhabit, because, to quote Robert 
Frost:

Eyes seeking the response of eyes,
bring out the stars, bring out the flowers,
thus concentrating earth and skies
so none need be afraid of size.
All revelation has been ours. 
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THE SCIENTIFIC SPIRIT AND THE QUEST FOR WISDOM
P. KRiShna

Science and Society
Though modern science is of relatively recent origin in human history, it has made very rapid 

progress and transformed the manner of our living. It is said that our life outwardly has changed 
more in the last one hundred years than it did earlier in thousands of years, and this is largely because 
of the scientific knowledge accumulated over the last three centuries, and its application in the 
form of technology. The impact of science on society is very visible; and the results of progress in 
agriculture, medicine and health care, telecommunications, transportation, computerization and so 
on, are part of our daily living.

Despite this progress in science, and the consequent development of technology and industry, 
with the attendant comforts as well as power, in no part of the world are human beings happy and 
at peace with themselves, or living without violence. It was hoped that the development of science 
would usher in an era of peace and prosperity, but that has been belied. On the contrary, if we look 
at the level of violence throughout the world during successive ten-year periods since 1900, in every 
decade, in every country, the crime-graph continues to go up. What we see on the one hand is greater 
economic prosperity, but on the other, greater violence, sorrow, anxiety along with acute ecological 
imbalances and new diseases.

Krishnamurti raised the question: Has there been any psychological evolution at all in the last 
several thousand years? Have we progressed at all in wisdom, or the quest for truth, or inwardly, 
in our consciousness? Science has generated tremendous power; knowledge always gives power 
and is useful because it increases our abilities. But when we do not have love, compassion and a 
feeling of brotherhood, which are all by-products of wisdom as self-knowledge, then power is used 
destructively. Sixty-five percent of all the scientific research being done currently is directly or 
indirectly meant for developing weapons and is supported by the Defence Ministry in every nation. 
In the last century, several million people have been killed in wars, which is without precedent in 
any previous century.

So, does humanity have the capacity to handle the knowledge which science is generating? Are 
we not like children playing with fire? For, without wisdom, might we not set the whole house on 
fire and burn ourselves? There is hatred in our motivations; we are divided into groups – caste, 
national, linguistic, religious and other groups. We have been at war for thousands of years; and 
we now have nuclear weapons making war a million times more disastrous. Is the new knowledge 
taking us in the right direction? Through genetic engineering we might develop new power, but 
can we ensure that we will use that power for the benefit of mankind? All the nations of the world 
are spending huge amounts in developing scientific knowledge as if that is our priority. Are the 
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problems of humanity today caused by not having sufficiently fast airplanes or computers or are 
they because of the psychologically primitive state in which we find ourselves due to a lack of the 
understanding of ourselves? Is it then responsible of us to pursue greater knowledge, giving more 
and more power, without the wisdom to use it rightly? Responsibility from a holistic point of view 
is universal responsibility. We are responsible for the whole of society, all of humankind, and also 
the earth

The Purpose of Science
It is said that Einstein regretted the fact that his equation e=mc square – which stated a great truth 

about nature, that mass is just another form of energy – led to the development of atomic bombs 
which killed large numbers of people in Japan. So, why do science? Here we must distinguish 
between science and technology. Science is the quest for truth about Nature. Its aim is not to produce 
technology, but to understand how Nature works and discover the order and intelligence operating 
around us. If Nature were chaotic, if on being released a stone sometimes went down and sometimes 
up, then there would be no science. But definite causes produce definite effects, and that is why 
science is possible. The scientist does not create order; he merely studies it. Newton only discovered 
gravitation, which existed a million years before him and will exist a million years hence. The laws 
of Nature are independent of the scientist. If we ask why Nature is ordered, the scientist cannot 
answer that question. He can only say, “I am a student of Nature. I observe and find that it is very 
orderly and I am studying the laws that govern that order.” The technologist takes the knowledge that 
the scientist discovers and uses it to make guns, or a motorcar, or generate electricity. Technology is 
a by-product of science, but science itself is the quest for truth about Nature.

Before Faraday, who discovered electromagnetism, it was thought that electricity and magnetism 
were two completely separate things. But he discovered that if you push a magnet towards a loop 
of metallic wire, a current is generated in it as shown by the deflection of a galvanometer. He was 
very excited about this new discovery. After he demonstrated this in a big hall, somebody asked, 
“All this is very well, but of what use is this discovery?” And he replied: “It is a newborn child. Of 
what use is a newborn child?” Today we know that that discovery made it possible to have electric 
lights and fans, motorcars, airplanes and so on. But that was not the reason why Faraday discovered 
electromagnetism; he was just studying Nature.

Humanity has succeeded in its quest for discovering the order in Nature, because that order 
is already there. We are living in a very intelligent universe. Our own body is an example of it. A 
thousand things take place in perfect order within our body without any conscious voluntary effort 
on our part. But we have not discovered order in consciousness, which is virtue, peace of mind, love, 
happiness, compassion, freedom from conflict, non-violence. Socrates wrote that there is only one 
virtue, which is order in consciousness, though we may describe it in different words in different 
situations. And the quest for truth, and wisdom, which is the essence of self-knowledge, is the quest 
for order in consciousness. If there is wisdom, we will not use knowledge for destructive purposes. 
And if there is no wisdom, we are violent and selfish and we use the knowledge in a destructive way.

So is there anything we can learn from science as people interested in wisdom, in coming upon a 
deeper understanding of life and of ourselves? Science, or scientific knowledge, does not deal with 
values per se, with what is right and what is wrong. It does not say that you should be kind. Scientific 
knowledge is said to be value-neutral. And yet one must discover what is called the scientific spirit, 
for this may have something to teach us. The spirit is always more important than the technique, the 
knowledge or the method in any activity.

Although in society we have valued scientific knowledge and its application as technology, we 
have not really valued the scientific spirit, without which it is wrong to call ours a scientific society. 
We are really a very unscientific society. Science tells us that we all have originated from one 
common source, that all life on the planet is interdependent, and that the whole earth is one. Yet we 
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divide ourselves and say, “this is my culture, this is my country and I will work only for this.’” We 
give tremendous importance to where we are born, which is just an accident of birth, and cultivate 
nationalism as a virtue. Then for the benefit of our nation we have armies to exploit other nations. 
This is not scientific. War is not scientific in spirit though it may use the gadgets produced from 
scientific knowledge.

What is the Scientific Spirit?
What can we learn from science that is precious? To understand this, let me take the example of 

physics. It begins with observation, for understanding any phenomenon in Nature requires careful 
observation, honest documentation, measurement, and recording. Then having collected a lot of data 
about the phenomenon, a scientist looks for correlations among them. From empirically found data, 
correlations between two variable quantities are first established. Then the scientist guesses a model 
of the underlying reality, which would explain those correlations. That is where his insight or his 
genius manifests, for he has to guess what is unknown. Whenever scientists talk about a theory they 
are talking about an imaginary model of the underlying reality. Nobody has seen electrons actually 
going around a nucleus inside an atom. That is a conjecture, a model, about the underlying reality. 
To this model they apply logic, using the existing known laws determined from previous work and 
a peculiar form of logic called mathematics, which is a product of the human mind. With all this 
they develop ‘a theory’, and try to explain all observed facts and also predict new facts that have not 
been observed until then. Then the scientists go back to observation and do experiments to check if 
their predictions are correct. If the experimental values do not tally with the theoretically predicted 
values, they either modify the model, or they discard it altogether and start all over again.

It is a deep quest because they are not accepting the reality as they see it. They are saying there is 
an underlying reality that is not visible, and we are going to describe it. But since it is not visible, we 
have to guess, to imagine it, and that constitutes the model. Sometimes people argue that scientists 
keep changing their models so why not wait till they have made up their minds and then read 
what they have to say! This view is incorrect because the successive models are closer and closer 
approximations to reality. Thus Einstein’s model of the universe is a better approximation to reality 
than that of Newton but Newton’s model still applies and is used in circumstances where it is valid.

So a scientist begins by saying, “We do not know the truth about Nature. We are making a 
conjecture and we have found a method by which we can test whether this conjecture is correct or 
not and to what extent it is correct.” That is how science has progressed – without accepting truth on 
authority. A young student can question Einstein, and point out an error, and Einstein will agree and 
thank him if indeed he is right. So nothing is accepted on the basis of authority. Science demands 
proof, observation, testing with experiments; and the truth must be something which is universal, 
which everybody can be convinced of. But they limit themselves to studying phenomena which are 
measurable.

There is also much in life that is not measurable, which is the field of religion. But there are a 
number of values that are inherent in the way science is done, which we can learn from science. 
The spirit of science is one of great humility. Scientists are not humble but science is humble! It 
encourages observation, testing what is observed, questioning, and doubt. And the truth is the same 
for everybody. There is no such thing as an American truth and an Indian truth. There is no Indian 
mathematics and American mathematics. So, it is a global activity, a dialogue among thousands of 
people who have never met, because the experiment is repeated in another country by another group 
of scientists who write their results and publish them, and everybody reads them. Thus there is a 
process of international dialogue, constant re-examination, testing and correction going on all over 
the world and the ultimate truth is always posited as the unknown. There is a beautiful definition of 
science given by Feynman which emphasizes this: “Science is a body of knowledge some of which 
is nearly certain, some that is quite uncertain and none that is completely certain.”
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A Scientific approach to Religious Truths
Truth is global, universal; it is not the private property of any individual. It is the same for 

everybody. These are values constituting the scientific spirit. In order to settle a dispute, violence is 
not used, nor authority. So the spirit is one of non-violence, of dialogue. It is also a truly democratic 
endeavour, based on cooperation, humility, and mutual respect. All scientists may not be true 
scientists if they do not work with that spirit, but that is the way of science. Unfortunately, the scientist 
adopts the scientific attitude as a policy in the laboratory but does not extend it to other areas of life. 
Krishnamurti once made an interesting statement related to this. He said, “The religious mind has no 
beliefs; it has no dogmas; it moves from fact to fact, and therefore the religious mind is a scientific 
mind. But the scientific mind is not a religious mind. The religious mind includes the scientific mind, 
but the mind trained in the knowledge of science is not a religious mind.” This scientific mind is 
competent to discover the truth about Nature. The same spirit is also valid for discovering religious 
truths since religious truths are also universal, not different for different people. But the scientific 
method of experimentation is not possible in this inward inquiry, since the observer is not separate 
from the observed and truths cannot be demonstrated to all and sundry. However, we can in the 
religious inquiry too posit the truth as the unknown, rely more on observation than on assertion, 
enquire together with humility and conduct dialogues about our perceptions, doubt them and attempt 
to discover for ourselves what the truth is. The true essence of religion is the quest for wisdom, and 
wisdom means seeing the deeper inner nature of how our consciousness functions. That is precisely 
the spirit of the scientific quest with regard to Nature.

As educationists we must inquire whether science can be taught in such a way as to inculcate the 
scientific spirit in the student and not merely the knowledge of science. That would require a very 
different approach to the teaching of science than what we have at present. Unfortunately, science is 
taught as a technique, to carry out our narrow purposes. Science has become the servant of society 
and not its architect. The politician illogically, irrationally and in ignorance decides to go to war; 
and scientists, as employees, help to do whatever the government wants. The same kind of mistake 
is made in regard to religion; we have not imbibed the spirit of religion. When we really care for 
the spirit – whether of science or religion – and delve deep, we will discover that the true religious 
feeling and the scientific spirit are not separate. Indeed, great scientists like Einstein and Schrödinger 
have come to the religious feeling through science, through the perception of beauty in Nature. 
Whichever aspect of the earth or this universe you explore deeply – whether the human mind or 
the tree – you will discover marvelous beauty there. When you go deep, truth becomes beauty and 
beauty, truth; and that is also wisdom. The form without the spirit belies wisdom. Only in the depths 
are there truth, wisdom and therefore peace and harmony.

The true religious quest is a quest for wisdom and any feeling of antagonism between the 
scientific and religious quests is a product of a narrow vision. To quote Schrödinger, the founder of 
wave mechanics, who was also a serious student of Vedanta:

I consider science an integrating part of our endeavour to understand the one philosophical 
question which contains all others: who are we? I consider this not one of the tasks, but the task 
of science, the only one that counts.



APPROACHING “IS” NESS: NON-IDENTITY IN 
KORZYBSKI’S AND J. KRISHNAMURTI’S THOUGHTS

RaKeSh DeSai

It is rather tempting to list out the differences between the Polish-American thinker Alfred 
Korzybski’s (1879-1950) General Semantics, conceptualized in the rational materialist context, and 
the Indian philosopher and religious teacher J. Krishnamurti’s (1895-1986) dialogues, operating in 
the non-rational, spiritual context. But Alfred Korzybski’s and J. Krishnamurti’s historical, critical 
and compassionate view of the progress of humanity, their principle of non-identity being one of 
their major principles for the perception of reality, and a meaningful interface between science and 
religion invite a juxtaposition of these different discourses.

Both Korzybski in Manhood of Humanity (1921) and J. Krishnamurti in The Ending of Time 
(1992) share a historical view of mankind with their compassionate concern for the welfare of 
mankind, its course of erroneous action in the past, and the right approach to life as a corrective 
measure. Korzybski’s remarks in Manhood of Humanity while discussing the idea of man and how 
man is different from animal appears very significant:

We have seen that the animals are truly characterized by their autonomous mobility—their 
space-binding capacity – animals are space-binders. We have seen that human beings are 
characterized by their creative power, by the power to make the past live in the present and the 
present for the future, by their capacity to bind time – human beings are time-binders.  

(Korzybski 2001, 67)

Further, “The ethics of humanity’s manhood will be neither ‘animal’ ethics nor ‘supernatural’ ethics. 
It will be a natural ethics based upon knowledge of the laws of human nature.” (Korzybski 2001, 
194; emphasis is by Korzybski)

In the historical context, the capacity for time-binding is a distinctive feature of humanity, and 
with that capacity and its utilization, as Korzybski believes, humanity would enter into its manhood 
after the First World War. Korzybski points out: “We know that time-binding capacity – the 
capacity for accumulating racial experience, enlarging it, and transmitting it for future expansion 
– is the peculiar power, the characteristic energy, the definitive nature, the defining mark, of man.” 
(Korzybski 2001, 174-175)

Similarly, J. Krishnamurti points out in historical terms the way humanity chose a wrong 
psychological way to understand reality. The Ending of Time (1992) presents a dialogue between 
J. Krishnamurti and. David Bohm, a renowned physicist, known for his work in quantum theory, 
relativity and philosophical issues about the wrong assumptions and habits of humanity about the 
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fundamental dimensions of life. J. Krishnamurti points out the dependence of mind on thought, and 
so on time, which continues a problem, without solving it:

Let’s go back to what we began with. That is, has mankind taken a wrong turn, psychologically, 
not physically? Can that turn be completely reversed? Or stopped? My brain is so accustomed 
to this evolutionary idea that I will become something, I will gain something, that I must have 
more knowledge and so on; can that brain suddenly realize that there is no such thing as time? 
You understand what I am trying to say? (Krishnamurti 1992, 19)

Since time itself creates illusions, any action in time would fail to end it. The dialogue points 
out further:

DB: Yes, because any action which is not immediate has already brought in time.

K: Yes, yes, I know that.

DB: The ending of time is immediate – right?

K: Immediate, of course. Would that point out the wrong turn that mankind has taken?

DB: Yes, if man feels something is out of order psychologically he then brings in the notion of 
time, and the thought of becoming, and that creates endless problems.

(Krishnamurti 1992, 23)

Further, J. Krishnamurti points out: “That is fairly simple. So thought has been made king, supreme. 
And that may be the wrong turn of human beings.” (Krishnamurti 1992, 60)

J. Krishnamurti also shares, to a degree appropriate to his spiritual terms, Korzybski’s emphasis 
on the social dimension of human life:

We have to alter the structure of our society, its injustice, its appalling morality, the divisions 
it has created between man and man, the wars, the utter lack of affection and love that is 
destroying the world. If your meditation is only a personal matter, a thing which you personally 
enjoy, then it is not meditation. Meditation implies a complete radical change of the mind and 
the heart. (Krishnamurti 1993, 21) 

This dialogue between spiritual and scientific discourses is notable for its mutual readiness for 
reaching out the other viewpoint. David Bohm, a physicist, constantly attempts at making J. 
Krishnamurti’s insightful talk communicable in scientific terms, and J. Krishnamurti also equally 
keeps striving to reshape his statements to suit the scientific idiom offered by David Bohm. 

Despite Korzybski’s and J. Krishnamurti’s different conceptual contexts, their perception of 
reality is characterized by honest rigour. Korzybski’s method of inquiry is non-elementalistic 
and extensional. It calls for “a methodological departure” from Aristotelian orientation 
to the non-aristotelian, non-elementalistic orientation: “And so we have to face a complete 
methodological departure from two-valued, ‘objective’ orientations to general, infinite-valued, 
process orientations, as necessitated by scientific discoveries for at least the past sixty years.” 

(Korzybski 2005, iii, emphasis is by Korzybski).

Korzybski’s idea of abstracting and that of Structural Differential refer to the method of 
comprehending reality, with the keen awareness of the limitations of the process of knowing itself. 
Structural Differential refers to the abstracting process and the levels of abstraction, including an 
event, an object (non-verbal levels, low-order abstractions) and descriptions, inferences, higher-order 
inferences (verbal level, higher-order abstractions) (Weinberg 1991,73). As Weinberg remarks: “One 
of the great values of the Structural Differential is its usefulness as a training device. By looking at 
it and by pointing to it as we talk, we can see that the object is not the event, that words are not the 
things they represent, that inferences are not factual statements… Learning this “is not” pattern of 
evaluation is most important; . . .” (Weinberg 1991, 75) As Korzybski notes: “. . . that the use of the 
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‘is’ of identity, as applied to objective, un-speakable levels, appears invariably structurally false to 
facts and must be entirely abandoned. Whatever we might say a happening ‘is’, it is not.” (Korzybski 
2005, 751; emphasis is by Korzybski) He remarks succinctly in Science and Sanity: “A map is not 
territory.” (Korzybski 2005, 750; emphasis is by Korzybski). Further, as Weinberg remarks:

The verbal level, with its plotting, planning, theorizing, predicting, operates in the final analysis 
for the sake of the non-verbal and not vice versa. This is one reason the general semantics 
assigns more value to this level than to the verbal level. This is not to say that the verbal level 
is valueless—far from it. (Weinberg 1991, 58-59)

This mode of perceiving reality in terms of ‘is-not’ safeguards from mistaking an illusory reality (an 
illusory “is”ness”) for the real, a likely lapse if the limitations of perception, as evident in the process 
of abstraction, are ignored. Korzybski’s extensional method underlines constantly the insufficient 
representation of the object level for the event level, and that of the inferences for the object level. 
Weinberg comments:

In an extensional argument the point at issue is an unanswered question. There is talking, 
theorizing, speculation. but at last someone says: “Let’s set up this experiment. If such and such 
happens we will get an answer to our question.” And they do get an answer acceptable at a date. 
Until new data comes along the question is answered. (Weinberg 1991, 214-215, emphasis is 
by Weinberg)

Furthermore, Weinberg remarks “Arguments involving unanswerable questions are called 
‘intensional’” (Weinberg 1991, 214). Korzybski has referred to extensional devices to avoid the trap 
of the unreal ‘is.’ He adds: “To achieve Extensionalization we utilize what I call ‘extensional devices’: 
1. Indexes 2. Dates 3. Etc. (Working devices) 4. Quotes 5. Hyphens (safety devices)” (Korzybski 
2005, lx) Further, as Weinberg remarks: “These devices make the structure of the language fit the 
structure of reality. As far as proper evaluation is concerned, the three basic characteristics of the 
world around us are that events are infinitely complex, they are changing all the time, and no two 
are identical.” (Weinberg 1991, 45) Further, Irving Lee points out the importance of representing 
differences in language in General Semantics:

No two of anything in this world have been found “identical,” absolutely the same in all respects. 
Similarities are abstracted by neglecting the differences. Too often we discriminate against 
rather than between individuals. Differences must not be obscured by habits of identification. 
Language use must represent both similarities and differences. An infinite-valued orientation 
does not project few values onto facts, but starting with the facts of direct experience makes 
language similar in structure to them. (Lee 1994, 110)  

The principle of non-identity in Korzybski’s perception of extensional reality also appears in J. 
Krishnamurti’s spiritual exploration of the concepts of thought, knowledge and time as an escape 
from the real. The principle of non-identity works in the way J. Krishnamurti approaches the 
“is”ness” of the present moment, which alone is truth. Not unlike Korzybski, J. Krishnamurti also 
warns against identification as an escape from the real. He comments: “Identification, surely, is 
possession, the assertion of ownership; and ownership denies love, does it not? To own is to be 
secure; possession is defence, making oneself invulnerable.” (Krishnamurti COL 1 2018, 6) He 
further says:

To experience, all identification must cease. To experiment, there must be no fear. Fear prevents 
experience. It is fear that makes for identification – identification with another, with a group, 
with an ideology, and so on. (Krishnamurti COL 1 2018, 6) 

J. Krishnamurti rejects any sectarian or religious “constructions” of identity which hinders attaining 
freedom and realization:
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One has to negate the Gita, the Bible, the guru – the whole thing. One has to negate all the 
constructions that thought has put together. One has to wipe all that away and say: I do not 
know; I do not know a thing. One has to say: I will not say a thing I do not know; I will not 
repeat a thing somebody else has said. Then you begin.  (Krishnamurti 1972, 80).

Further, the absolute gap between the silent level and the event level, on the one hand and the 
descriptions and inferences, on the other hand as well implied in Korzybski’s extensional device of 
dating, is coextensive with the way J. Krishnamurti exposes language as a mechanism to repetitively 
construct a past experience as self-consciousness, avoiding the real present: 

It is odd how easily we find substitutes for the real thing, and how contented we are with 
them. The symbol, the word, the image, becomes all-important, and around this symbol we 
build the structure of self-deception, using knowledge to strengthen it; and so experience 
becomes a hindrance to the understanding of the real. We name, not only to communicate, 
but to strengthen experience; this strengthening of experience is self-consciousness, and once 
caught in its process, it is extremely difficult to let go, that is, to go beyond self-consciousness. 
It is essential to die to the experience of yesterday and to the sensations of today, otherwise there 
is repetition; and the repetition of an act, of a ritual, of a word, is vain. In repetition there can be 
no renewal. The death of experience is creation.  (Krishnamurti COL 1 2018, 102)

In this sense, all illusory ideological identities need to be replaced by the act of observation:

 It is important to understand from the very beginning that I am not formulating any philosophy 
or any theological structure of ideas or theological concepts. It seems to me that all ideologies 
are utterly idiotic. What is important is not a philosophy of life but to observe what is actually 
taking place in our daily life, inwardly and outwardly.  (Krishnamurti 2004, 11) 

Identification is perceived as insensitivity also: “Love is vulnerable, pliable, and receptive; it is the 
highest form of sensitivity, and identification makes for insensitivity. Identification and love do not 
go together, for the one destroys the other.” (Krishnamurti COL 1 2018, 6)

Further, for J. Krishnamurti psychological time is illusory and unreal. For Korzybski time binding 
is highly valuable in view of chronological time in extensional reality, and for J. Krishnamurti time 
unbinding is inevitably required in view of psychological time:

There is chronological time and there is psychological time. The chronological is necessary, and 
it is there; but the other is quite a different matter. Cause-effect is said to be a time process, not 
only physically but also psychologically. It is considered that the interval between cause and 
effect is time; but is there an interval? The cause and the effect of a disease may be separated 
by time, which is again chronological; but is there an interval between psychological cause 
and effect? Is not cause-effect a single process? There is no interval between cause and effect. 
Today is the effect of yesterday and the cause of tomorrow; it is one movement, a continuous 
flowing. There is no separation, no distinct line between cause and effect; but inwardly we 
separate them in order to become, to achieve. I am this, and I shall become that. To become 
that I need time – chronological time used for psychological purposes. I am ignorant, but I shall 
become wise. Ignorance becoming wise is only progressive ignorance; for ignorance can never 
become wise, any more than greed can ever become non-greed. Ignorance is the very process 
of becoming.  (Krishnamurti COL 1 2018, 297-298)

For Korzybski time binding is highly valuable in view of chronological time in extensional reality, 
and for J. Krishnamurti time unbinding is inevitably required in view of psychological time. Only a 
flash of insight, allowing time unbinding, leads to self knowledge: 

K: No rules; let’s put it that way; it’s better. This order is not based on rules. This means insight, 
perception, action, order. Then you come to the question, is insight continuous, or is it by 
flashes?
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DB: We went into that, and felt it was a wrong question, so perhaps we can look at it differently. 
It is not time binding.

K: Not time binding. Yes, we agreed on that. So now let’s get a little further. We said, didn’t we, 
that insight is the elimination of the darkness which is the very centre of the self, the darkness 
that self creates? Insight dispels that very centre.  (Krishnamurti 1992, 139)

Further, it is the mind which creates time:

We know time as chronological and psychological growth and becoming. There is the growth of 
the seed into the tree, and there is the process of psychological becoming. Growth is fairly clear, 
so let us put that aside for the time being. Psychological becoming implies time. I am this and I 
shall become that, using time as a passage, as a means; the what has been is becoming the what 
will be. We are very familiar with this process. So thought is time, the thought that has been and 
the thought that will be, the ‘what is’ and the ideal. Thought is the product of time, and without 
the thinking process, time is not. The mind is the maker of time, it is time.  

(Krishnamurti COL 2 2018, 142; emphasis is by J. Krishnamurti)

For J. Krishnamurti, “thought is a material process in the brain.” (Krishnamurti 1992, 118) Further, 
since thought can shape or influence only the past, the known, it is incapable of experiencing, and 
so discovering the real:

The mind moves from the known to the unknown, and it cannot reach out into the unknown. 
You cannot think of something you do not know; it is impossible. What you think about comes 
out of the known, the past, whether that past be remote, or the second that has just gone by. 
This past is thought, shaped and conditioned by many influences, modifying it according to 
circumstances and pressures, but ever remaining a process of time. Thought can only deny or 
assert, it cannot discover or search out the new. Thought cannot come upon the new; but when 
thought is silent, then there may be the new – which is immediately transformed into the old, 
into the experienced, by thought. Thought is ever shaping, modifying, colouring according 
to a pattern of experience. The function of thought is to communicate but not to be in the 
state of experiencing. When experiencing ceases, then thought takes over and terms it within 
the category of the known. Thought cannot penetrate into the unknown, and so it can never 
discover or experience reality.  (Krishnamurti COL 1 2018, 47-48) 

Knowledge is time-bound and it prevents the experience of the unknown, the timeless: “To know 
is to deny the unknown.” (Krishnamurti COL 1 2018, 25) The known offers a habitual convenience 
and a sense of fake security, and hence, its possible loss would lead to fear:

Fear is not of the unknown, but of the loss of the known. The unknown does not incite fear, but 
dependence on the known does. Fear is always with desire, the desire for the more or for the 
less. The mind, with its incessant weaving of patterns, is the maker of time; and with time there 
is fear, hope and death. Hope leads to death. (Krishnamurti COL 2 2018, 129)

Further, the past, and the future as an extension of the past, are the known. Only the present, which 
is unknown, allows a discovery of reality: 

We have our being in the past, our thought is founded upon the past. The past is the known, 
and the response of the past is ever overshadowing the present, the unknown. The unknown is 
not the future, but the present. The future is but the past pushing its way through the uncertain 
present. This gap, this interval, is filled with the intermittent light of knowledge, covering the 
emptiness of the present; but this emptiness holds the miracle of life. (Krishnamurti COL1 
2018, 24)

A shift from the time bound past and the future to an engagement with the present is essential 
for realization:
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In the now is all time, and to understand the now is to be free of time. Becoming is the continuation 
of time, of sorrow. Becoming does not contain being. Being is always in the present, and being 
is the highest form of transformation. Becoming is merely modified continuity, and there is 
radical transformation only in the present, in being. (Krishnamurti COL 1 2018, 4)

The engagement with the present would not mean “self-isolation” or “withdrawal”, but facing 
attentively life in terms of relationships:

Self-knowledge is to be discovered in the action of relationships; and all action is relationship. 
Self-knowledge does not come about through self-isolation, through withdrawal; the denial 
of relationship is death. Death is the ultimate resistance. Resistance, which is suppression, 
substitution or sublimation in any form, is a hindrance to the flow of self-knowledge; but 
resistance is to be discovered in relationship, in action. Resistance, whether negative or positive, 
with its comparisons and justifications, its condemnations and identifications, is the denial of 
‘what is’. ‘What is’ is the implicit; and awareness of the implicit, without any choice, is the 
unfoldment of it. This unfoldment is the beginning of wisdom. (Krishnamurti COL 1 2018, 
52-53)

Consequently, one arrives at the experience of the immensity by realization, not by thought: 

Since that immensity is not born of the process of the mind, then what is it that is aware of it? Is 
the mind as the experiencer aware of it, or is that immensity aware of itself because there is no 
experiencer at all? There was no experiencer when this happened coming down the mountain, 
and yet the awareness of the mind was wholly different, in kind as well as in degree, from that 
which is not measurable. The mind was not functioning; it was alert and passive, and though 
cognizant of the breeze playing among the leaves, there was no movement of any kind within 
itself. There was no observer who measured the observed. There was only that, and that was 
aware of itself without measure. It had no beginning and no word. The mind is aware that it 
cannot capture by experience and word that whichever abides, timeless and immeasurable. 
(Krishnamurti COL 2 2018, 323-324)

In this context, J. Krishnamurti rejects the conventional idea of God, a product of thought and time, 
incapable of offering an experience of the immensity: 

What do you mean by God? We have explained energy and matter, and now you ask what we 
mean by God. I never use the word ‘God’ to indicate something which is not God. What thought 
has invented is not God. Whatever is invented by thought is still within the field of time, within 
the field of the material. (Krishnamurti 1972, 176)

Not unlike J. Krishnamurti’s rejection of the conventional idea of God, Korzybski too finds 
established religions as rather limited in their relevance at present in extensional reality: “Religions 
represent primitive structural rationalizations, or primitive ‘science;’ intended, also, as guides for 
conduct and adjustment, under the structural assumptions of the epoch of their primitive origin.” 
(Korzybski 2005, 556)

Further, the difference between scientific and spiritual discourses need not override their 
meaningful interface. J. Krishnamurti’s biographer Pupul Jayakar notes: 

Speaking to small groups, he had gone deep into the nature of the challenges facing humankind. 
He said that the crisis was of a different dimension to that faced earlier. In these talks in Bombay, 
Krishnaji was penetrating deeply into the nature of the scientific mind and the religious mind; 
the only two minds that could survive in the future. He asked himself, “Can the scientific mind 
with its logic, its investigation into matter, energy, enter into the religious mind?” and answered, 
“When the scientific mind breaks through the limitations of the known – then perhaps it 
approaches the religious mind. (Jayakar 1987, 241)
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Korzybski aims at precisely breaking through the limitations of the known, of knowing through 
the best possible way all that is knowable, acknowledging and remembering clearly what is 
unknowable. In terms of non-identity, Korzybski explores and safeguards from the assumed illusory 
version of the “is”ness of reality, and J. Krishnamurti explores the unknown in the authentic “is”ness 
through realization, transcending the limitations of interrelated thought, knowledge and time. 

Korzybski’s claim that the period of ‘manhood of humanity’ would roughly begin after the First 
World War invited a comment by C. J. Keyser regarding its authenticity in the lecture in Korzybski’s 
Manhood of Humanity, published in 1921:

Korzybski believes that the Great War marks the end of the long period of humanity’s childhood 
and the beginning of humanity’s manhood. This second period, he believes, is to be initiated, 
guided, and characterized by a right understanding of the distinctive nature of Man. Is he over-
enthusiastic? I do not know. Time will tell.” (Keyser 2001, 320)

Keyser left the judgment on this issue to history. The Second World War, in addition to the First 
World War, would certainly weaken humanity’s claim to manhood. But the quest for it must continue 
through science as well as religion. J. Krishnamurti’s comments could relate to science on the way 
of religion: 

The religious mind is not ritualistic. It is capable of thinking precisely, not in terms of the 
negative and positive; therefore, that mind has within it the scientific mind. But the scientific 
mind does not contain the religious mind, because it is based on time, knowledge; it is rooted in 
success and achievement. (Jayakar 1987, 241)  

A judicious use of science and religion both could be a sign of manhood of humanity.
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THE ZEN-BUDDHIST ENLIGHTENMENT AND THE 
“PROCESS OF ABSTRACTION”

GananaTh DaSh

‘Abstraction’ is a characteristic of the human nervous system; it is a physiological-neurological 
activity taking place at the non-verbal level. Whether we are conscious of it or not, our nervous system 
is constantly engaged in abstracting from the vast and unfathomable panorama of ‘events’ stimulated 
by our sense impressions – seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, tasting or thinking, looking inward 
or outward. It appears there is an apparent resemblance between the quintessence of Zen-Buddhist 
‘enlightenment’ process, its concepts of ‘mindfulness’, Sunyata or ‘emptiness’ and Dhyan and 
Korzybski’s notion of the ‘abstracting’ process. Humans abstract from physical objects or situations 
involving the environment. For Korzybski ‘abstraction’ is a multi-ordinal term and has different 
meanings depending on the orders of abstraction. It implies “selecting, picking out, summarizing, 
deducing, removing, omitting, disengaging, taking away, (and) stripping” etc. (Science and Sanity: 
379) As a mental process, it is correlated to ‘intuition’ and the ‘integrating’ and ‘evaluating’ practice 
of the human, which makes him a ‘time-binder’ and differentiates him from animals. Korzybski also 
speaks about different orders of abstraction, from lower to higher, which leads from non-verbal to 
verbal, from naming, labeling, inferring, describing, categorizing, theorizing or concluding to the 
higher philosophical and metaphysical level on any aspect of sensory activity, feeling or impression 
or thought. Zen ‘Enlightenment’ refers to the process of awakening and realization, attaining Nirvana 
or Satori (Wu in Chinese). Its goal is to get freedom from Sansara i.e. from the conditioned existence 
or Dukkha. It is interested in a kind of “radical intuitionism” and holds that “thinking and sensing 
live, move, and have their being within the vital medium of intuition.” It “seeks the concrete and the 
simple, life beyond the snarled tangles of intellectualism… (and) use them only to go beyond them.” 
(Barrett: xvi-xvii) As a unique experience Zen is non-verbal in character and is inaccessible to the 
purely scholarly and intellectual approach. The paper is an attempt to bring the two – the practices 
and procedures of Zen illumination and the ‘abstracting’ process propounded by Alfred Korzybski 
using his ‘Structural Differential’ model – for an understanding of the unique Zen experience. We 
will discuss how the Zen progression of illumination or enlightenment or attainment of Satori is also 
a kind of abstraction of the mental process which Zen would call “seeing through the third eye.”

Since Zen is an offshoot of Buddhism, we shall make a brief reference to the Buddhist ideas 
before bringing in Zen for an elaborate study. This will help us put Zen in the proper perspective. We 
can look at the response of a Buddhist woman to the reality of her existence, to begin with. A poem 
by Nanduttara, one of the theries (enlightened women) - translated by Charles Hallisey from Pali 
and compiled by the Harvard University Press in 2015 as Therigatha: Poems of the First Buddhist 
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Women, - records the unique experience of the woman who undergoes a psychological-spiritual 
transformation by forsaking kamana or desire:

I honoured fire, the moon and the sun, and gods,
At the ford in the river, I went down into water.
Undertaking many vows, I shaved half my head,
I made a bed on the ground; I didn’t enjoy food at night.
Vexed as I was by the urge for sex,
I would do this body a favour
With baths and massages,
And delight in jewellery and finery.
Then confident, I went forth to homelessness.
Once I saw the body as it was, the urge for sex was no more,
All existences are cut off, wants and aspirations too,
Every tie untied, I have attained peace of mind. (Therigatha: 57)

The theries’ ‘song of experience’ called Udana or ‘inspired utterance’ about the joy of being free 
from desire or bondage and the realization of the impermanence of the body bring contentment in 
the knowledge that they won’t be born again. This is perhaps the essence of Buddhist teaching – to 
be free from bondage, mundane desires and worldly existence (Dukkha). For the Buddhists, the 
journey (the process of realization here) itself is more important than reaching the end (goal).

About two thousand and five hundred years ago Sidhartha Gautam attained Enlightenment or 
Buddhahood (Nirvana) under the Pipal tree in Bodh Gaya and moved from place to place to teach 
and spread his unique experience among the masses. Very soon he had his followers spread over 
almost the whole of India; the stone-carvings in remote parts of the country are a witness to it. 
Buddhism as a cult and life-force was divided into different sects after the death of the Buddha - The 
Mahayan, Vajrayana, and Tiruvada etc. – and spread to Sinhala, Burma, South-East Asia and beyond 
the Himalayas to China, Japan, Tibet and Cambodia etc. Today Buddhism is the world’s fourth 
largest religion with more than five hundred million followers all over the world.

The Buddha’s teaching enshrined in his ‘Four-fold Noble Truths’, ‘Twelve-fold Chain of 
Causation’, ‘The Enlightened Path of Righteous Living’, the ‘Doctrine of Non-Ego’ (Anatman) 
and ‘Nirvana’ and above all his life-experiences inspired people in different countries. In China 
and Japan it came to be known as Chan or Zen and gained significance during 6th to 13th Century 
AD. In fact Chan/Zen-Buddhism as a religious-philosophical movement was introduced in China 
by Bodhi-Dharma in the 6th century AD. Subsequently it was accelerated by Hui-neng in the 7th 
and 8th centuries and reached height of its progress during the Sung Dynasty between 10th and 13th 
centuries. (Suzuki: 9-13) Teachings of Zen ingrained in the content of their literature are presented 
from psychological, philosophical and practical points of view. Living experiences, Zen teachers 
believe, ought to be told in a living language and not in worn-out images and concepts. While the 
Mahayana scriptures depicted the Buddha as a magician, as supernatural, the Zen believed in the 
down-to-earth living experiences. The Indian mind is visionary and speculative, and the Chinese are 
practical, children of earthly life as they are believed to be; this aspect has had a great influence in 
shaping the Zen credo in early years. Perhaps Zen was also influenced by the Confucian idea that 
superior man ought not to talk about miracles, wonders and supernaturalism. Zen is often marked by 
violence and crudeness; it is extraordinary in its outward features and strange ways of presenting the 
view-point. However, Zen belongs to the general system of Buddhism.

It is felt necessary to discuss some key ideas/beliefs of Buddhism to put Zen in the right perspective 
as Zen can be best understood by revisiting the core principles of Buddhism out of which Zen grew 
and expanded in later years. Buddhism emphasizes denial of a supreme god or deity; rather focuses 
on regular practices towards achieving enlightenment or a state of inner peace and wisdom, the 
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level that they achieve and experience nirvana like the woman (thery) attaining it in the poem stated 
above. They attain enlightenment by adhering to the triple discipline of morality (Sila), meditation 
(Dhyana) and wisdom or knowledge (Prajna). They embrace the concepts of karma, i.e. the law of 
cause and effect and reincarnation, the continuous cycle of birth as a natural law of the universe. 
They can worship in temples or in their homes but have to avoid self-indulgence and follow a code 
of conduct including celibacy. To many scholars, Buddhism instead of being an organised religion is 
rather ‘a way of life’, an ideal ‘spiritual tradition’. Buddhists consider attachment or craving (trishna) 
as the root of suffering or dukhha. The Mahayana Buddhists that influenced Zen later added a few 
concepts to the original ideologies. Suzuki brings out some of them that have a resemblance with the 
Zen credo: ‘If anything is worth doing, do it with all your heart’; ‘A jug fills drop by drop’; ‘Better 
than a thousand hollow words, is one word that brings peace’; ‘Hatred does not end through hatred 
at any time rather it ceases through love.’ (In Barrett: 40-43) To the Buddhists it is an irreversible 
law that ‘If you know the power of giving, you would not let a single meal pass without sharing it 
in some way’; ‘People with opinions just go around bothering each other’. Buddhism as a ‘belief 
system’ adopts a humane approach and advocates tolerance; it emphasizes understanding of one’s 
‘basic connectedness’ with other human beings and society at large. (Duncan: 101-02) Perhaps it 
has answers to many of the problems of a materialistic and consumerist society as ours, particularly 
in its understanding of the consciousness, the human mind, the natural therapies and the purpose of 
our existence. It is also scientific in its approach. We may call it a ‘faith-philosophy’ as its ‘belief-
system’ is based on understanding rather than blind following of a creed.

Buddhism characteristically describes reality in terms of process and relation rather than entity 
or substance, almost in the Einsteinean-Korzybskian way. We confuse our perceptions of reality 
and then act according to our “mistaken assumptions.” According to the Buddhist epistemology, 
our perceptions of reality are often erroneous because they are distorted by our self-interest and 
prejudices and bias. Often one sees what one intends to see. We also project our ‘preconceived’ ideas 
and thoughts (meaning) to the ‘unspeakable’ reality level. This is also how Korzybski analyses the 
ineluctable reality that he calls ‘event’. The Buddha believed that in the absence of enlightenment 
our desires and aversions blur the way we process the sensory data. He in fact asked his followers 
not to believe in things simply because they hear it or it is part of the tradition or it comes from their 
masters but to investigate by themselves - to verify, to test and experience before accepting his word 
as true or false. After all reality is an illusion or maya, reminiscent of Vedic Mayavad. Even Einstein 
is attributed to have considered ‘Reality is an illusion’ and a ‘persistent one’. The analysis of the 
Buddhist notion of reality by Karma Lekshe Tsomo is very significant:

 …reality is ambiguous and acknowledging the ambiguous nature of reality helps us to erode 
the fixed views of the world that can entrap us and open the mind to new realms of thought 
and experience. A certain survival instinct may impel us to grasp at certainties, but the world is 
actually far less predictable than our minds would have it. As we open our eyes and let go of the 
obsessive fear and acquisitiveness with which we normally construct a seemingly secure and 
even rigid, view of the world, new vistas will open for us.

(“Being Buddhist”; In Arvind Sharma Ed: 63) 

These ‘new vistas’ may refer to stages of enlightenment or Korzybski’s ‘higher orders of abstraction’. 
The Buddha (also the Zen Masters later) wanted his followers not to be swayed by the ‘survival 
instincts’; rather to engage with the world meaningfully. It puts the onus of the responsibility on 
the followers/believers for their own actions and understanding. Einstein speaking in a different 
context puts it as “Look deep into nature, and then you will understand everything better.” In a way 
Buddhism is a very practical and pragmatic way of looking into ‘Reality’ and our psychological and 
existential problems – doing is more important than knowing or seeing or saying, an approach that 
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Korzybski seeks to adopt for mankind in his Manhood of Humanity (1921) and Science and Sanity 
(1933) to bring ‘sanity’ in the world. Should not we call the Buddhist approach to reality scientific?

Zen Buddhism is based on the technique of meditation or ‘Dhyan’. In China the Sanskrit term 
Dhyan became Chan. Later when this school of Buddhism reached Japan, the term Chan became 
Zen. Zen meditation is called Zazen. One sits either in lotus position or on knees and introspects 
on Zen Koans which are like small riddles: ‘hearing the sound of one hand’, ‘passing through the 
gate-less gate’, ‘what was the face of your father before you were born’ and so on (Watts: 182-
183). Paradoxical questions are posed to move the mind from duality. Zen emphasizes rigorous 
meditation-practice, observing the breath to get insight into Buddha-nature, and the personal 
expression of this insight in daily life, especially for the benefit of others. As such, it does not focus 
on mere knowledge of sutras and doctrine, rather favours direct understanding through Zazen and 
often through interaction with an accomplished teacher. In the Soto school of Zen, meditation with 
no objects, anchors, or content, are the primary form of practice. The meditating student strives to be 
aware of the stream of thoughts, allowing them to arise and pass away without interference. Close to 
the Koans are the uses of parables: Three monks are observing a banner waving in the wind. The first 
states: ‘Banner moves.’ The second: ‘Wind moves.’ The third: ‘Mind moves.’ The objective of such 
practices is to encourage ‘focused thinking’ to approach reality. However, because of the various 
mystical connotations associated with Koans or parables, they are often misunderstood. (For a 
detailed discussion and examples of Zen Koans, parables and poems and Zazen see Alan Watts’s Way 
of Zen and D. T. Suzuki’s Zen Doctrine of No Mind.) In such practices the Zen saw reality without 
predisposition/bias or fear of death, misbegotten hopes, and impossible dreams. The character of Zen 
Buddhism is the practice of meditation towards the goal of Awakening. While Theravada Buddhism 
of which Ambedkar was a chief exponent relied on the wisdom of the elders, the Pali Canon and 
traditional meditative practices, Zen drew its inspiration from the ‘Flower Sermon’ of the Buddha 
in which only Mahakasyapa was smiling after the wordless sermon by the master. It symbolises 
that some parts of Dhamma (Dharma) are ineffable and unspeakable in nature. Philosophers of 
language warn us against the limitations of word or language and the danger of thinking in verbal 
terms or forcing language into the infinite and ungraspable happenings and ‘events’. It is beyond 
human capacity to know ‘what is going on’ (WIGO) there, to borrow a Korzybskian idea about the 
‘event’ level. The ‘Flower Sermon’ can only to be experienced or grasped or felt or realised ‘silently’ 
but cannot be expressed in words. Perhaps that is the reason why the quintessence of the Buddha’s 
sermon is ‘wordless’. When we firmly take hold of words and indulge in ‘languaging’, we limit 
ourselves in various ways; it may land us in untold miseries – misunderstanding, misinterpretation 
and confusion etc. To avoid such confusion, Wittgenstein would put it as “Whereof one cannot 
speak, thereof one must be silent”. (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 7: 90) Zen Masters are aware of 
dangers lurking behind ‘naming’ or ‘languaging’; and so they significantly resort to the ‘silent mode 
of communication’ as a method of teaching.

Zen is based on the idea that ‘No Dhamma (Dharma) is definitive’, anything you say won’t 
actually be Dhamma, and that it is impossible to teach Dhamma. They teach just to awaken to 
Dhamma using one’s own intuition. The Buddha used to talk about the six senses, the Zen admits 
a third eye like Shankara’s trinetra, the ‘intuition’ that they use to view the permanence in the 
impermanence and delve deep into sunyata or emptiness. Zen also believes that there isn’t anything 
that exists – including all matter and emphasizes nothingness/emptiness, so you can’t learn from a 
Master in Zen Buddhism, as they believe higher Dhamma is not teachable. It can only be realized. 
In this context Suzuki refers to the expressions of Hui-neng, a Zen Master – “non-discriminating 
Prajna,” “to be free from affections,” “from the first not a thing is” – as the fountain head of Zen 
experience. (55)

The Zen system is a state of spiritual release marked by ‘emptiness’ or sunyata and realisation 
of non-self or anatta. As all living beings and phenomena are devoid of any Svabhava (essence) or 
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self-nature, there is nothing that one can see. This aspect is elaborated by Nagarjuna, often called the 
second Buddha, in his concepts of Prateetya samutpada and sunyata. (Sharma: 109) Sharma refers to 
Nagarjuna’s views that consider that “nothing has its own nature” and that things are svabhasunya, i.e. 
empty by nature. He relates it to Gad Harowitz’s analysis of Radical General Semantics that claims 
that “things, beings, shelves do not exist inherently.” They are all empty (sunya) as “everything is 
dependently originating in the world.” (Sharma: 110) According to Nagarjuna, a radical skeptic, 
thought entirely fails to reach reality and that we cannot form any adequate conception about the 
world or reality. Our verbal construction, like we saw in Wittgenstein’s statement above, is also 
inadequate. “Where the reach of thoughts turns back, language turns back. The nature of things 
(Dharmata) is, like nirvana without origin, without decay.” (Wagner in Joas Ed: 42) Nagarjuna’s 
philosophy of emptiness and the way we experience reality and also our relation to the world 
can help us comprehend Zen-Buddhism. Hui-neng uses the term ‘Buddha-nature’ of the Nirvana 
Sutra in the Mahayana writings for ‘self-nature’. Suzuki describes this self-nature in terms of the 
Pragnaparamita as Suchness (Tathata) and Emptiness (Sunyata). He elaborates it further that gives 
us an insight into understanding the Zen concepts of Emptiness and Suchness:

Suchness means the Absolute, something which is not subject to laws of relativity, and therefore 
which cannot be grasped by means of form. Suchness is thus formlessness. In Buddhism, 
form (rupa) stands against no-form (arupa), which is the unconditioned. This unconditioned, 
formless, and consequently unattainable is Emptiness (Sunyata). Emptiness is not a negative 
idea, nor does it mean mere privation, but as it is not in the realm of names and forms it is called 
emptiness, or nothingness, or the Void. Emptiness is thus unattainable. “Unattainable” means 
to be beyond perception, beyond grasping, for emptiness is on the other side of being and non-
being. All our relative knowledge is concerned with dualities. But if emptiness is absolutely 
beyond all human attempts to take hold of in any sense whatever it has no value for us; it does 
not come into the sphere of human interest; it is really non-existent, and we have nothing to do 
with it. But the truth is otherwise. Emptiness constantly foils within our reach; it is always with 
us and in us, and conditions all our knowledge, all our deeds, and is our life itself. It is only 
when we attempt to pick it up and hold it forth as something before our eyes that it eludes us, 
frustrates all our efforts, and vanishes like vapour. We are ever lured towards it, but it proves a 
will-of-the- wisp.  (Suzuki: 59)

Our senses cannot reach emptiness; it eludes our grasp and remains beyond our intellectual 
and literary purview. It critiques the mainstream idea of dhatu bad i.e. assuming things have 
substantiality, the ideas that are out of tune with the concept of emptiness or ‘Sunyata’ and non-self 
and conditioned arising. While the Rinzai school of Zen favoured meditating on the Koan, the Soto 
school focused more on just-sitting and meditating. The essence of Zen is an attempt to understand 
the meaning of life directly, discover truth without being misled by thought or language. Hung-jen 
and his school focused on the quietist, ‘dust-wiping’ and ‘purity-gazing’ type of meditation that 
emphasizes gazing ‘at the pure nothingness’. Suzuki puts it succinctly:

When mind, thoroughly understanding the emptiness of things, faces all forms, it at once 
realizes their emptiness. With it emptiness is there all the time whether it discriminates or 
not…. All things in their self-nature are empty, and wherever we go we find this emptiness… 
no attachment takes place and on account of this non-attachment there is a simultaneous use of 
Dhyana and Prajna.  (In Barrett: 217)

Zen Masters use rigorous exercises of the mind to train their disciples towards maturing of their 
consciousness. The first step is to control minds through meditation and other techniques that involve 
mind and body; to give up logical thinking and evade getting trapped in a spider’s web of words. 
Often teaching is communicated directly from master to pupil, sometimes even physical violence 
is used to stop the student intellectualizing or getting stuck in some other way, any philosophical 
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thought or intellectual endeavour. The Zen Masters usually give the examples of the mirror and the 
sun and compare them with the functioning of the mind. The reflection of the mirror is never affected 
or obscured; the brightness of the sun never changes because that which is free from affections knows 
no change in all conditions. Zen practices are aimed at taking the rational and intellectual ‘mind’ out 
of the mental loop, so that the students can become more aware and realise their own Buddha-nature 
by the way they live. Such ideas contradict the Western thought that divides reality along intellectual 
lines and particularly that of Plato and Aristotle who considered reason and rationality as the centre 
of personal identity.

The Zen process of attaining nirvana or satori as a gradual and verifying process of grasping and 
understanding reality may be compared with Alfred Korzybski’s idea of the ‘Abstracting Process’. It 
may be necessary to bring out the essential features of Zen for our understanding of the ‘Abstracting 
Process’. The essence of Zen Buddhism is achieving enlightenment by seeing one’s original mind 
or original nature directly without the intervention of the intellect. It is like putting one’s whole 
mental strength into the task with ‘great faith’, ‘great resolution’, ‘great spirit of enquiry’ to see into 
one’s self-nature. Suzuki would call it, “state of oneness” or “state of fixation.” (In Barrett: 168-69) 
Korzybski considered the human factor as mental, moral and psychological and went further to say 
in his Manhood of Humanity that “Every human has to be conceived in the mind first, the engineering 
of an idea toward a complete realisation.” Against the background of Plato’s intellectualism and 
Nietzsche’s ‘will to power’, D H Lawrence in one of his essays talked about ‘mindlessness’ or 
‘becoming mindless’, a grasping intuition of ‘no-mind’ that Zen Buddhism elaborated in its practices 
long before. Zen emphasizes intuitive understanding rather than philosophizing. It is concerned 
with ‘things as they are’ rather than what we think or feel about what it is with our interpretation 
of them, labeling them. It points to something before thinking, before all ideas of self-knowledge. 
Zen believes that to be a human being is to be a Buddha and Buddha-nature is just another name for 
human nature - true human nature simply to be completely alive. The Zen technique of externalizing 
life is an attempt to seek the concrete and the simple. Zen tries to free the mind from the slavery of 
words and the constriction of logic. Wordsworth, in one of his poems said, “We murder to dissect.” 
For Zen “One picture is worth a thousand words.” (Barrett: vii) Some Zen scholars – Suzuki and 
Watts for example – even refer to Wittgenstein’s ‘picture theory’ as relevant to their practices. In fact 
we lose the essence of anything in our attempt to name it, label it or classify it. Long before Alfred 
Korzybski developed General Semantics as a system-discipline, Bacon significantly warned against 
‘the tyranny of words’: “Words still manifestly force the understanding, throw everything into 
confusion and lead mankind into vain and innumerable controversies and fallacies.” Zen meditation 
means simply being – not judging, not thinking, just being aware and at peace and living each 
moment as it unfolds. It involves avoiding what they call ‘duality’ of the body and mind, rather 
taking body-mind, space-time, subject-object, emotion-intellect etc. as a single entity of ‘Sunyata’ 
or ‘emptiness’. Anyone who has looked at the sunset or sunrise or a piece of beautiful painting and 
felt calm and inner joy, while their mind becomes clear and their perception sharpens, has had a taste 
of the realm of the mysterious. We could call it creative like the blooming of a flower. In The World 
as I see It Einstein notably says: “The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious. It is 
the fundamental emotion that stands at the cradle of true art and true science.” This experience of the 
‘event’ / happening, nature or art or science, is inexplicable; puzzling and mystifying. Zen believes 
that the mental states we experience are the key to everything in our lives, this is revealed in the 
lines from Zen scriptures: “All that we are, is the result of what we have thought: it is founded on 
our thoughts, it is made up of our thoughts.” The realm of their meditation comprises mental states 
such as calmness, concentration and one-pointedness which comprise the six forces such as hearing, 
pondering, mindfulness, awareness, effort and intimacy. It turns one’s awareness away from the 
world of activity that usually preoccupies us to our thoughts, feelings and perceptions.
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A significant aspect of Zen meditation is that the Zen practitioners try to be completely conscious 
in the activity of any particular moment to the extent that they are one with what they are doing; when 
they work, they only work; when they eat they focus totally on the food and on the act of eating. Zen 
practice is to realise that thoughts are a natural faculty of mind and should not be stopped, ignored, 
or rejected. Instead, thinking, especially discursive thinking, is to be acknowledged but then put to 
one side so that the mind is not carried away by worries, anxieties, and endless hopes and fears. Zen 
practice is a special transmission outside the scriptures, not relying on words or letters; pointing 
directly to the human mind; for them seeing true nature is becoming a Buddha.

The Zen view that all life and existence is based on a kind of dynamic emptiness is now supported 
by modern science, which sees phenomena at a sub-atomic level popping in and out of existence in 
quantum froth. A fundamental sense of reality that both Zen and Quantum physics shares is ‘relation’ 
and ‘process’, i.e. individual particles exist only in relation with others, in life-situations we cannot 
control what happens in life but we have total control over how we respond / react to it. (Refer to 
Korzybski’s discussion on this aspect of reality in his Science and Sanity: Pp. 161-170)

D. T. Suzuki and the German Protestant theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher and also American 
philosopher William James identify irrational intuition and feeling that we find in Zen Buddhism in 
its identification of anatta or complete emptiness or nothingness with nirvana, a non-dualistic ‘pure 
experience’ as overcoming dualism inherent in empiricism. Korzybski called this non-dualistic 
nature of the happening or ‘event’ or ‘phenomena’ a part of the ‘process’ that cannot be divided using 
elementalistic terms or intellectual verbosity. Look at anything closely enough – even a rock or a 
table – and we see that it is an event, not a thing. Everything is, in truth, happening. He used the term 
‘an-organism-as-a-whole-in-an-environment’ to express the non-dualistic and non-divisible nature 
of the phenomena of the world. Walt Whitman’s summary statement in Leaves of Grass, ‘it contains 
multitudes’ could also be noteworthy here in our understanding of the Zen concept of ‘non-duality’ 
and all-inclusiveness. Suzuki cites the episodes of spiritual awakening depicted in Zen practices 
as proof of humankind’s ability to suddenly break through the boundaries of common, everyday, 
logical thought to achieve a non-dualistic pure experience in which distinctions such as self/other 
and right/wrong etc. disappear. He characterizes this experience as an expression of the irrational 
intuition that underlies all religions and all acts of artistic creation, regardless of culture or historical 
period. Zen for him is more than a form of Buddhism; it is ‘a religion of will power’. (In Barrett: 
311-12) In popular culture it is a ‘spontaneous’ or ‘free-form’ activity today.

The emphasis on the present moment is perhaps Zen’s most distinctive characteristic. In our 
relationship with time we compulsively pick over the past in order to learn lessons from it, and 
then project into a hypothetical future in which those lessons can be applied. Korzybski called it the 
‘time-binding’ nature of man. Zen, on the other hand, is about reclaiming and expanding the present 
moment. Significantly Sapir-Whorf in their study of Hopi Language found that it does not have a 
past, present and future distinctly marked, rather a continuity of the present; it has no reference to 
‘time’, either implicit or explicit. (Carroll Ed: 57-64) Life exists in the present or nowhere at all, 
and if you cannot grasp it, you are simply living a fantasy. The East Mountain School adopted a 
method named “Maintaining the one without wavering” - the one being the nature of mind. In this 
practice, one turns the attention from the objects of experience to the nature of mind, the perceiving 
subject itself, which is equated with the Buddha-nature. This type of meditation, Suzuki explains, 
resembles the methods of virtually all schools of Mahayana Buddhism, but differs in that no 
preparatory requirements, no moral prerequisites or preliminary exercises are given, and is without 
steps or gradations. One concentrates, understands, and is enlightened, all in one undifferentiated 
practice. The Zen student’s mastery of a given Koan is presented to the teacher in a private interview. 
While there is no unique answer to a Koan, practitioners are expected to demonstrate their spiritual 
understanding through their responses. The teacher may approve or disapprove of the answer and 
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guide the student in the right direction. However, the interaction with a teacher is central in Zen. 
Koan - inquiry may be practiced during zazen (sitting meditation) or kinhin (walking meditation) 
in the midst of all the activities of daily life. The objective of the practice is often termed kensho 
i.e. seeing one’s true nature, and is to be followed by further practice to attain a natural, effortless, 
down-to-earth state of being, the ‘ultimate liberation’, ‘knowing without any kind of defilement’. 
That nothing is a given and, since everything is uncertain, we must put together a world view 
that might fit roughly with the facts, but is never anything other than a guess, a working fiction. 
Korzybski called it the map-territory dichotomy; the process of mapping is unending as we move 
in the ladder of abstraction further and further. This, too, is a typical Zen understanding that life 
cannot be described; only experienced. Trying to see all of life at once is like trying ‘to explore a 
vast cave with a box of matches’. Master Tokushan, a Zen Master rightly says: “It is like a mosquito 
trying to bite into an iron bull.” The riddles, or Koans, that Zen thinkers speak in are intended to 
trip you up and make you realise how inadequate words - either spoken or inner dialogue - are in 
making sense. (Barrett: xxii) Zen is indicative or suggestive; it is not descriptive; it does not appeal 
to circumlocution, nor does it generalise. It always deals with facts, concrete and tangible. These 
aspects corroborate the views of Korzybski. Zen emphasises intuition and Mushin, that is, an empty 
mind, over planning and thought. The ideal is that your mind can be unblocked from Maya, which 
could mean both illusion and play and thus acquire a kind of resonance or instant reflection, or 
Munen, which translates awkwardly as now/mind/heart in Chinese. Zen is an experience, actual and 
personal, and not knowledge to be gained by analysis or comparison. Enlightenment or Satori or 
attaining Buddhahood in Zen terms relate to the opening or awakening of the third eye or spiritual 
eye or intuition. A popular Koan used by the Zen masters to the question ‘what is Zen?’ explains 
its suggestiveness and exclusivity. “When water is scooped up in the hands, the moon is reflected 
in them, when flowers are handled, the scent soaks into the robe.” (Barrett: xii) The first principle 
of Zen, voiced by the philosopher Lao Tzu, states: ‘those who know don’t say, and those who say 
don’t know’; ‘He who seeks to persuade does not convince.’ Zen as an abstraction of experience is 
like looking in awe at the mysteries when one fails to name it. All mystical experiences - religious or 
aesthetic or otherwise - are pure and beyond the power of the analytical capacity of the human mind 
to grasp. It is more than an aesthetic appreciation of a work of art or beauty of nature in its bounty. 
Lo! Here is ‘Nature’ herself manifesting her mystery and profundity, her ‘infinite variety’, revealing 
the ‘sun and the rains’ simultaneously, and challenging us to abstract further and further to imbue her 
with meaning, a name and character and we fail repeatedly!
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Abstract: The fostering of humaneness, of which sympathy and altruistic behavior are the
primary components, is not just a moral exhortation by some of our greatest icons—Buddha,
Nanak, Kabir, Gandhi, Tagore come immediately to mind—but also an empirical fact.
Research in neurosciences suggests that humaneness may be wired into our brains, with
beneficial effects that extend beyond psychological well-being to improved physical health
and longer life span. It is also true that our humaneness has to struggle against the
powerful forces of desire, aggression and narcissism that, too, are as deeply rooted in the
human psyche as humaneness, and to which they pose an unceasing threat all through the
life cycle. The talk is a detailed exploration of what makes us human before it analyzes the
nature and strength of the ‘enemy’ and then suggests some counter measures that can help
in fostering humaneness.



CULTURAL NARRATIVES OF EPIDEMIC: 
ANANTHAMURTHY’S SAMSKARA

DiliP KumaR DaS

Let us begin with the question: why must we tell the story of epidemic? We experience epidemics, 
first of all, as events in the human world – that is, they ‘happen’ to us and unfold in time and space. 
They are events that elicit practical and symbolic calls to action: we try to contain their spread; we 
try to interpret their meanings or what they portend. They are, finally, events that we plot, in terms 
of three stages: as historian Charles Rosenberg explains, these are (i) outbreak, (ii) crisis and (iii) 
resolution: “Epidemics start at a moment in time, proceed on a stage limited in space and duration, 
follow a plot line of increasing and revelatory tension, move to a crisis of individual and collective 
character, then drift toward closure” (Rosenberg, 2). It is this three-fold structure of the way we 
experience and understand epidemics as a relation of event, action and plot, that makes narrative the 
most suitable genre for representing them. 

Next, what kinds of narrative do we use to tell the story of an epidemic? I think there are 
broadly two biomedical narratives that record its unfolding in terms of temporal stages and spatial 
distributions, degrees of risk and rates of morbidity and mortality; and cultural narratives that seek to 
uncover its import. By ‘biomedical narratives’ I refer to epidemiological accounts, and by ‘cultural’ 
I mean literary works, popular myths, films and media stories etc. The former recounts epidemic as 
a set of objective facts and the latter as subjective perceptions and values. Of course, this is only a 
conceptual distinction: actual narratives may include both, since we experience epidemics on both 
levels. That is, they are events that are empirically studied and simultaneously apprehended through 
emotions like fear, uncertainty, desperation and hope. To rephrase philosopher Henri Atlan, “how 
can scientific objectivity be comfortable with objects of [knowledge] from which subjectivity cannot 
be banished?” (Atlan, 201). Biomedical accounts, nevertheless, tend to suppress the subjective 
experience of epidemic, which cultural narratives emphasize. For various reasons, it is necessary for 
us to access this subjective experience. Medical anthropologists make a distinction between curing 
and healing: curing involves the body, while healing involves the whole person. Cultural narratives 
are about healing the trauma of epidemic, a trauma that is at once corporal and moral, personal and 
collective, and not reducible to the body. Cultural narratives are also about the way we understand 
epidemics as social events, which lives are grievable and which are inconsequential, who is to be 
blamed and who absolved – questions, in other words, that concern the stigmatization of those 
we cast outside society. Epidemic is typically understood as a sign of disorder, and we look for 
scapegoats to resolve the moral problem it poses.

Let me now turn to the text I wish to discuss, U.R. Ananthamurthy’s novel Samskara, which is 
set in a time of bubonic plague. It opens with a death in the Brahmin community of Durvasapura, a 
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fictional village in what is now Karnataka. Naranappa has repudiated his community’s caste norms, 
by consuming meat and alcohol, living with a low-caste woman, and befriending Muslims. Who shall 
cremate him, and how should the rites be performed? Is Naranappa any longer a Brahmin, and can 
one cremate him without losing caste purity? In this crisis, the community turns to Praneshacharya, 
its moral leader and an expert on the Shastras, to provide a direction.

In an essay on Samskara’s genesis, Ananthamurthy recalls an event that happened in his 
childhood, and which shaped the idea of the novel. Plague broke out in his native village, and only 
low-caste people died because the doctor did not inoculate them: “something in me,” he writes, 
“was stirred against all these superstitious beliefs” (“How I Wrote Samskara:” 69). The doctor, 
presumably upper-caste, acted according to caste norms. The story of Naranappa’s death unfolds 
in two contexts: the crisis of caste and the crisis of epidemic disease. How do these converge in the 
narrative, and what meanings does this convergence produce?

First, Samskara is not about an abstract code of ethics, but its concretization in the body. 
Throughout, it is the body that is in focus – its state of purity or impurity, its beauty or ugliness, 
health or disease, its desires and their renunciation. It opens with the congenitally invalid body 
of Bhagirathi, Praneshacharya’s wife, for whose sake he has renounced sex. There are accounts 
of the deformed body of Lakshmanacharya (Samskara: 6), the sexuality of the low-caste women 
Chandri and Belli and, in contrast, the barrenness of Brahmin wives with their sagging breasts 
(Samskara: 39). At its centre is the dead and rotting body of Naranappa, as the community waits for 
Praneshacharya to decide on its cremation, and Praneshacharya’s ethical crisis when he succumbs 
to bodily temptation and has sex with Chandri, Naranappa’s concubine. Samskara is about the 
embodiment of abstract cultural norms, the samskara of the Brahmin community, and the dis-ease 
that results when the body fails in fulfilling it. 

The plague-stricken village forms the symbolic landscape of this dis-ease. This is the second 
point I wish to make. Curiously, for a novel in which a plague epidemic serves as backdrop of action, 
the word “plague” does not appear till almost two-thirds of its length. Instead, we have recurrent 
signs of its coming. Right at the beginning, Chandri tells Praneshacharya that Naranappa had fever 
and a lump on his side, soon after he returned from Shivamogge. About ten pages later Dasacharya 
reports it to Manjayya of Parijatapura, who recalls the outbreak of plague in Shivamogge but is 
scared to utter the word. Then, in the low-caste hutments outside the village Pilla and his wife die, 
rats begin to appear and die all over the village, and vultures gather to eat them. The Brahmins beat 
gongs and blow conches to drive away the vultures but they keep returning. People begin to die 
of fever and buboes, first Dasacharya, then Bhagirathi, Belli’s parents, Chandri’s parents, and the 
infection spreads. The function of this analeptic narration is to delay the report of epidemic till it 
reaches a critical stage, when it begins to acquire a dense signification. 

What are the meanings attributed to the epidemic? The low-caste community sees it as a sign of 
demonic visitation, which only the shaman can decipher and exorcise (Samskara: 36). Belli says that 
Pilla and his wife were “struck by a demon or something” (Samskara: 35), and Chandri’s parents 
are “trodden all over by the Demon” (Samskara: 51). For the Brahmins, the rats, vultures and the 
succession of deaths are a sign of collective pollution, “as if nothing in lives to come would wash the 
filth of their day” (Samskara: 53). “Their very life-breaths quaked, as if the agrahara had suddenly 
emptied itself into a desolate forest, as if the protecting gods had left them to their own devices” 
(Samskara: 65). The Brahmins believe that “these disasters were due to Naranappa’s untimely death 
and [their] dereliction of duty in not performing his final rites” (Samskara: 89). The epidemic, which 
has broken out dramatically, now comes to signify a cosmological disorder that can be remedied 
only by the performance of a rite of expiation. But who should perform it, risking ritual impurity, 
and where should the direction be sought?

The idea of epidemic as cosmological disorder is an important element in the cultural imaginary 
of disease in India, where there are diverse traditions of disease goddess worship. Thus, smallpox 
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has been associated with Sitala in the north, west and east, and Mariamma in the south; cholera has 
been associated with Ola Bibi of the Muslims and Ola Chandi of the Hindus in Bengal; when plague 
appeared in the Bombay Presidency in the 1890s, it was assigned a new deity called Bombai-mai in 
Gaya and Uramma in Karnataka; and there are media reports now of Corona Devi worship in parts of 
UP, Bihar, West Bengal and Assam. In Tribal Myths of Orissa, Verrier Elwin records tales of demon 
affliction and shamanism among indigenous communities (Elwin, 484-503). What is common to 
these traditions is the mythic view of disease as a disorder of both body and cosmos. By ‘cosmos’ 
I mean what anthropologists Andrew Strathern and Pamela Stewart define as “the whole world 
as inhabited by people and apprehended by them, including the life-worlds of spirits and deities” 
(Strathern and Stewart: 69). It includes the community’s relations with the natural and supernatural 
worlds, social relationships and their hierarchies, and the norms governing them. Another word for 
it would be ‘ethos’, which refers to both customs and accustomed place. Since epidemic signifies its 
disruption, remedy involves the performance of rituals to heal and to restore the order. This mythic 
view is in contrast to the biomedical view of epidemic as a disorder of the body alone, requiring 
therapy and prophylaxis instead of ritual healing. 

In Samskara, Manjayya represents this biomedical view, and this is the third meaning that the 
narrative attributes to epidemic. Unlike the others, Manjayya is conversant with European ways and 
frequently visits the colonial centre of Shivamogge. He laughs at those who believe in portents, and 
takes pragmatic steps to prevent the plague spreading. “In his very practical brain, the decisions were 
well-formed already: one, to tell the municipality and get the dead body [of Naranappa] removed; 
two, to call in doctors and get everybody inoculated; three, to get rat exterminators and pumps, 
fill the rat holes with poison gas and stop them up; four, if necessary to evacuate people from the 
agrahara” (Samskara: 90). 

The action of Samskara unfolds, as I have said, in two linked contexts: the crisis of bodily 
disease caused by the epidemic and that of the moral dis-ease caused by transgression of caste-
norms. It is the character of Naranappa that unites the two. He openly defies the rules of the agrahara 
and corrupts its youth, he carries the infection from Shivamogge to Durvasapura, and it is his death 
that precipitates both crises. In the figure of his dead and rotting corpse the community seeks its 
scapegoat. That is when the narrative shifts from the story of collective impurity of the agrahara to 
that of Praneshacharya’s personal impurity, when he sins with Naranappa’s concubine. The two are 
not distinct, as the Acharya realizes: “The agrahara stands there, explicit form for what I’m facing 
within, an entire chapter on the verse that’s me” (Samskara: 87). The personal and the collective 
are linked in the “deep relation” of the community’s ethos, its cosmological order: “In every act we 
involve our forefathers, our gurus, our gods, our fellow humans” (Samskara: 94). Praneshacharya 
also begins to find in himself the reflection of those he had repudiated: “Look at it, one is twined 
with the other. From Mahabala to Naranappa, from Naranappa to my willfulness, the holy legends 
I recite, their effects, finally the way I lusted for Belli’s breasts myself” (Samskara: 87). He, too, 
thinks of living with Chandri and giving up his ascetic ideals. In the temple festival at Malige he 
sits with the Brahmins for a meal, though he is still in the unclean period of mourning following his 
wife’s death. “If I sit here and eat with them,” he reflects, “it’s as heinous a sin as Naranappa catching 
temple-fish to destroy Brahmin ways” (Samskara: 109). In the liminal state of consciousness that 
he finds himself, piety and lust, truth and self-deception, responsibility and non-responsibility seem 
joined together in a duality he must resolve. It is only by performing Naranappa’s last rites that he 
can find release from this troubled state: “Maybe when the fire leaps and dances around Naranappa’s 
dead body, there will be a certain consolation” (Samskara: 115). The scapegoat is no longer outside 
him, the ‘other’ to whose “will” he had been the “counter-will” (Samskara: 72); and in performing 
his last rites the Acharya hopes to find the truth he seeks. “Not a repentance for sins committed. Just 
plain truth. My truth. The truth of my inner life” (Samskara: 113). 
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As Praneshacharya prepares to return to Durvasapura, however, unknown to him, Naranappa’s 
body has already been cremated. How do we interpret this final twist? The Acharya’s flaw had been 
his inability to take a decision, without guidance from the Shastras or the god Maruti. It is when 
he says “I must come now to a final decision,” that the release he seeks is possible (Samskara: 
113). The decision, not the ritual, marks the turning-point. But this can also be read as denial of 
the cultural logic of epidemic, which must end in ritual resolution. As A.K. Ramanujan puts it in 
the “Afterword”: “The novel ends, but does not conclude” (Samskara: 125). The rite that would 
conclude it hangs suspended on the threshold of possibilities unrealized, unrealizable. 

Samskara is an ironic reworking of the traditional mythic view of epidemic. It invokes it and its 
cosmology, but counterposes it with a biomedical view of disease as organic. Manjayya understands 
that the events point to a disease outbreak and not cosmic disorder as the others think: “It meant only 
one thing, an epidemic. Experienced in affairs as he was in the exchanges, the markets, the law courts 
and offices of Shivamogge, he’d just laughed at the other brahmins’ explanations” (Samskara: 89). 
Through him, Ananthamurthy expresses a view founded in a postcolonial modernity that dismisses 
traditional ideas as “superstitious beliefs” (“How I Wrote Samskara:” 69). In the novel it serves as 
an integral part of his critique of social customs and the hierarchies that they uphold, reductively 
opposing ‘modernity’ to ‘tradition’ and ‘science’ to ‘superstition’. While highlighting the way 
epidemic becomes an occasion for the community to shore up its moral order, in a mechanism 
that the philosopher Roberto Esposito calls “immunological,” it suppresses a cultural knowledge 
that otherwise informs his narrative. In Esposito’s view, immunity and community share the same 
root – munus, the gift or the obligation that ensures communal bonds. If ‘community’ is the mutual 
exchange that brings people together, ‘immunity’ is its negation in a closing of ranks against those 
who threaten it (Esposito, 5-6); and epidemic is an instance of their convergence. Notwithstanding 
the author’s dismissal of superstition, however, it is the mythic view of epidemic that constitutes 
the novel’s symbolic core, in an oscillation that remains unresolved between the rational and non-
rational, between the comprehension of the epidemic and its apprehension. It is this core that yields 
the novel’s ultimate meaning, the vulnerability of the human condition. Praneshacharya, in setting 
himself up as counter-will to Naranappa, had believed that he was invulnerable to temptation. But 
the turn of events proves him wrong, as he realizes that in that one unbidden moment of desire “he 
had lost hold and fallen from the rites and actions he had clutched till now” (Samskara: 66). Both the 
story of the epidemic and that of Praneshacharya’s fall point to a corporal and moral vulnerability 
that underlines human existence. In this truth begins the Acharya’s “lesson of humility” (Samskara: 
82) and his possible redemption.   
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PHILOSOPHY OF LANGUAGE AT THE CROSSROADS 
OF HISTORY AND POLITICAL SCIENCE: EXAMINING 

INTERPRETATIONS OF CHACHNAMA
Soni WaDhWa

Manan Asif Ahmad’s work on Chachnama points out that the text has been misunderstood and 
misclassified as a work of history. His exercise in reading/interpreting the text calls for an occasion to 
think about how central a role language can play in disciplinary foundations and popular imagination. 
The key takeaway is that the need to develop an ethic of reading and writing is more urgent than ever 
while making sense of knowledge production about reality – right from the ontological positions of 
texts, authors, and the historical times they were written in, to understanding what their meaning ‘is’.

The discussion about applications of General Semantics is generally restricted to uses of 
extensional devices in everyday life. For this reason, the practice of General Semantics has not 
found many takers in the academic setup. I argue that instead of leaving it to be compared with 
yoga, or dismissing it as something lacking in intellectual rigour, it needs to be adopted in sensible 
ways for letting complex, intellectual debates among scholars become accessible to an audience 
for non-scholarly audience, like school going students and even teachers, by using Chachnama as 
an example. I begin by touching broadly upon disciplines of history and political science to make 
sense of the “is,” “was,” and “should be” relevant to understanding the text. I then discuss the text 
Chachnama itself and the reasons why it is a suitable case study for bridging the divide between the 
academics and the rest. I conclude with the ways in which General Semantics becomes a feasible 
way of conveying the gravity and levels of the debate about a historical situation that continues to be 
talked about in black-and-white terms in contemporary India and elsewhere too.

History and Political Science: The Disciplines and the Methods
History is defined as study of the past; it is also one of the names given to the past (Arnold, 5). 

The lens of the “real” forms the basis of talking about the past. Historians talk about evidence to 
refer to this reality from the past. They make use of coins, inscriptions, and other archaeological and 
textual sources to make certain claims about the past, to explain what must have happened. This 
roping in of evidence-based argumentation gives an orientation of facticity to history. The closer or 
the more forceful the arguments and theories get to claiming what must have happened, the stronger 
their claim to what “was” aspires to become. This “was,” as the past of “is,” denotes identification – 
very immediately, for our purposes of the discussion of Chachnama below; hence the relevance of 
the methods of history to this discussion on “history and sanity.” The contemporary discussions of 
the “is” of the past also further complicate the “is” of the present.
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While all dimensions of the past – socio-economic and cultural aspects of lives and living in 
the past – tend to be covered in the subject, history is still largely understood in terms of histories 
of kings and queens, or the rulers and their systems of rules, especially as seen by non-experts, like 
school students, or the lay people.

Political Science, the study of politics, is concerned with the analysis of political activity, and 
behaviour. The study involves observations related to and critique of systems of administration and 
government. Further, it also includes the suggestions and recommendations experts put forth based 
on observations made regarding strategies and policies already in place in a given polity or system 
of governance. It is thus concerned with the normative and the empirical (Grigsby: 12), the “should 
be” and the “is” of mechanisms of governance. When studying the (strategies to build) mechanisms 
of governance in the past, political theorists, and historians both make use of political treatises and 
advice literature available to the bygone rulers.

The above remarks are my broad attempts to situate the discussion at hand. I am aware that 
historians and political scientists would bring in a more nuanced understanding of their subjects and 
methods. These nuances are beyond the scope of discussion here because my objective is not to talk 
about the dialogues and debates among the scholars but how those outside academia make sense of 
it.

Chachnama: An Example of the Missing Dialogue between Academia and Non-
Academia

Chachnama, or The Book of Stories of the King Dahir bin Chach bin Sila’ij and His Death at 
the Hands of Muhammad bin Qasim, was written by Ali Kufi in the 13th century. He dedicated it to 
Nasiruddin Qabacha; he in fact wrote it to win Qabacha’s patronage. Kufi claims that his work is not 
an original text but a translation in Persian of an older Arabic book on Qasim’s campaign in Sindh in 
the 8th century. It describes the rule of Dahar who ruled Sindh when Qasim attacked his kingdom to 
counter rebellious Muslim groups conspiring against the Caliphate living near Sindh. Kufi presents 
a detailed discussion of the lineage of Dahar and Qasim, explains what happened in the various 
battles, and concludes with Qasim’s death.

The book was translated into English by Mirza Khalich Beg (also credited to be the first Sindhi 
novelist, among other things) in 1900. It has been used as a historical text and used to perpetrate 
“Muslims-as-outsiders” rhetoric by all kinds of groups: a) the right wing that sees the community 
as invaders; b) Muslims like Jinnah who would go on to claim that the two communities are quite 
different from each other, and use it to strengthen his case for the creation of Pakistan; c) the 
nationalist historians who saw historical facts in Chachnama by reading it as a conquest narrative; 
and d) even historians who do not agree with the right-wing perspectives of the minority (Asif: 2-4).

Manan Ahmed Asif’s book A Book of Conquest: The Chachnama and Muslim Origins in South 
Asia is a re-reading of Kufi’s book. Asif argues that the book is not a work of history at all; it has “a 
prescriptive text” advising the patron, Nasiruddin Qabacha, about polity and the right way to rule. 
Chachnama has been read as a translation because Kufi says it is one:

When this religious record was taken out from the curtains of the Arabic language and covered 
under those of the Persian language, and when it was translated into prose and adorned with 
chains of style and ornaments of virtue and religiousness, I began to ponder in my mind, and 
came to the conclusion that such a wonderful new present and elegant book on conquest was 
worthy of the servants of the Minister, as thereby prosperity would guide my steps, and good 
fortune smile on me. (Asif: 8)

Asif argues that this claim towards “mere” translation cannot be taken at its face value. Historians 
must look at the larger contexts of traditions of writing to understand this text better. Claiming that a 
text was a translation of an already existing Arabic text was a way of claiming legitimacy, especially 
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in a time when originality was not considered a desirable virtue. One also needs to look at Beyhaqi’s 
eleventh century “history” Tari’kh which was not about writing history but to advise the monarch. 
Asif has several other arguments but the following statement summarizes his point well:

In form or in theory, Chachnama cannot be considered a text in the genre of conquest literature. 
Instead, it is political theory that is deeply ingrained in the physical geography and spatial 
constructs of the thirteenth century. (Asif: 67)

The Chachnama is at the centre of several textual problems. The author claims that it is a translation 
of an existing historical account. Historians – colonial and Indian-nationalist and otherwise – claim 
it as history, or a true conquest narrative. As a text, it has traversed several genres and categories; it 
was once thought of as a romance, and then as a conquest narrative. Not only is it neither of these, 
it is also an “original” text, and not a translation. It is an original political treatise, written in the 
tradition of advice literature. With Asif’s reading, even the hero of the narrative changes from Qasim 
to Chach. Most importantly, this new reading takes the reader back to Beg and his vision behind 
his task of translation; “leaving the future historian as well as the general public to form their own 
judgment about the verity of the facts from the style, the tone and the characteristics of the original 
author” (i). Beg realized that “(t)here is a real need for a good history of Sind” (i) but he did not go 
on to write history in the form of facts, or chronology of events. Instead, he chose to translate what 
he found. That is exactly what Kufi claims he had set out to do: to write about the spread of Islam 
but chose to translate the so-called Arabic text instead.

These textual problems challenging accepted norms of disciplinary methods involved in 
studying the “is,” “was,” and “should be” in a discussion, including the twenty-first century readers’ 
encounter with the decision to translate the text merit a discussion of Alfred Korzybski and his 
practice of General Semantics from the point of view of language and its relationship with reality 
and description of an ideal, with narration of an event and didacticism as the goal of narrating an 
account of the event.

General Semantics: An Intervention
One of the most common and persistent and strongest criticisms of Korzybski’s work has been 

that it does not seem to say or discover anything new. The precautions that he suggests we take in 
language and communication now seem to be a given one. What, after all, is so earth-shattering, 
detractors ask, about the discovery of the ‘is’ of identity as a violating, essentializing word, agent 
and meaning, for instance? How is Korzybski’s device of dating, they may continue, different from 
an alertness to time, sensitivity towards history and an attempt at being conscious of many facets 
of the self? It is easy to work with these generalizations in order to dismiss Korzybski’s thought as 
unoriginal. However, Korzybski’s thought ought to be reconsidered in the light of chronology of the 
twentieth century thought.

Published in 1933, Science and Sanity proposed a systematic critique of Aristotelian language, 
thought and metaphysics. His critique thus precedes some of the revolutionary thought in the 
twentieth century philosophy and study of language. Thus, it would be productive to imagine, 
construct and analyze a dialogue between Korzybski and various prominent figures of twentieth 
century thought. One can locate Korzybski vis-à-vis thinkers like Saussure, Wittgenstein, Russell, 
Bakhtin and Derrida primarily, some of which is attempted by TRS Sharma (2018). The canvas 
can be further extended to incorporate several other kinds of analyses, theorization and critiques 
of language, communicative behaviour and the legacy of Aristotelian thought. The point is to 
make Korzybski more visible in the twentieth century debates on human thinking and language 
as an agency. In the context of Indian knowledge systems, Asif’s re-reading of Chachnama is an 
interesting starting point. Two take-aways are important for a discussion of this intersection between 
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South Asian history and General Semantics: the idea of identification and misevaluation, and the 
practice of indexing or dating.

The call to go back to the ‘event’ itself, which happens at silent, objective levels in Korzybski’s 
work, is very much like a call to go back to the primary sources in history. It is a call to withhold 
interference with the experience of a text at the level of explicit interpretation. Korzybski famously 
said that every identification is a misevaluation (Korzybski, xlvi) and in the case of the Chachnama, 
this identification or misevaluation has had serious consequences for South Asia. Korzybski’s insight 
is a call to take disciplinary boundaries much more seriously than ever before. The misevaluation or 
mis-categorization is not just a case of the lack of technologizing the disciplines in the humanities 
(Wadhwa, 2014), an issue that Korzybski raises in Manhood of Humanity, but also a reflection of 
the minutest levels at which classifications make a difference. What “is” left after the tidying up of 
categories is taken care of can be a problem, as the case of Chachnama indicates.

Asif locates the misevaluation of Chachnama as an outcome of the European interest in origins 
of language, which is philology and in origins of human society, which is history. This insight brings 
us closer to the Korzybskian project of grammar as the foundation for establishing the premises in 
every discipline. Once we pay close attention to the grammar of the text, even its context changes. 
Chachnama begins to unfold as a thirteenth century text, and not an eighth or tenth century text. 
Ali Kufi, the author masquerading as a translator comes out as a learned person who had read many 
books across all disciplines but chose to “do” history rather than any of the scientific treatises. 
Asif notes that seen from this new perspective, “certain ‘infallible’ social and political frameworks 
fall apart and newness emerges” (Asif, 2) out of the text. This newness is crucial in the project of 
undoing Aristotelian attitudes of identification and misevaluation because the disciplinary bias has 
penetrated scholarly and popular imagination too. Jinnah’s premise that the Hindus and the Muslims 
are different communities because they do not even inter-dine or intermarry saw the intermarrying 
practices among the Mughals as an exception. The Hindu right wing too is obviously ready to grab 
the text as a conquest narrative or history. The perpetrators of attacks on the Danish newspaper 
for Prophet Mohammed cartoons also cited the Chachnama as a source of pride. Asif says, “if 
modern politics created India and Pakistan and Bangladesh out of political difference enacted by 
colonialism, then modern historiography continues to take these differences to be just as natural, as 
normative, and as entrenched” (Asif: 6). As he explains further, because of this identification and 
misevaluation, Pakistan begins to be seen as coming into existence not in 1971, but in 712 AD with 
Qasim’s invasion; Pakistani historians begin to leave out Muslim pasts that had survived on the 
now-Indian soil whereas historians of northern India would leave out non-Mughal Muslim pasts out 
of their historical discussions; and historians of southern India, Asif notes, leave out discussions of 
Muslim pasts from early and medieval periods.

A closer reading of Chachnama reveals that Kufi drew upon various linguistic, argumentative 
traditions from Sanskrit, Arabic, and Persian. It lays bare the idea that history, arguments, and 
narratives are conflated with reality. The Korzybskian question to ask here is: how to communicate 
and make sense of the phenomena, especially the subject matter of the social sciences and the 
humanities? How to make sense of the past? If the present “is” is a problem, what to make of the “was” 
and its bearings on the present? What to make of the identification/misevaluation paradigm when it 
gets repeated as larger communication issues? A similar issue was present in the misevaluation of 
Padmavati as a historical text. A similar trajectory is visible in misevaluation of Aurangzeb as evil 
and of Dara Shukoh as epitomizing Hindu-Muslim unity. One could add several such instances to 
this list. All these issues might be obvious to scholars but not to readers outside academia.

This gap is where the relevance of General Semantics comes into the picture. Papers and 
monographs in historiography or political science are one thing but their accessibility is another. 
One might endlessly “problematize” this or that but how does one unpack the situation at hand 
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from the baggage of the vocabulary in place for centuries? Readings and re-readings are a practice 
among the academicians but can the stakeholders consider the mathematical method to go about 
it, as in the sense of indexing or dating? As per this framing, there would be a Chachnama1900, and 
Chachnama2016, among others. While all practitioners of all disciplines claim to observe certain 
levels of “objectivity”, can one try to engage in conversations in terms of years, authors, genres to 
clarify the premises of one’s argument? Thus, one would no longer be talking about Chachnama, but 
specifically about the eighth century “invasion,” the thirteenth century book whose author wrote for 
an aristocratic patron, or the nineteenth century example of colonial historiography.

Apart from these gestures towards working towards recognizing identification and misevaluation 
and indexing, there are several perspectives that indicate attempts at what Korzybski called time 
binding. This is one aspect which various scholars have already attempted in different ways without 
quite using the term. But as the examples below will show, they collect from Korzybski ideas to 
build perspectives on South Asian postcolonial condition, directly or indirectly. TRS Sharma does it 
at an explicit level in his scholarly work whereas Devkumar Trivedi does it in the form of a comment 
to a video.

TRS Sharma points out that Korzybski’s “realm and focus consists of the psycho-logical, social 
and pathological aspects involved in the daily use of spoken language” (Sharma: 33). Indeed, 
these aspects, including the pathology is visible in the communalistic vocabulary that continues to 
haunt the majority/minority discourses in South Asia. It is all pinned to Chachnama as a starting 
point, perpetrated even by respectable historians because the book provokes “semantic reactions” 
(Korzybski, liii) rooted in the pathology of hatred. This pathology is in a sense noted by Sharma too 
who discusses Korzybski’s work to the contemporary issue of secularism in India:

The post-colonial scene in India is still plagued with colonial and neo-colonial answers, hang-
ups, and is preoccupied with the virtues of negativisim. Secularism, as remarked earlier, is one 
such negative concept, and exists on sufferance. To give it a positive content – that’s what a 
post-colonial scene deserves – we might remind ourselves that India is not only a democracy 
but also a republic… This idea of republic apparently offers a direction, a model, and a vision to 
strengthen the civilizational aspect of our nation-state. It is within such a context that secularism 
can acquire substantive virtues (Sharma: 60).

What if one began to pay attention to the textual material itself through the act of translating and 
not taking upon oneself to categorize or misevaluate it? Mirza Khalich Beg chose to translate the 
text and let the future historian and generations decide. His act of translation is very different from 
Kufi’s claim at translation. In several ways, the act of translation comes closest to the silent levels 
of communication that both Korzybski and Wittgenstein engage with. Devkumar Trivedi points out, 
“Thoughts, speech, and behaviour are constructed now almost in all civilizations by anachronistic 
linguistic templates, conceptual cobwebs, feudal mindsets, and parochial self-righteousness” 
(in Horowitz and Campbell: 123). Asif’s study is a way to expose historians’ inability to see the 
anachronism of translation in Chachnama.

Texts are a general problem in General Semantics. On the one hand, General Semantics does 
not have a very articulate theory of how to read literature or figurative language. On the other 
hand, Korzybskian perspective on texts like the Chachnama, one can argue, indicates that going 
back to the text, at the silent, objective levels is the best thing to do, instead of attempting to 
categorize it. This Korzybskian gesture of going back to the text sits well with Hayden White’s idea 
of “metahistory” (1975), that history is narrative in the literary sense too. White’s recognition of the 
porous boundaries between the act of writing history and producing a literary text is quite telling 
in this regard. The recognition of the overlap between history and fiction amounted to the critical 
turn in history, and its implications on the care scholars must take while approaching a subject. 
After all, at the cost of sounding repetitive, what is indexing in the praxis of General Semantics, if 
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not a sensitivity to history? A corollary of the argument is that textual analysis or reading cannot be 
separated from historical perspective.

“There are no “things,” only relations, and multi-ordinal relations of relations, ad infinitum,” 
reminds Gad Horowitz (in Horowitz and Campbell 118). In its furthering of precision of language, 
General Semantics has a unique understanding of literature. But it is in moments such as this one, that 
of encountering the Chachnama, that this ‘philosophy’ becomes a nudge towards primary sources 
themselves, and makes it crucial for readers to read history in this linguistic context. Time binding, 
thus in Chachnama, emerges as an attempt to engage with other disciplines, other texts within the 
same disciplines while talking about negativism, anachronism, and relations etc.

Conclusion
One might argue that more than the method of engaging it is the willingness to engage that 

matters, and that if there is an inclination to engage, methods can be arrived at among all kinds of 
interlocutors – scholars among themselves, or scholars with the public. While that is true, attempts 
such as this one emerging from Korzybski’s work can be used as a way to intervene in the larger 
discussions of “history and sanity” I began with. It is also a way to talk about developments within 
a discipline or an area to map it for scholars from other disciplines and the general audience. As a 
result, historians, literature scholars, and political scientists would also be far closer to each other to 
learn from each other and their methods. That Chachnama came to be understood as a misunderstood, 
misidentified, uncategorized text only in 2016 is a case in point regarding the need to look for newer 
ways to spread awareness outside academic readers. Korzybski’s legacy might help.
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THE CONCEPT AND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ‘SANITY’ IN 
KORZYBSKI AND SHRIMAD BHAGVATGITA

Kamal mehTa

Alfred Korzybski’s General Semantics is claimed to be a scientific study of humans and the 
major problems of humanity. Korzybski found some humans facing the serious problem of their 
maladjustment with other human beings and the society. He also found that humans are different 
from other species and are gifted with the ability of time-binding and making progress. Man can do 
time-binding both for better and for worse. If he does it in the right manner, he will make progress, 
but if he does it wrongly, he may invite disasters. Korzybski further added that the human language 
remains a powerful and major tool for time-binding. The language determines human responses 
because it is through language that he evaluates/assesses reality. Thus, human decisions are the 
consequences of his response to perception and the verbal construction (labeling) of the reality. They 
further determine the human inferences, concepts, attitudes, as well as actions. His main objective 
for promoting general semantics was to bring better adjustment in human life. He wanted humanity 
to reach ‘manhood’ from childhood by using and understanding language in a mature manner and 
thus shaping mature attitudes in the society. For Korzybski, General Semantics is a more scientific 
way of addressing human problems and making life better and smoother. In other words, he wanted 
to give a scientific mechanism to arrive at a proper assessment of the situation and the consequent 
judgment or decision.

India has rich philosophies which have always revolved around understanding the reality of 
man, universe and God. They too have aimed at making life better and smoother for all. Shrimad 
Bhagvatgita is the essence of the major Indian philosophies, Upanisads, Brahmavidya, Yogasastra 
etc. It also aims at making human beings scientific in attitudes i.e. faultless in assessing and 
understanding the true nature of one’s self and identity as well as one’s role in this universe. It 
also guides humanity through the dilemmas which arise in the mind of the individual regarding his 
duty or role in the given situation in particular and in the world in general. Gita, unlike General 
Semantics, does not confine itself to language and human beings’ responses to language alone. It 
also takes into account the empirical world as well as the spiritual world for deliberation. It further 
guides the human being on his noble duty towards humanity and the world. Hence, rather than 
language only as the determining criterion for evaluation in General Semantics, in Gita, dharma 
is the central aspect or factor to assess reality. The dharma in Gita does not mean religion or a set 
of rituals, but what shashtras (scriptures) have described – what is ideal, truthful and pertaining to 
one’s duty. Dharma is eternal and it remains the same; however, it may manifest itself differently 
in different contexts. It needs to be seen in the context of its immediate and overall environment.

Anekaant: A Journal of Polysemic Thought, No. 11, 2019-20 (Spring)
Special Issue – General Semantics and Indian Philosophical Thought: A Comparative Approach
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It is very interesting that both Korzybski and Gita refer to ‘sanity’ and ‘science’. Both of them 
give a lot of importance to both. Korzybski has even entitled his very central book as Science and 
Sanity. Gita refers to many other terms and concepts also in addition to these two terms in the course 
of the discourse. However, one can notice that both have several similarities as well as dissimilarities 
in their concepts and the scope of their concepts of science and sanity. I would, however, focus on 
the aspect of ‘Sanity’ for an elaborate discussion in this paper.

We know that Korzybski witnessed two World Wars within a very short duration of time and 
this shocked him to the core. He was horrified that mankind did not learn from its recent past and its 
own self-destructive actions. Horrifyingly, mankind repeated the same disastrous and devastating 
decisions and actions. This made him go deep into the reasons for such behaviour and discover some 
very useful and meaningful facts about humanity and the process of the decision-making on its part. 
Ben Hauck rightly assesses Korzybski’s act in this regard:

World War was the result of problems in the engineering of humans; general semantics was 
a potential solution to those problems, while also a ticket to a re-engineering of humankind. 
The main method Korzybski concentrates on for re-engineering humanity could be seen as 
linguistic revision. By simple revisions to speech, one could potentially bring about radical 
changes in human behaviour for the betterment of humankind, now and beyond. 

(Hauck: 356)

Ben Hauck further mentions,

Korzybski observes that those people who run on theories about reality developed without 
the aid of the scientific method often exhibit signs of insanity. They operate by unfounded 
inferences, inaccurate language, antiquated metaphysics, and beliefs that do not match current 
1933 scientific knowledge. Or, they gather their information by unscientific methods. As a 
result, these people have difficulty adjusting to reality. By training in science and scientific 
methodology, unsane individuals can reduce their unsanity, become saner, and improve their 
adjustment (Hauck: 354)

Lord Krishna, while responding to various queries of Arjuna at the start of the Kurukshetra 
War, additionally offers a sort of counseling to him. He tries to remove the wrong notions and 
concepts about certain human values, traditions, practices, ideas, phenomena, and truths in the mind 
of Arjuna, because they stood in his way to arrive at the right understanding and proper decisions. 
Arjuna’s problems were not the common man’s problems regarding their day-to-day life. At the 
same time, his dilemmas were of the universal nature in the sense that they may arise in the minds 
of anyone on one occasion or another. Therefore, the guidance given by Lord Krishna can be useful 
to any individual irrespective of time, place and circumstances. The ideas and explanations given by 
Him to Arjuna’s questions can guide easily anyone on the problem pertaining to any walk of life as 
they deal with the basic premises on which intellectual and emotional reasoning of the humans work. 
It forms the foundation and the very vision of an ideal life.

Language was perhaps not a big issue then. The reason may be that Lord Krishna was giving his 
discourse five millennia ago. The language used at that time was perhaps closer to truth and capable 
of representing realities well and therefore it was not a major problem in itself. General Semantics 
is only a few decades old and in the course of this long period, perhaps humans have spoiled the 
language so much that it is not in a position to represent reality today as it is. Thus, Gita goes beyond 
the problem of the interference of language in human life. Gita represents that situation of mankind 
in which, in spite of language causing no problem, mankind may face some serious problems arising 
from other sources. 

For Lord Krishna, man was failing in his duty because of some socio-psycho-cultural problems 
like NÎ²Î¢ñÏ¢üË²}¢, RU¢ï{, „}}¢¢ïã, S}¢íéç¼ç±|¢í}¢, Ú¢Á²„é¶H¢ï|¢, ÎêÏ¢éüŠ{è, }¢çHÝ¼¢, vHñÏ²}¢, {}¢ü„}}¢êÉ¼¢, Ðí¿¢¢±¢Î etc. 
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Korzybski uses a nice concept i.e. ‘Idealization Frustration Demoralization (IFD) diseases’ which 
is slightly different and cannot be associated with Arjuna’s problem, but may in a certain respect 
be related with what Lord Krishna describes in his conversation with him in his aforementioned 
terms. Lord Krishna intends to remove confusion, nervousness, dilemmas, doubts, discouragement 
arising from within and indecision on the part of Arjuna and make him act with conviction and 
confidence in attending his duty. We must not forget that it was not Arjuna’s lack of confidence or 
fear or cowardice, but rather some false and misplaced perceptions of life and his specific role in 
that context which had made him fall a victim to ç±¯¢Î. Thus, in Korzybski, the application is from 
general to particular; while in Gita, it is from particular to general.

Lord Krishna asks Arjun to come out of his routine and traditional assessment of the situation 
and the people then around him. He asks him for adding the factor of Dharma in his assessment 
of the reality and people in front of him. He redefines the major ideas/principles/values and their 
perceptions. For instance, he accepts that someone is related to him and hence respectable, but if he 
is siding with adharma, he is worth fighting with. Dharma is to be followed under any circumstances 
and against whosoever. The significance that Korzybski gives to following the latest scientific 
knowledge, Lord Krishna gives to Dharma. Dharma is never outdated. It can be correctly understood 
only in its overall environment and context. Its true nature must be understood. Wrong interpretation 
of it leads to problems or to use Korzybskian term, to ‘maladjustment’. Further, dharma is not just 
to be understood, but practiced as well.

‘Adjustment’ of Korzybski is similar to some extent ‘Karma’ in Gita. Lord Krishna speaks of 
karma (what one does regularly as a common man), akarma (what one does without the sense of 
doership and without selfish or ulterior motive) and vikarma (actions worth discarding or not doing). 
Vikarma is maladjustment. If one does one’s karma, he is making good adjustment, but if he is doing 
what he is not supposed to be doing, then he is doing vikarma and creating maladjustment. Thus, 
karma is the key to the quality of human life. The idea of Dharma enables one to see one’s actions 
as truly worth doing or not doing. In the absence of that sense of discretion, one may keep on doing 
what one is not supposed to do.

II
In different dictionaries and encyclopedias, ‘Sanity’ is explained as soundness, rationality, and 

health of the human mind. A sane person is rational and has control on his mind and actions. An insane 
person has a troubled conscience. A sane mind is rationally and emotionally healthy. According to 
Chesterton in his The Outline of Sanity (1926), sanity involves wholeness, whereas insanity implies 
narrowness and brokenness. Korzybski in his Manhood of Humanity rightly mentions that “they 
(concepts of sanity) are vitally connected with impulses, instincts, desires, passions, and appetites.” 
(Korzybski: 127) He further adds that these “concepts are the means by which Reason does its work, 
leading to prosperity or disaster” (Korzybski: 127) depending on whether they are true or false.

Hayakawa states in his Symbol, Status, and Personality (1963) that, for Korzybski, a sane 
individual does not confuse levels of abstraction, or map for the territory. He also does not copy 
animals in his actions or treat as identical all kinds that have the same name. He does not exhibit 
two valued orientation in which absolute good is pitted against absolute evil. Moreover, such a sane 
individual never confuses reports with inferences and inferences with judgments. Nor does he fail to 
relate generalizations to particulars. (As quoted by Robert Gajda, 294) In The Sane Society (1955), 
the psychologist, Erich Fromm, states that not just individuals, but entire societies may be lacking 
in sanity.

Robert B Pula in his ‘Preface’ to Science and Sanity warns against the outcome of insanity when 
he says,
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The task ahead is gigantic, if we are to avoid more personal, national and international tragedies 
based on unpredictability, insecurity, fears, and anxieties which are steadily disorganizing 
the functioning of the human nervous system. Only when we face these facts fearlessly and 
intelligently, we may save for future civilizations whatever there is left to save and build from 
the ruins of a dying epoch a new and saner society. (Cover Page 5th edition)

Thus, Korzybski and other scholars of General Semantics have felt the pressing need for sanity. It 
can be created among the human beings by developing and cultivating a variety of human qualities 
both of reason and of heart. The nervous system of the human being must remain well-functioning 
in order to ensure good order in the society. The perception of this phenomenon is not much different 
in Gita also, or, for that matter, any other life science as well.

A wise/sane person, according to Gita, has 26 qualities, which are the qualities of a Îñ±è i.e. noble 
person. They are

¥|¢²æ „œ±„æà¢éçh¿¢¢üÝ²¢ïx¢Ã²±çSƒç¼: J Î¢Ýæ Î}¢p ²¿¢p S±¢Š²¢²S¼Ð ¥¢…ü±}¢ì JJ1JJ 
¥ôã„¢ „y²}¢RU¢ï{Sy²¢x¢: à¢¢ç‹¼ÚÐñà¢éÝ}¢ì J Î²¢ |¢ê¼ïc±H¢ïHéŒy±æ }¢¢Îü±æ qèÚ™¢ÐH}¢ì JJ2JJ 
¼ï…: ÿ¢}¢¢ {ëç¼: à¢¢ñ™}¢Îí¢ïã¢ïÝ¢ç¼}¢¢çÝ¼¢ J |¢±ç‹¼ „}ÐÎæ Îñ±è}¢ç|¢…¢¼S² |¢¢Ú¼ JJ 3JJ

Fearlessness, piety of life, steadfastness in the Yoga of wisdom, almsgiving, self-restraint, sacrifice, 
study of the Scripture, austerity and straightforwardness, harmlessness, truth, absence of wrath, 
renunciation, peacefulness, absence of crookedness, compassion for living beings, uncovetousness, 
mildness, modesty, absence of fickleness, vigour, forgiveness, fortitude, purity, absence of envy and 
pride are the divine properties that go with sanity of the person (Gita: 16/1-3).

The qualities mentioned in Gita like internal piety/purity, self-restraint, truth, patience, and the 
study of scriptures (sastra/sciences) are found in General semantics also with a slight modification. 
According to Gita, such a noble person acts in a way that leads to self-realization and welfare. 

¥¢™Úy²¢y}¢Ý: Ÿ¢ï²S¼¼¢ï²¢ç¼ÐÚ¢æx¢ç¼}¢ì JJ (Gita, 16/22) 

Such a person can also be called a ‘satvik’ person and his language is truthful, likeable, useful 
and harmless to others. ¥Ýémïx¢ÜUÚæ±¢v²æ„y²æçÐí²çã¼æ™ÜU²¼ì J (Gita, 17/15) The bad/evil minded or to use 
Korzybskian term ‘unsane’ person is visionless, irrational, trouble maker, crooked and destroyer of 
the world. 

»¼¢æöçC}¢±C|²ÝC¢y}¢¢Ý¢ïùËÐÏ¢éh²: J Ðí|¢±‹y²éx¢íÜU}¢¢ü‡¢: ÿ¢²¢²…x¢¼¢ïùçã¼¢: JJ (Gita, 16/9). 

Gita states further that such a person is ignorant of what to do and what not to do. He is impure 
within. Neither such a person has good conduct nor does he speak the truth. 

Ðí±ëôœ¢™çÝ±ëôœ¢™…Ý¢Ýç±ÎéÚ¢„éÚ¢: J Ýà¢¢ñ™æÝ¢çÐ™¢Ú™¢Ú¢ïÝ„y²æ¼ï¯éç±l¼ï JJ (Gita, 16/7).

Thus, it is clear that the term sanity in its broad sense is closely related with the essential ideas 
associated with a ‘true human being’. Korzybski seems to emerge between the West and India, as 
a sort of a link between the two. Both Korzybski and Gita aim at curing the man of his un/insanity 
i.e. his harmful and destructive attitudes. Gita shows the chain of events leading to destruction also 

RU¢ï{¢j±ç¼„}}¢¢ïã: „}}¢¢ïã¢y„}¢ëç¼ç±|¢í}¢: J S}¢ëç¼|¢íæà¢¢ÎÏ¢éçhÝ¢à¢¢ïÏ¢éçhÝ¢à¢¢yÐí‡¢à²ç¼ JJ

(Anger leads to clouding of judgment, which results in bewilderment of the memory. When the 
memory is bewildered, the intellect gets destroyed; and when the intellect is destroyed, one is ruined) 
(Gita, 2/63). Gita also states the characteristics of the insane/demonic men. 

Ðí±ëôœ¢™çÝ±ëôœ¢™…Ý¢Ýç±ÎéÚ¢„éÚ¢: J Ýà¢¢ñ™æÝ¢çÐ™¢Ú™¢Ú¢ïÝ„y²æ¼ï¯éç±l¼ï JJ (Gita, 16/7).
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“These insane/ demoniacal men know neither right energy nor right abstinence; they don’t have 
sanity/purity of thought/feelings, (sane) conduct and (truthful) language.” “Holding this view, these 
ruined selves of small understanding, of fierce deeds, come forth as enemies for the destruction of 
the world.”

»¼¢æöçC}¢±C|²ÝC¢y}¢¢Ý¢ïùËÐÏ¢éh²: J Ðí|¢±‹y²éx¢íÜU}¢¢ü‡¢: ÿ¢²¢²…x¢¼¢ïùçã¼¢: JJ (Gita, 16/9).

They have perverted vision; they lack conscience (soul) and tend to invite disasters in the world. 
Further, “surrendering themselves to insatiable desires, possessed with vanity, conceit and arrogance, 
holding evil ideas through delusion, they engage in action with impure resolves.” 

ÜU¢}¢}¢¢çŸ¢y²ÎécÐêÚæÎ}|¢}¢¢Ý}¢Î¢ç‹±¼¢: J Ðí|¢±‹y²éx¢íÜU}¢¢ü‡¢: ÿ¢²¢²…x¢¼¢ïùçã¼¢: JJ (Gita, 16/10). 

They are crises-builders. Gita states further that such persons cast aside the findings of the Scriptures 
(sciences), follow the promptings of desires, and are not successful in attaining either perfection, or 
happiness, or the highest goal (of life).”

²: à¢¢›ç±ç{}¢éy„ëÁ²±¼ü¼ïÜU¢}¢ÜU¢Ú¼: J Ý„ç„çh|¢±¢ŒÝ¢ïç¼Ý„é¶æÝÐÚ¢æx¢ç¼}¢ì JJ (Gita, 16/23).

Lord Krishna finds in Arjun’s apparently ‘rational’ and logical arguments, a sort of ‘un/insanity’. 
Several words are used in Gita to convey un/insanity e.g. }¢çHÝ¼¢. He describes such thinking as ¥Ý¢²ü 
(immature/uncivilized/unsane) also. Lord Krishna also describes such thoughts of him as ¥ÜUè<¼ÜUÚ 
(leading to defame/non-liberator) i.e. not leading to the attainment of heaven also. 

ÜUé¼Sy±¢ÜUà}¢Hç}¢Îæç±¯}¢ï„}¢éÐçSƒ¼}¢ì J ¥Ý¢²ü…éC}¢S±x²ü}¢ÜUè<¼ÜUÚ}¢…éüÝ JJ (Gita, 2/2).

Lord Krishna also describes Arjun’s condition then as his NÎÄÎ¢ñÏ¢üË²}¢ (faint-heartedness) and vHñÏ²}¢ 
(unheroic/cowardice). Arjun tells Lord Krishna that he is clueless regarding his duties ({}¢ü„}}¢êÉ). 
Lord Krishna, looking at his arguments, likens him with a Ðí¿¢¢±¢Îè (a pseudo-rationalist), because he 
was regretting/thinking of those things which he was not supposed to think. He was thinking of only 
that situation which was in front of him. That is neither ideal nor good for a person. 

¥à¢¢ïÓ²¢Ý‹±à¢¢ï™Sy±æÐí¿¢¢±¢Î¢æp|¢¢¯„ï J x¢¼¢„êÝx¢¼¢„êæpÝ¢Ýéà¢¢ï™ç‹¼Ðç‡Ç¼¢: JJ (Gita, 2/11).

While comparing both one realizes a paradoxical reality that Korzybski was led to develop 
General Semantics after his experiences of the two World Wars. To avoid similar wars in future, 
he gave the world his life science of human engineering called General Semantics. On the other 
hand, Lord Krishna was trying to convince Arjuna that there was no option to war in the given 
circumstances and he should not run away from it. He should fight the war with conviction, full vigor 
and commitment, because he had already explored all the other options and now it was essential to 
fight to protect humanity and the dharma. Thus, in spite of two dissimilar contexts, the concerns are 
similar in both – to make humanity nobler and crises-free.

Questions and their solutions are very significant in life. Effective problem-solving requires 
one to have relevant questions and their answers. The unsane questions of the individual lead him 
nowhere. Of course, none of the questions Arjun asks are unsane in strictly Korzybskian terms. 
Nevertheless, both Gita and Korzybski expect the right questions in the right perspective. Wendell 
Johnson states that “A part of the scientific method consists of fashioning questions that can be 
answered by means of observations that can be made.” 

Many people get into difficulty because they ask themselves such questions, the solutions of 
which cannot be tested. Korzybski termed such questions as “unsane.” Scientists ask such 
questions which can be tested and then they do lead to effective problem solving. Korzybski 
also stated that Semantic reactions that correspond to the structure and functioning of reality 
denote sanity in a person, while semantic reactions that do not correspond to the structure and 
functioning of reality denote ‘unsanity’ in a person. (As quoted in Ben Hauck: 353)
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The problems of ‘unsanity’ are serious in general semantics because they can interfere with time-
binding. If someone produces and promotes unscientific theories, future generations may pick up his 
language. These unscientific theories may stunt the progress of the future generations in much the 
same way as Aristotelianism stunted human progress for hundreds of years. Where the time-binding 
capacity is diminished, there is concern that humans behave no differently than animals and become 
more inclined toward engaging in catastrophic war. Resolving ‘unsanity’ not only affords progress, 
but also diminishes the potential for human conflict.

For Korzybski, the level of reason is the highest one and hence he expects man to be rational 
and scientific in attitude. However, the Gita goes beyond reason (buddhi). Being rational is neither 
sufficient nor a guarantee for sanity for the Gita. Sanity implies the notion of wholeness and unity. 
It also implies being with one’s essential nature and also with the world. In other words, it suggests 
being in a harmonious relationship with the world, because one’s perspective to oneself and the 
world plays a significant role in life. It presupposes the knowledge of the essential nature of our 
being. Thus, the discourse on sanity is on the essential nature of man. Korzybski’s Manhood of 
Humanity is on what a man is. It is a scientific conceptualization of the fundamental nature and 
potentiality of man. Man is both social and rational. Robert S. Gajda mentions that insanity is a legal 
and medical term. Korzybski uses the term ‘unsanity’ which is not ‘insanity’ exactly. By ‘unsanity’, 
he refers to a certain form of social mal-adjustment either due to heredity or environment. The 
semantically disturbed persons are ‘unsane’. Thus, there are ‘unsane’-normal, sane-normal people 
in the society. The difference between insanity and sanity is not one of kind, but of degree. In this 
sense, we are rather ‘unsane’ in the view of Gajda.

From one’s premises, one’s conclusions follow. Robert B Pula rightly states that “conclusions 
constitute behaviours, consequences and doings.” (21) We need to change premises to change 
behaviors. An extensionally oriented person is habitually open to new data. Pula concludes his 
‘Preface’ by stating that “This system, when internalized and applied, can create a saner and more 
peaceful world, justifying the title of the book, Science and Sanity.” (24)

Russell Meyers, M D, in his ‘Preface’ to the 4th Edition (1958) mentions that prevention and 
cure/treatment of the disorders which may be cultural, institutional, personal misevaluations and 
delusions is necessary, because they are the marks of ‘unsanity’.

Ben Hauck also rightly remarks in this regard:

Whatever the case, in general semantics, the actual subject is people. We study people when 
they are privy to language. We look at their affective reactions, their emotional reactions, their 
intellectual reactions, their physiological reactions, their linguistic reactions (their speech 
responses), their behavioural reactions (their resultant actions), etc. We appreciate each of these 
reactions non-elementalistically: each function as part of a whole; to separate them verbally is 
to misrepresent how they interrelate. (351)

Both Korzybski and Shrimad Bhagvatgita see the essential need for sanity in the personal and 
social life of the individuals. The scholars of both General Semantics and Shrimad Bhagvatgita hold 
the view that the absence or erosion of it leads to problems and crises in personal as well as social 
life. Both of them prescribe sanity. However, both of them differ not only in their concept of sanity, 
but also, in their methodology of cultivating the same. There are reasons for their differences and 
they are not merely cultural ones of the East and the West.

First of all, there is a wide time gap between the two. Also, the languages i.e. English and Sanskrit, 
are very different. Both the languages differ in their structures. Rather, to be precise, Sanskrit does 
not have sentence structure at all and hence has no punctuation marks either. In Sanskrit, the sequence 
of words does not determine the meaning of the utterance. The words and their forms determine the 
meaning. On the other hand, the sequence of the words i.e. the horizontal arrangement of the words 
in a sentence determines its meaning in English or European languages. Secondly, the weight of 
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finality associated with ‘to be’ and its frequent occurrence in utterances creates a lot of Aristotelian 
generalizations and inferences. Thirdly, the social or cultural context also makes a difference. The 
context of the Gita, some five thousand years ago, is much different from the 20th and 21st century 
contexts of ours. Now the languages are used so diplomatically that they can hide the reality for 
selfish motives which can be personal, social, national or whatever. Due to this, perhaps Korzybski 
takes language so seriously and wants some basic modifications in the structure of the language.

It needs to be stated further emphatically that both do understand the importance of language 
and its role in shaping mentality and personality. Both believe that the language of a good, mature, 
sane, civilized, noble and well-intentioned person differs from that of the other i.e. bad, insane, evil-
intentioned and crooked person. In other words, the inner self of the individual affects the language 
of the person and the language of the person affects the inner self of the individual. At least, this 
much commonness exists between the two. Korzybski feels and thinks that the language can be 
modified and should be modified. So, the idea of E-Prime language exists in General Semantics. 
However, in Gita, it is implied that if the person gets emotionally, intellectually, morally and 
ethically elevated, then his language would automatically undergo a positive change. Hence, in Gita, 
the emphasis is on changing the character and thinking of the individual. Korzybski on the other 
hand focuses on changing the language to change the individual, because he finds language to be a 
major hurdle in shaping the mindset of people. For him, the things begin with the semantic response 
to the language one comes across. For Korzybski, the alteration of language is necessary for the 
alteration of attitudes, inferences, concepts etc. The way in which generalizations and finality of the 
perceptions of the reality (‘isness’) are conveyed in the present form of the languages, Korzybski 
does not approve of it. He thinks that our language does not represent reality but only gives our 
opinion on it.

General Semantics views sanity as an umbrella concept sheltering many human qualities. All 
those qualities make a person sane. However, in Gita, sanity is one of the qualities of a good, 
noble and responsible individual. The sanity in Gita has, of course, several shades of meaning. 
On different occasions, it may manifest itself differently. Since, Gita takes up spiritual intention 
and mode of discourse, it differs from General Semantics. General Semantics remains scientific 
in the contemporary Western sense of the term. It deals with the empirical world and hence it is 
general and objective. Also, it can be objectively implemented for desired results. However, it is too 
ambitious from Indian view point, because every individual is different and hence there cannot be 
an objective single way or method of training him. The human being is not an animal and hence he 
is not predictable. He has a mind and handling that mind of his is the most complex challenge since 
ages.

General Semantics is primarily concerned with the social and interpersonal behavior of the 
humans and therefore, Korzybski is right in describing and thus indirectly prescribing certain methods 
of training individuals. It believes in the concept of human engineering. So, it comes out with certain 
devices which may help create such individuals. His tools like indexing, dating and using ‘et cetera’ 
are correct for altering the semantic responses of humans, provided the individual accepts to do so. 
How to make him accept these things is the major challenge. Human engineering is like changing 
the entire face of humanity and so due to so many interconnected issues, it is very complex. General 
Semantics can help avoid a few problems of the day-to-day personal and interpersonal relationships 
at home or at the workplace. Korzybski’s diagnosis of the human problems is correct from Indian 
viewpoint also. Even the remedy suggested by GS has the potentiality to succeed. But, the success 
does not depend only on the trainer or the individual concerned, because there are many other factors 
also which create human maladjustment. It needs the cultivation of the human mind, which is, in 
Miltonian words, capable of converting a hell into heaven and a heaven into hell. The mind is so 
powerful and so difficult to control. Indian aesthetics and philosophy believe that the mind ‘}¢Ý’ can 
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be cultivated but for that society has to pay attention to many other things like food, environment, 
training (education), exposure, and of course language too.
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SCIENCE & SPIRITUALITY – A UNIQUE AND 
UNPARALLELED CONFLUENCE

PanKaj S. joShi

One of the most important questions which are of global importance is: “What is true Science? 
What is meant by it? And what is true and genuine Spirituality?”Then we can ask, are the two 
related, and if so how and in what manner. Finally one may also ask why we should at all bother 
about such questions. From a common perspective, as soon as we say ̀ Science’, what comes to mind 
are televisions, camera, airplanes, rockets, atomic weapons and such other tools and gadgets of all 
kind! The common man identifies Science with various sorts of tools and techniques, and already 
accepts it as a major `Force’ in our lives today. This happens to such a great extent that we often 
exclaim, “Ah! So much change has happened in past few decades in our lives. What did not change 
for many past centuries has changed in the past few decades; Science has totally changed the way 
we do things!” But then, if you ask, how these things work, why they work, then generally very few 
people bother to know that. In fact, the common man often feels quite estranged, and at times even 
fears the kind of things and changes Science may unleash on humanity, such as rockets with different 
weaponry, genetically modified foods, computers and robots taking over the usual human functions, 
and so on. Even if we use gadgets day in and day out, namely, the mobile phones, computers, and so 
on, we generally care so little about knowing how they work, or the Science behind the same. This is 
like living with someone in the same house for years together, and still not knowing the person at all!

Similarly we can ask, “What is spirituality?”The common man again identifies it with various 
religions, with many rituals attached to each of them. So, offering flowers to Gods, breaking the 
coconuts, putting on the sacred substances on head, visiting, chanting and singing in temples or 
holy places, conducting many different rituals on  many occasions, etc. become `spirituality’ for the 
common person. Another common form of spirituality is making offerings to various Gurus and 
Babas, listening to them and paying respects to them. If we evolve this a bit more, some people 
think and talk about spirituality in terms of Atma-Paramatma, Brahma, Vedanta, and so on. These 
are often talked about in a very abstract manner, and they can run into intense intellectual debates for 
hours together! However, it would be only fair to say that the notions of Science and spirituality, in 
the way they are described above, is highly elementary and incomplete, if not immature or outright 
wrong! Of course, this is not my own statement or judgment; this is what has been strongly suggested 
by many great seers, saints and sufis, when they discuss what spirituality is. Also, similar statements 
are made by genuine and great scientists, that true Science is not just technology and tools. This then 
brings us back to our original question: What then is the true Science and what is true spirituality? 
Once we probe and understand this, the relationship between the two may already become clear. 
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What we like to point out here is this: there is a basic unity in the purpose as well as processes of 
both Science and spirituality. We emphasize that it is very important to understand and appreciate 
this unity.

Modern Science tries to understand the Universe and its processes through methods such as 
Mathematical, experimental and observational tools and analysis. On the other hand, the Ancient 
Traditions use quite different approaches to knowledge, such as purifying the self, Truth, nonviolence 
and other methods. However, any difference or dichotomy need not exist in the first place between 
them. Because, even when their methodology is different on the face of it, the purpose of both Science 
and spirituality is just one and the same, namely to obtain the key and fundamental knowledge of 
the self and cosmos, and to know the basic laws and processes that govern the universe. Sometimes 
people say that Science and spirituality are completely different; they have nothing to do with each 
other. That is because Science deals only with outer world, it deals only with matter. On the other 
hand, spirituality deals with the inner world, it deals with the consciousness and spirit.

But this may not be quite the full reality! To explain this, let me narrate a recent incident. I just 
came back from the Belur Math, Kolkata, the great premises where Swami Vivekananda lived and 
passed away. I met there Rolland Drudgemuller, an American, and we were discussing Science and 
spirituality, and the connections between the two. During our conversation, he just brought to my 
attention what Swami Brahmananda, the spiritual son of Sri Ramakrishna, said, “show me the line of 
demarcation between matter and spirit.” What he meant was, there are no clear lines or boundaries 
that define and divide the matter and the spirit, which asserts that spirit has life and matter is lifeless. 
The point is, even in an inert piece of matter, there are millions of processes going on, a continuous 
change happening all the time. We may note that the term ‘Physics’ originated from the Greek root 
‘Physis’, which means ‘the key principle or essence of the Universe’. Efforts of trying to know the 
same gave birth to the Science of Physics. On the other hand, spirituality, by its very meaning, stands 
for knowing the self and the universe as an integrated whole. The spirituality hidden within genuine 
Science has been highlighted beautifully by none other than the great scientist Albert Einstein. On 
the sixtieth birthday of Max Planck, who had made great contributions to quantum theory, Einstein 
was invited to speak. He pointed out that people often wondered on the successes of Planck, how he 
unveiled such deep secrets of nature, what methods he used, etc. Different people suggested various 
possibilities; some said it was due to his very hard working nature, others said it was due to his 
managing skills. However, Einstein said, it was none of that. According to him, just like a devotee 
who goes to the temple, and with a total sense of surrender loses himself or herself in the deity, in 
the same manner, Planck goes to the temple of nature, and forgetting the rest of the world, totally 
merges himself with nature. It is in that state of surrender that nature reveals some of its small secrets 
and workings to him, which are his discoveries! Similar views have been expressed by other great 
scientists as well, such as Erwin Schrodinger. For spirituality also, the great Science hidden within 
the same has been alluded to by seers such as Swami Vivekananda, Acharya Vinoba Bhave, Vimala 
Tai, and many others. In fact, Vivekananda made many attempts to meet Nikolas Tesla, the eminent 
scientist of his time, and he inspired Jamashedji Tata to create research institutions of Science in 
India. In the same way, Vinoba Bhave, Vimala Tai, Makarand Dave, and many others have also 
pointed out the deep connection between, and the unity underlying Science and spirituality. 

We can put the ideas succinctly in the following way: Thus, the highest seers of Science and 
spirituality have always alluded to their deep unity. Despite this being the case, as of today, the two 
stand quite disjointed and far apart from each other. Why is that so? The key reason for this state 
of affairs is a severe lack of communication between the traditions of Science and spirituality in 
current times. Both scientists as well as spiritual leaders are responsible for this big tragedy! In fact, 
we like to suggest that the root cause of all the perils and devastating problems that mankind faces 
today, either at individual or global levels, lies in not realizing this deep connection between cosmic 



61Science & Spirituality – A Unique and Unparalleled Confluence

Science and spirituality. We need to bridge this gap and create a unified perspective, if humanity is 
to return to a healthy and holistic future path. 

This huge contrast and difference in the method and approach to life and knowledge has damaged 
mankind already in a big and devastating manner in past centuries, and the potential for severe 
damage is harsher and more alarming today than ever before.

What we need most urgently is an integrative approach in the face of eminent scientists such 
as Stephan Hawking and Martin Rees spelling doom for the planet Earth and mankind in the next 
five centuries, and also similar predictions by others. It is quite clear that such a state of affairs is 
only due to an arbitrary and directionless proliferation of scientific knowledge that leads Mankind 
haywire, coupled with a lack of awareness of the true essence of spirituality. The same also applies 
to religious dogmas. How we can achieve this unity and what is to be done? One really needs 
to highlight, bring out and elaborate the Science hidden within spirituality and its traditions, and 
the spirituality within Science, i.e.to infuse and supplement a holistic and spiritual purpose within 
modern Science. This awareness has to be created, allowed to percolate and spread. 

The basic purpose of Science is spiritual, and spirituality has its own science. These facts need 
to be better understood, appreciated and highlighted. What often happens is that scientists are lost to 
the act of building instruments for creature comfort, or to that of serving as puppets to governments, 
and religions are lost to mere rituals, to creating a wide number of followers. This has to be avoided 
and we need to come out of such a scenario. We need to bridge this communication gap. We must 
bring out and establish the basic unity of Science and spirituality, and to highlight the already 
existing basic connect between the two. New awareness needs to be created and developed on these. 
That is the main task in this new age of ours if we are not to become extinct on planet Earth. We 
must proceed in this direction. Unless this is achieved, we inescapably run into the devastating 
and destroying future effects caused by the forces of nature as unleashed by modern Science and 
misused by us.
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DISEASE, MEDICINE AND THE HUMANITIES
Disease may happen to our body or mind, but it is also understood in certain ways: as a sign of human 

vulnerability, punishment for personal or collective transgression that may be deserved or undeserved, 
unforeseen calamity, the negation of selfhood. In fact, the biological effects of disease and its social 
meanings and consequences are entangled in such a complex fashion that it is not possible to separate 
them. Anthropologists make a theoretical distinction between disease as an objective and verifiable event 
and illness as the meaning it acquires in subjective experience, but the two are invariably understood to 
intersect or overlap. These meanings determine how we are perceived, by ourselves and others, often 
leading to self-abjection and stigma, and affect the way our lives unfold. As Susan Sontag wrote in AIDS 
and Its Metaphors, it is the meanings we associate with particular diseases that kill, as much as the disease 
itself does.

As such, therefore, the study of disease, its meanings and how they impact our personal and social 
life, has been an important focus of interdisciplinary humanities. If the object of humanities is the 
significance of being human, this is an inquiry that serves a social as much as an academic need. It is 
often said that the disciplinary protocol of medicine, which has become increasingly techno-scientific in 
the last hundred years, is ‘dehumanizing’. The meaning of illness and its effect on human suffering, as 
Arthur Kleinman wrote, have tended to become irrelevant to the pedagogy and practice of the discipline. 
“Meaning itself is not configured as a central focus or task of medicine.” Medical humanities emerged in 
the mid-twentieth century as a corrective to this tendency, to supplement medical science with knowledge 
of ethics and thereby to ‘humanize’ its practice. The Columbia University Medical Center was one of the 
first to introduce a programme in narrative medicine, the object of which was to sensitize clinicians to 
the patient’s story. As Rita Charon, one of the founders of this programme, put it: “We have increasingly 
come to recognize that the having of a human body gives us a rare ground of unity – we have the same 
body, we have the same organs, we are prey to the same diseases, and we all will die.” It is in developing 
these “commonalities of values, meanings, and goals” that narrative medicine can contribute to a clinical 
practice that doesn’t only cure but heals, in the convergence of the doctor’s diagnosis of disease and the 
patient’s story of illness and suffering.

If subjects such as medical ethics and narrative medicine have become important foci of research 
in medical humanities, supplementing medical knowledge with the ‘arts’ of healing, another focus that 
has emerged is a ‘critical medical humanities’ that doesn’t supplement but critiques the discourses and 
practices of healthcare. Drawing on critical theory, it examines the links between medical knowledge and 
power, the ‘medicalization’ of human behaviour, and the ideological underpinnings of health and illness. 
Most importantly, it extends the scope of medical humanities beyond the clinical setting and examines 
issues pertaining to public health, epidemic disease, and the affirmation of or resistance to hegemonic 
social meanings and values. In this focus, the humanities relate to medicine neither as friend nor foe, but 
in a critical interface of the sciences and the arts of the human.  

This special issue of Anekaant invites articles, by 31 December 2020, on disease from the perspective 
of interdisciplinary humanities, on topics including, but not limited to - the therapeutic function of the 
arts; disease and illness; curing and healing; clinical encounters; illness narratives; comparative health 
systems; cultural politics of healthcare; biopolitics of public health; epidemic narratives; the diseased 
body and the law; public health pedagogy and health communication; the application of general semantics 
to health and illness etc.

Editor: Dilip K. Das: He is Professor of Cultural Studies in the School of Interdisciplinary Studies at 
The English and Foreign Languages University, Hyderabad. A recipient of a Fulbright Postdoctoral 
Fellowship at University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, USA, and South Asia Regional Fellowship from 
the Social Science Research Council, New York, he specializes in interdisciplinary body study. He has 
published prolifically on the social dimensions of disease. His latest publication is titled Teaching AIDS: 
The Cultural Politics of HIV Disease in India (2019).

 Submissions in MS Word format and written as per the latest MLA Style sheet, may be sent as an email 
attachment to the editor of the Special Issue at: deekaydas@gmail.com. 
Last date of submission: 31 December 2020.            



BUDDHA’S TEACHINGS AND ROOTS OF NONVIOLENT 
COMMUNICATION

KunDan aRyal

Introduction
The main purpose of this essay is to trace the roots of nonviolent communication, which sprang 

off from the teachings of the Buddha. In the course of describing the rudiments of such nonaggressive 
communication, the essay examines the importance of compassion in shaping its expression. The 
essay finds the roots of the contemporary definition of nonviolent communication practice as 
presented by Rosenberg, a European Communication theorist in Buddhist Literature. The Buddha 
preached nonviolence and peace as a universal message. Maitri (friendship), karuna (compassion), 
mudita (sympathetic joy) and thought of the welfare of a society are the basics of an effective, 
efficient and harmless communication founded in Buddhist philosophy. Nonviolent communication 
in different walks of social lives would help individuals and groups conduct a dialogue with one 
another effectively. It is the noble way of communicating ourselves where we maintain austerity 
of speech and avoid language that could evoke a defensive or aggressive reaction, where we take 
care of four components: observations, feelings, needs, and requests. The essay, while suggesting 
the ideal way of communication for the betterment of society, considers the four noble truths and 
precepts of the Buddha as guidelines. It concludes that samyakvaac, which is one of the Buddha’s 
very first teachings of the Noble Eightfold Path, is the root of nonviolent communication. The 
Buddha’s teachings prompt us towards a way of communication that enhances social responsibility 
and promotes cultural harmony. 

In our daily life, whether in the context of interpersonal communication, or communication in 
a group, or in the context of mass communication, we often ignore our utterance and many a times 
unknowingly use trigger words targeted at others. We do not even care about the hate speech that we 
indulge in while using our freedom of speech. On one hand, an extension of human communication 
capacity in different levels has made us capable of expressing our feelings, thoughts and opinions in 
a wider circle of people without much effort; on the other hand, uses of offensive language – a form 
of passive violence – has continued in different levels of communication, right from interpersonal to 
group and mass communication.

Today, human communication has been widened and intensified through different forms of mass 
media. In McLuhan’s view, technology has greatly extended the human capacity for communication. 
He observes that as we rapidly approach the final phase of the extensions of the technological 
simulation of consciousness, the creative process of knowing will be collectively and corporately 
extended to the whole of human society, insofar as we have already extended our senses and our nerves 
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by the various media (McLuhan, 3-4). We expect that the way of human communication will change 
and we can create a peaceful and harmonized world through compassionate ways of interpersonal 
and other levels of communication. When we try to distinguish nonviolent communication from 
violent communication, we see that even passive violence ultimately results in physical violence. 
Thus, in many instances, our reactions to the situation become the source of distress rather than the 
situation itself. In this context, Gandhi (Gandhi, xiii) states that it is not true that we are not violent 
because our vision of violence is one of fighting, killing, beating, and wars – the types of things that 
average individuals don’t do. 

Communicating Attitude
This is the age of the power of communication. Different levels of communication that result in 

dialogue in different walks of social life are the basis of a democratic polity. Means of mass media, 
right from the traditional to the new media outlets, are being shaped not only by the lifestyle of 
the general public but also in the ways of interpersonal communication. Contents of mass media 
have been creating a vast range of impact over public life and communication patterns. Hiebert, 
Ungurait and Bohn state that central to this age of communication are the institutions known as the 
mass communication media. They view that mass media are the powerful, high-speed information 
systems that bring about change within societies, subcultures, families, and individuals, not only in 
the United States but throughout the world (Hiebert, Ungurait and Bohn, 1). Further, they find that 
satisfactory definitions of communication are difficult to come by since modes of different levels of 
communication have been widening. They state that the daily routine of a person involves myriad 
communication experiences. According to them, these activities tend to fall into four relatively 
discrete categories, or levels of communication: intrapersonal communication, interpersonal 
communication, group communication and mass communication (Hiebert, Ungurait and Bohn, 2). 
It is obvious that every level of communication has been influenced by or linked to another. 

Since mass media is a major influence in this context, critical discourse over its functioning is 
obvious. One of the great critical thinkers, Raymond Williams, expresses his dissatisfaction over the 
mode of communication that is in existence today. He states that all the new means of communication 
have been abused for political control (to spread propaganda) or commercial profit (through acts like 
advertising) (Williams, 19). Following his dissatisfaction over mass communication, we, the users 
of media products need to analyze what we receive every day right from newspapers to television 
and online platforms.

Williams writes in his seminal work Communications that steam printing, the electric telegraph, 
photography, wireless, film, television are, like the computer with which, in a very new way, the print 
of this book was composed, new ways of passing ideas, information, and attitudes from person to 
person – we call this entire system ‘communications’ also. In the course of defining communications, 
Williams also states that the oldest meaning of the word in English, can be summarized as the 
passing of ideas, information, and attitudes from person to person (Williams, 17). The Buddha did 
not directly address the theory of communication, even nonviolent communication. Nevertheless, 
his teachings included in the Tripitak guide us towards nonviolent and meaningful communication 
(Gandhi, xv). Arun Gandhi, the grandson of M.K. Gandhi, gives importance to inculcating positive 
attitudes in the context of communication. He states that we need to replace the negative attitudes 
that dominate us. In his views, this world is what we have made of it; if it is ruthless today it is 
because we have made it ruthless by our attitudes.

Foundation of Nonviolent Communication: The Four Noble Truths
The Four Noble Truths are the foundation of Buddhist philosophy and practice. Among them, 

the last one leads human beings to refrain from doing the things that cause us to suffer. The Buddha 
prescribes the Eightfold Path to get rid of suffering. One path mentioned in the Eightfold Path is 
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Right Speech. However, before discussing Right Speech, we need to understand the Four Noble 
Truths from the teachings of Buddha. The Buddha says that the world is full of suffering. The 
Four Noble Truths are: 1) the truth of suffering, 2) the truth of the cause of suffering, 3) truth of 
the cessation of suffering, and 4) the path leading to the cessation of suffering (Digh Nikaya 2: 3, 
Mahaparinibbana Sutta).

Thus, as mentioned by Hanh, the First Noble Truth is suffering (dukkha). We all suffer to some 
extent. We have some malaise in our body and our mind. We have to recognize and acknowledge 
the presence of this suffering and touch it. To do so, we may need the help of a teacher and a 
Sangha – friends in the practice. The Second Noble Truth, as mentioned by Hanh, is the origin, 
roots, nature, creation, or arising (samudaya) of suffering. After we touch our suffering, we need 
to look deeply into it to see how it came to be. We need to recognize and identify the spiritual and 
material foods we have ingested that are making us suffer. The Third Noble Truth is the cessation 
(nirodha) of creating suffering by refraining from doing the things that make us suffer. He states that 
Buddha did not deny the existence of suffering, but he also did not deny the existence of joy and 
happiness. If one thinks that Buddhism says, “Everything is suffering and we cannot do anything 
about it,” that is the opposite of the Buddha’s message. The Buddha taught us how to recognize and 
acknowledge the presence of suffering, but he also taught about the cessation of suffering. Hanh, in 
the course of describing Buddhism, mentions that the Fourth Noble Truth is the path (marga) that 
leads to refraining from doing the things that cause us to suffer. Hence, the Buddha suggests the 
Noble Eightfold Path. The Path includes Right Speech and Right Livelihood. As Hanh mentions, the 
Buddha teaches us the Four Noble Truths of the existence of suffering, the making of suffering, the 
possibility of restoring well-being, and the Noble Eightfold Path that leads to wellbeing.

Hanh mentions that the Pali word for “right” is samma and the Sanskrit word is samyak. 
It is an adverb meaning “in the right way,” “straight,” or “upright,” not bent or crooked. Right 
Mindfulness, for example, means that there are ways of being mindful that are right and beneficial. 
Sangharakshita uses Perfect Speech rather than right speech for samyak-vaca of Sanskrit. He states 
that in Buddhist texts Perfect Speech is usually described as speech which is truthful, affectionate, 
helpful, and promotes concord, harmony, and unity. Similarly, wrong or imperfect speech is 
described in precisely opposite terms, as speech which is untruthful, harsh, harmful, and which 
promotes discord, disharmony, and disunity. Kyokai presents an analogy to describe the Noble Path. 
It reads: “Following the Noble Path is like entering a dark room with a light in the hand: the darkness 
will all be cleared away and the room will be filled with light” (Kyokai, 78). 

Against Misdeeds Caused by Speech
In the Subhasita Sutta the Buddha’s skepticism on the possibilities of invoking violence by 

speech is quite discernible when he says: 

Monks, speech which has four characteristics is speech, well-spoken, blameless and not 
censured by the wise, namely the speech of a monk who speaks only what is wholesome and not 
what is unwholesome; only what is just, not what is unjust; only what is pleasant, not what is 
unpleasant; only what is true, not what is false. Speech endowed with these four characteristics 
is well-spoken, not poorly spoken (Nikaya, 450). 

According to Thomsen the linguistic aspect of language, which gives us words, seems to be uniquely 
human (Thomson, 36). The word “language” comes from the Latin lingua which refers to speech. 
As Thomsen opines, language is so important to us, it is impossible to imagine life without it. 
He also states that there is not a single known human culture that does not possess a language 
(Thomson, 33). However, it is important to use language correctly in the context of all the levels 
of communication. Thus, we can expand the concept of samyak-vaca to include different levels or 
forms of communication which were not available at the time of the Buddha. Against the backdrop of 
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direct communication, the world has come to the age of mediated, machine-assisted communication 
and extensive mass communication through the use of phone, radio, television and the internet. We 
need to apply the Buddha’s teachings concerning the samyak-vaca to all levels as well as modes of 
communication.

Buddhist teachings on right speech and mindfulness make us fully aware of the content and aim 
of any communication which is key to meaningful conversation. Ideal communication ultimately 
depends more on our inner factors such as level of clarity and our qualities such as kindness, 
patience, courage, and balance. Likewise, Buddhist techniques of mindfulness and samyak-vaca are 
the assets of outward communication or used in the case of addressing someone. The Buddha was 
aware of the power and function of speech in creating or losing such discursive power. The ultimate 
goal of samyak-vaca is “awakening” one of the factors of the noble eightfold path to end suffering. 
The samyak-vaca refers to abstaining from lying, from false speech, from malicious speech, harsh 
speech and idle chatter (Nikaya, 45-8). The Buddha teaches us to say what is true, to speak in ways 
that promote harmony among people, to use a tone of voice that is pleasing, kind and gentle, and to 
speak mindfully. The samyak-vaca is a mindful practice. By undertaking this practice, we commit 
to greater awareness of our body, mind and emotions. The practice of samyak-vaca requires us 
to attend karma or the law of cause and effect. We find that unskillful speech degrades personal 
relationship and diminishes the possibility of peace and harmony. 

Proper and full observance of Ajivatthamaka Sila constitutes the practice of the Morality 
group of the Eightfold Path which comprises Right Speech, Right Action and Right Livelihood. 
Sayadaw mentions that Ajivatthamaka Sila is twofold: for lay folk, and monks. Abstention from 
the threefold evil conduct in deeds [kaya-duccarita] and the fourfold in word [vaci-duccharita] 
comprise the virtue for lay folk. The Atthangika Uposatha Sila (The Eight Uposatha Precepts) and 
the Dasanga Sila (The Ten Precepts for lay people) are refinements of that virtue. For monks, that 
virtue is constituted by the observance of the Vinaya rules, which cover bodily and vocal kamma. 
The remaining rules laid down in the Vinaya Pitaka are refinements of it (Sayadaw, 92). Hence, right 
speech consists of abstaining from the four kinds of speeches as follows:

(i) Musavada refers to the telling of lies and falsehood.
(ii) Pisunavaca refers to avoiding of backbiting. The back-biter is like a mosquito, though 

small it is dangerous. 
(iii) Pharusavaca refers to the use of harsh and abusive language. We should try to speak only 

pleasantly and courteously and not use harsh or abusive language. 
(iv) Sampapphalapa means foolish babble, gossip and idle chatter which yield no useful 

results.

A Thai monk summarizes the Buddha’s teachings as follows: “One should guard oneself against 
misdeeds caused by speech. Let him practice restraint of speech. Let him practice virtue with his 
mind” (Sivaraksa, 85). A senior Sri Lankan venerable, Sayadaw, mentions the Buddha’s teachings 
about good behaviour or conduct as Pancha Sila [The Five Precepts], Ajivatthamaka Sila, Atthangika 
Uposatha Sila [The Eight Uposatha Precepts] and Dasanga Sila [The Ten Precepts for lay people], 
with respect to ordinary laymen and women, and the Bhikkhu Sila [Catuparisuddhi Sila] with respect 
to the Bhikkhus (Sayadaw, 11). One of the observations in The Pancha Sila comprises abstaining 
from telling an untruth. The Buddha instructs his followers to abide by the notion of nonviolence in 
act and speech. His alertness when it comes to the act of speech indicates that speech could induce 
violence. According to Sivaraksa, the spirit of nonviolence permeates the Buddha’s teachings across 
the world. He views that the first precept – not to kill – is the foundation of all Buddhist action 
(Sivaraksa, 83). All Buddhist action includes the act of communication too. Thus, the potentiality of 
speech or any form of expression to be passively violent has been acknowledged. 
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The samyak-vaca is one of the Noble Eightfold Paths offered by Buddha to enter into a state 
where there is no desire and no suffering. As many as 2500 years ago, Shakyamuni Buddha 
suggested the stages of this Noble Eightfold Path (Kyokai, 76). Kyokai states that this is called the 
Truth of the Noble Path to the Cessation of the Cause of Suffering. We need to be careful when we 
speak the truth. It is not always wise to speak the truth. Under some circumstances, it might not 
be suitable to say something even though it may be true. The Buddha teaches that there are four 
kinds of conversation: “The truth at an appropriate time; the truth at an inappropriate time; untruth 
at an appropriate time; untruth at an inappropriate time.” Only the first is skilful. The Patimokkha 
under Vinaya Pitaka of Tripitaka defines right speech or samma vaca as abstaining from lying, from 
divisive speech, from abusive speech and idle chatter. Such acts of speech come under the definition 
of Right Speech (samma vaca) by access to insight. As documented in Patimokkha under Vinaya 
Pitaka of Tripitaka (a collection comprising of Vinaya Pitaka, Sutta Pitaka, and Abhidhamma 
Pitaka) the Buddha suggests five things that we should consider before speaking the Right Speech 
(samma vaca) by “Access to Insight”: 1) factual and true, 2) helpful, or beneficial, 3) spoken with 
kindness and good-will, or well-intended (that is, hoping for the best for all involved), 4) endearing 
or not harsh (that is, spoken gently, in a way the other person can hear), and 5) timely (occasionally 
something true, helpful, and kind will not be endearing, or easy for someone to hear, in which case 
we think carefully about when to say it. Thus in the context of nonviolent communication, the 
Vinaya Pitaka of the Buddhist canon would be incomplete without a careful study of the Patimokkha 
or monastic code for the monks and nuns.

As mentioned in the Abhaya Rājakumāra Sutta of Majjhima Nikāya, in the conversation with 
Prince Abhaya, Buddha describes the six-step process by which he decides whether or not to say 
something. He presents the criteria for deciding what is worth saying. He suggests that he 
does not speak words that are not untrue but unbeneficial to others. Likewise, he does not say them 
in case of words that are not factual and also unbeneficial to others. He has a sense of proper time 
for saying them in case of the words that are true, beneficial but unendearing and disagreeable to 
others. He does not say them if the words are not factual, unbeneficial but endearing and agreeable 
to others. Buddha does not say them in case the words are factual, true, unbeneficial but endearing 
and agreeable to others. Lastly, he has a sense of the proper time for saying them in case of words 
that are factual, true, unbeneficial and endearing and agreeable to others. Thus the Buddha gives us 
five things to consider before speaking: Is what we are about to say factual, helpful, kind or spoken 
with goodwill, pleasant or endearing and timely (Bajracharya, 360-63)?

Hence, the teachings of the Buddha encourage samyak-vaca or perfect speech which encompasses 
abstaining from lying, divisive and abusive speech as well as idle or unmindful chatter. The samyak-
vaca is an essential part of Buddha’s very first teaching of the Noble Eightfold Path, his prescription 
for spiritual liberation and insight. In his time, the only mode of communication was speech—
words of the mouth. Today, we need to understand that his teachings concerning the speech or direct 
communication encompass all modes of communications. He constantly put forward his approach 
to do-no-harm-communication during his entire lifetime.

Nonviolent Communication
Rosenberg, a pioneer in systematizing the process of nonviolent communication (NVC), 

considers it as the learning of peaceful and compassionate ways of interpersonal communication. He 
believes that it can work miracles towards making the consecrated community a joyful place to live 
in. He has found the components of communication that blocks compassion. He suggests to us to 
avoid enhancing the communication which could evoke a defensive or aggressive reaction. For that, 
Rosenberg explains, we need to be aware of the fundamentals of such compassionate and life-giving 
communication. One needs to put his/her observation without evaluation. We can be objective after 
passing through a series of steps of observing a situation. We should not express something without 
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evaluating and identifying. Rosenberg stresses experiencing one’s feelings concerning the situation 
and taking responsibility for them rather than blaming others for them, expressing one’s needs 
clearly so that the other party can understand them and practice empathy and compassion towards 
others and their needs. Thus, he introduces the four components of NVC – observations, feelings, 
needs, and requests.

Arun Gandhi notes that one of the many things he learned from his grandfather was to understand 
the depth and breadth of nonviolence and to acknowledge that one is violent and that one needs to 
bring about a qualitative change in one’s attitude. He recalls that during his stay with his grandfather 
for eighteen months in India, he was assisted by his grandfather every evening to analyze the day’s 
happenings –everything that he experienced, read about, saw, or did to others –and put them down 
either under the category of physical violence where physical force was used, or under passive 
violence if it was the type of violence where the hurt was more emotional than physical (Gandhi, xiv). 
We need to be cautious about the fact that our expression in the form of passive violence can induce 
physical violence also. Gandhi mentions that his grandfather used to explain that passive violence 
ultimately generates anger in the victim who, as an individual or as a member of the collective, 
responds violently. He concludes that passive violence fuels the fire of physical violence (Gandhi, 
xiv). We can cite plenty of real-life examples in this regard. It also proves the importance of a 
nonviolent approach in communication. Rosenberg develops a notion of nonviolent communication 
to prevent communication from becoming an act of passive violence. As Gandhi notes, his work is 
significant towards changing our ways of communication and creating a compassionate world as the 
Buddha had thought about 2500 years ago.

Rosenberg believes that language and uses of words play a crucial role in developing the factors 
that affect our ability to stay compassionate. He identifies a specific approach to communicating – 
both speaking and listening – that leads us to give from the heart, connecting us with ourselves and 
with each other in a way that allows our natural compassion to flourish. He names this approach 
Nonviolent Communication, using the term nonviolence as Gandhi used it – to refer to our natural 
state of compassion when violence has subsided from the heart. While we may not consider the way 
we talk to be violent, words often lead to hurt and pain, whether for others or ourselves (Rosenberg, 
2-3). After all, it is the reader or listener who infers meaning. As nonviolent communication, 
according to Rosenberg, replaces our old patterns of defending, withdrawing, or attacking in the 
face of judgment and criticism, we come to perceive ourselves and others, as well as our intentions 
and relationships, in a new light. Resistance, defensiveness, and violent reactions are minimized 
(Rosenberg, 3). By this measure, the reactive words would be cited as an example opposite to 
nonviolent communication.

Four Components of Nonviolent Communication
Rosenberg explains in details the foundational philosophy of NVC. He describes four components 

of nonviolent communication: observations, feelings, needs and requests, in detail. First, as he 
states, we observe what is happening in a situation: what do we observe about others’ speech or 
action that is either enriching or not enriching our life? The trick is to be able to articulate this 
observation without introducing any judgment or evaluation – to simply say what people are doing 
that we either like or don’t like. Next, he explains, we need to state how we feel when we observe 
this action: are we hurt, scared, joyful, amused, or irritated (Rosenberg, 6)? And thirdly, he states 
that we find out the needs connected to the feelings we have identified. An awareness of these three 
components is present when we use nonviolent communication to clearly and honestly express how 
we are (Rosenberg, 6). He cites an example and mentions that a mother might express these three 
aspects to her teenage son by saying, “Felix, when I see two balls of soiled socks under the coffee 
table and another three next to the TV, I feel irritated because I am needing more order in the rooms 
that we share in common” (Rosenberg 6). She would, as Rosenberg states, follow immediately with 
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the fourth component –a very specific request: “Would you be willing to put your socks in your room 
or the washing machine?” This fourth component addresses what we want from the other person to 
enrich our lives or make life more wonderful for us (Rosenberg, 6), According to Rosenberg, the 
other part of this communication consists of receiving the same four aspects of information from 
others. He states that we connect with them by first sensing what they are observing, feeling, and 
needing; then we discover what would enrich their lives by receiving the fourth piece – their request 
(Rosenberg, 6).

Rosenberg further argues that the first component of NVC entails the separation of observation 
from the evaluation. When we combine observation with evaluation, others are apt to hear criticism 
and resist what we are saying. He states that NVC is a process language that discourages static 
generalizations. Instead, observations are to be made specific to time and contexts only. Here, 
Rosenberg cites an example, “Hank Smith has not scored a goal in twenty games, rather than Hank 
Smith is a poor soccer player” (Rosenberg, 32). Hence, for our convenience, we can divide nonviolent 
communication into two parts. One is expressing honestly in line with the four components; and 
another receiving empathically based on the four components.

Roots of Nonviolent Communication
Abrahams states that the Nonviolent Communication (NVC) movement and American 

Buddhism evolved together. In the 1960s, as Buddhist thought began to take root in different parts 
of the world, Marshall Rosenberg left his psychology practice behind to create NVC, finding fertile 
ground in the peacemaking initiatives of the era.Vivianne views that Rosenberg’s approach sits 
easily with Buddhist practices because of his emphasis on changing our interior monologue into 
dialogue with others. Likewise, longtime Buddhist practitioner Katy Butler remarks that NVC’s 
emphasis on peacemaking, mindfulness, and nonjudgmental awareness complements Buddhist 
practices (Abrahams, 2019). The Buddhist idea has flourished in light of canonical Buddhist aspects 
of the compassionate. Nonviolent communication is the offspring of the teachings of Buddha. His 
philosophy has some clear dimensions on human communication such as mindfulness, compassion, 
truthfulness and an absence of harshness. Buddhism is about accepting change, creating harmony, 
and treating all people with dignity and respect. His teachings of Four Noble Truths and mindfulness 
are the best ways towards achieving nonviolent communication. As a learned monk from South 
East Asia believes, when we make nonviolence a part of our daily lives, we water the seeds of a 
nonviolent society (Sivaraksa, 92). We need to promote nonviolent communication to enhance the 
culture of peace in the world.
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READING LALON AS AN EXERCISE IN TIME-BINDING
ToniSha Guin

Introduction
This paper seeks to examine two songs by a singer-composer-philosopher of relatively obscure, 

disenfranchised origins within the richly heterogeneous fabric of Eastern Philosophical thought: 
Lalon. Lalon and his songs find hardly any mention in the canonised volumes of contemporary 
Indian Philosophy. However, they continue to enjoy immense popularity among Bengalis of India, 
Bangladesh and the Bengali Diasporas for their simple, accessible lyrics in colloquial Bengali, 
musicality, and messages of embodied spirituality and communal harmony in quotidian life. Extant 
academic work has attempted to locate them in Sahajiya and Dehotatva traditions of Bengali 
religious-musical genealogies. These have often predetermined any interpretation of the content of 
these songs. This paper seeks to translate two of Lalon’s compositions and see how they are better 
accessible with the help of two concepts of General Semantics: time-binding and non-Aristotelian 
systems of knowledge. 

Non-Aristotelian Understanding of Meaning-Making and Time-Binding
One of the central tenets of the discipline of General Semantics is its self-identification as a 

“non-Aristotelian” system of meaning-making. Arguably, when Alfred Korzybski, the founder of 
the discipline, subscribes to what he calls “non-Aristotelian” systems of knowledge, he uses the 
word to ally himself to the understanding that meaning is provisional and mutable. Thus, he says:

The present non-Aristotelian system is based on fundamental negative premises; namely, the 
complete denial of ‘identity’.… we start, for instance, with a statement that ‘a word is not 
the object spoken about, and someone tries to deny that, he would have to produce an actual 
physical object which would be the word, – impossible of performance… This general denial of 
the ‘is’ of identity gives the main fundamental non-Aristotelian premise. (Science and Sanity: 
10–11.)

Aristotle’s Law of Identity states that at a given time, any entity is identical with itself, i.e. is 
constituted by shared properties (so, the example famously given is, if an object or identity is named 
“x” then “x” will be equal to “x,” no “x” will be partially or selectively lacking in the properties “x” 
is purported to have; and works on the understanding of a binary, bi-valent classificatory system 
(like “black” being the absolute opposite of “white,” “true” being the absolute opposite of “false”). 
Korzybski called this understanding of identity “intensional” to foreground the way it examines any 
identity in purely abstract, linguistic forms that are not achievable or examinable “scientifically” 
in one’s lived reality. His “extensional,” “non-Aristotelian” system, in contrast, allows for the 
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possibility of entities to be partially similar to their counterparts, therefore allowing for an infinite 
number of possibilities that account for subjective differences, mutability, and pluriversality when it 
comes to defining an identity at a given time instead of focusing on an abstract, objective, essentialist 
and unchanging “truth” about their nature; consequently, the Aristotelian bivalent structure of 
classification also gets destabilised in favour of a system that accounts for infinite possibilities of 
meaning that a particular identity potentially contains.

His discussion of abstraction and structural differential, as well as statements like “The map 
is not the territory” may be taken as corollaries of this understanding. Any of these notions, and 
the ways in which they relate to Korzybski’s broader worldview – that asks for non-deterministic 
processes of meaning-making – makes an object of significant and prolific study. This paper wishes 
to explore the ways in which this, and a related notion espoused by Korzybski – time-binding – play 
a crucial role in the reading of a body of songs from a very different part of the world.

The notion of time-binding is also peculiar to the discipline of General Semantics. Korzybski 
construed it as the unique capacity that sets humans apart from other life-forms. Simply put, time-
binding refers to the ability humans have of passing on knowledge from one generation to the next, 
with the help of symbols. Korzybski argued that only humans are capable of having “knowledge 
about knowledge” and are therefore capable of an infinite amount of abstraction. Therefore, while 
Korzybski regards animals as space-binders and plants as energy-binders, only humans have the 
capacity to be time-binders. Thus, he says

And now what shall we say of human beings? What is to be our definition of Man? Like the 
animals, human beings do indeed possess the space-binding capacity but, over and above that, 
human beings possess a most remarkable capacity which is entirely peculiar to them--I mean 
the capacity to summarise, digest and appropriate the labors and experiences of the past…I 
mean the capacity to employ as instruments of increasing power the accumulated achievements 
of the all-precious lives of the past generations spent in trial and error, trial and success; I mean 
the capacity of human beings to conduct their lives in the ever increasing light of inherited 
wisdom; I mean the capacity in virtue of which man is at once the heritor of the by-gone ages 
and the trustee of posterity…I define humanity…to be the time-binding class of life...Man’s 
achievements rest upon the use of symbols [my emphasis].... we must consider ourselves as a 
symbolic, semantic class of life  (Manhood of Humanity: 76)

The notion of meaning being conveyed ‘symbolically’ is crucial to us as we rely on the central 
postulate of General Semantics: its emphasis on meaning being contingent and dynamic. The 
symbol reiterates its assigned meaning even as it contains the potential of transforming the meaning 
partially or even entirely. Symbols1 may, over time, completely subvert the meaning they were 
initially assigned to. They can be appropriated, undergo shifts in prestige while simultaneously 
retaining their provenance. In this sense one may think of the Star of David, and the continuities and 
disruptions of meaning it underwent in the Shoah. They contain the possibility of a continuum of the 
meaning making act that may either make meaning in the same way, and/or make the same meaning. 
Yet, crucially, simultaneously, they allow one to locate oneself in the in-between, nearly ephemeral, 
liminal space between a fixed, finite meaning and a mutable, ever evolving spectrum of possible 
meanings: both of the same entity. What Korzybski suggests through the process of time-binding 
using symbols resonates with how we today understand the term “performativity.” 

The notion of performativity does not entail a single act in isolation; rather, it emphasizes the 
reiteration of extant norms that, in the process of reiteration itself, may be partially or entirely 
reinterpreted and transformed. Thus, according to Judith Butler, performativity makes “identity 
categories… instruments of regulatory regimes” inasmuch as they are “normalizing categories of 
oppressive structures” and yet “rallying points for liberating contestation of that very oppression.” In 
being reiterative, all identities are “a kind of impersonation and approximation… a kind of imitation 
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for which there is no original” (Butler, xv-xvi). The notion of performativity, as we understand it 
from Butler’s work, goes far beyond the purview of only linguistic norms and utterances in the way 
it was first used by J. L. Austin, and expands instead into a process of responding to norms and 
conventions of all cultural institutions of meaning-making, by reiterating a normative behaviour in 
a way in which the reiteration itself contains the possibility of transformation. Arguably, symbols – 
across discourses – may be treated as performative in their ability to reiterate a normative meaning 
even as they hold the possibility to transform it to the point of contradiction. In this way, one can find 
distinct overlaps between the practice of time-binding and the notion of performativity. This is not 
to suggest that these two words can be used interchangeably, only that they share certain distinctive 
similarities in their processes, especially when it comes to the creation and mutation of meanings.

Lalon: An Unchronicled Legacy
Lalon was born in 1774 near the village of Jhenaidah, of the Bengal Presidency in present 

Bangladesh, and allegedly lived for a hundred and eighteen years near Kushtiya. No single, formally 
recognized account of his life exists; the few biographies and commentaries written on him are 
primarily based on anecdotes and conjectures, and are more fiction than history. 

The stories around him speak of a man born in a Hindu family2, who was presumed dead 
after a smallpox outbreak and abandoned as an adolescent. Traditionally, patients of diseases like 
smallpox and victims of snake bite were set afloat on rafts of banana plant on the local Kaliganga 
River when presumed dead, and occasionally revived. Lalon was rescued by a Muslim couple and 
nursed back to health. The disease supposedly left him disfigured; to the tune of losing an eye to 
the infection. Eventually, he recovered enough to travel home, but was immediately ostracised for 
breaking religious-social codes of commensurability when the details of his convalescence were 
shared. He returned to the couple who had saved him, and was deeply influenced by a Muslim 
saint called SirajSai while sharing their household. In time, Lalon found his way to a no-man’s land 
where individuals similarly ostracised because of illnesses like leprosy, venereal diseases, inter-
caste or inter-religious marriages, survivors of feudal and/or caste-based, gendered exploitation 
joined him to form what was to be his first set of followers. The community relied heavily on oral 
traditions—especially of singing self-composed songs—and created for itself an alternative religion 
that acted as a point of agentive resistance when it came to the then extant conditions of primarily 
Savarna Hindu and feudal exploitative practices. Lalon’s legacy can therefore be arguably treated 
as one of subaltern resistance. His deliberate identification as being neither a Hindu nor a Muslim—
while simultaneously being both, given the stories about him—and lifelong act of welcoming 
disenfranchised migrant individuals ousted from neighbouring communities on the basis of caste, 
class, religion, gendered and sectarian violence marks him as both a spiritual leader and a social 
activist of his times.

His teachings have no written sources or consolidated texts; they exist only in the form of the 
songs he composed. There are accounts of a number of two thousand to ten thousand songs of which 
only eight hundred have survived through the mnemocultural traditions of the area. 

Interestingly, today, in the Bengali mainstream social imaginary, Lalon is remembered more 
as a mystic, a saint, and a folk artist rather than as a social reformer who vehemently destabilised 
hegemonic practices. In the past two decades, his music has been selectively appropriated by Bengali 
mainstream artists and major labels of the music industry, and is deemed to occupy a high cultural 
niche of folk music that has since gained cultural capital3.

Though Lalon was a contemporary of the Nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore, very few textual 
accounts on him can be traced despite the already flourishing print industry of the colonial presidency 
of Bengal. The only surviving image of him is a sketch made by Rabindranath Tagore’s elder brother 
Jyotirindranath, on a chance encounter, perhaps because the patch of land inhabited by Lalon’s 
followers fell within the Tagore estate. He does not find a place in literary or musical discourses 
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in mainstream tomes like A Cultural History of India by renowned publishing houses like Oxford 
University Press. The only surviving texts of his life’s teaching, philosophy and prescribed code of 
conduct are the – still largely orally preserved – songs. 

Lalon’s songs have been held as a precursor to Baul music and religious beliefs, especially 
in their use of what Bauls term Dehotatva: the belief that the body can be treated as a metaphor 
for the cosmos. Scholars have also argued that similarities can be found between Lalon’s songs 
and the Tantrik Buddhist-Hindu Sahajiya tradition. Further, his work has been slotted within the 
larger Bhakti and Sufi traditions of India, despite their distinctive times, locales and epochs, without 
according it a particularly prestigious place within either tradition.

Attempts to locate Lalon and his music as products of either Sahajiya traditions or that of Baul 
philosophies (Baul has different schools of belief too) mean that any work done on the meaning-
making practices is overwhelmingly pre-determined by the conceptual frameworks of either 
the Sahajiya, Dehotatva symbolism or that of latter Baul renditions of the same. As mentioned 
previously, as far as we know, Lalon’s compositions – the body of songs written, put to music and 
sung by him – are the only available texts of his doctrines and principles. One may very well attempt 
to locate his works within the lexicon of Sahajiya Tantric Buddhism rooted in the Caryapadas4 or 
construct a grand narrative that neatly names Lalon as the precursor of an amalgamation of Baul 
practices. It is possible for there to be distinct overlaps between all three. Examining the ways 
in which similarities are carried over in cultural texts matters deeply, if only because provenance 
and posterity are important tools of gaining validation in the current social imaginary. However, 
if one overemphasizes either of these frameworks, or, as later scholars have attempted, liberal 
humanist or transcendental frameworks of thought borrowed from distinctly Western schools of 
thought, one also runs the risk of losing the particularities of Lalon’s work. Whether either or all 
these suppositions of Lalon being a Bhakti or Sufi saint, a descendant of Sahajiya, and/or a precursor 
to Baul traditions is accurate or not is immaterial for this paper. What is crucial for us is the way in 
which being bracketed by both these traditions obscures and overshadows the fact that Lalon’s songs 
are standalone, performative, time-binding texts in their own right.

These conventional discourses of tracing origins and interpretation obscure the ongoing relevance 
of Lalon’s songs in their attempts to delimit it in a pre-modern or proto-modern, indiscernible, 
alienating antiquity: this is reflected in the way “folk” Lalon music is beginning to occupy a (high) 
cultural niche with covers sung by mainstream singers while the mysticism and radicalism of 
some of the Lalon-espoused and latter Baul practices are carefully sanitised or sidestepped within 
the Kolkata and Dhaka music industries. It is thus crucial to acknowledge, but not let the extant 
discourses around them to overshadow, the textual literality of the songs. 

Further, different Bhakti and Sufi traditions have shared nuances in their evocations of spirituality 
uncluttered by organised, institutionalised rituals and emphasis on communal harmony. It might be 
possible to genealogically link Lalon’s expressions of spiritual devotion and fellow-feeling to these 
traditions, but his lyrics are arguably not limited to being mere reflections of only one or some of 
these traditions. They locate themselves in his lived reality and, simultaneously, allow themselves 
to be appropriated in contexts distant in time, space, and cultural ethos, without delimiting the 
peculiarities and unique conditions of those problematics: they can be identified with disenfranchised 
subject positions along queer, feminist, classist, casteist, religious, economic, gendered, agnostic 
and ascetic praxes across different points in time. This is the value their use of symbols creates.

This paper attempts to achieve a close reading of two of Lalon’s songs to discuss the ways 
in which they succeed in time-binding, without having to necessarily dip into the deeply esoteric 
metaphors of Sahajiya or Dehotatva symbolism. 

Translation of Songs in Question
Very few of Lalon’s songs have been translated from the dialect of colloquial Bengali and 

critically studied. Most academic work on Lalon remains in Bengali, and links his songs in the 
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aforementioned Sahajiya-Baul or liberal-transcendental traditions. Thus, the songs used in this paper 
are translated below for easier access and understanding. The first song is as follows:

What is this strange machination?
Of screaming “My jaat5 is lost!
My jaat is gone!”
Nobody is interested in the actual work, 
Wiling away is all that is done.

What jaat were you when you were about to arrive?
What jaat will you take on arrival here
What jaat will you be when you depart?
Think, do the answers to these appear?

Brahmin, Chandal, Chamar, Muchi
Use the same water for their ablutions
Distinctions are in poor taste, since
Lord Death will make no exceptions

If one secretly eats
Rice bought with a whore’s earnings
How does that harm their faith, or make it devolve?
Lalon says, “What is jaat’s meaning?
This confusion is never resolved.”

The translation of the second song goes:
Near my house is the City of Mirrors
A neighbour lives there
I couldn’t see them6 even once.
The village opens into the wide waters 
With neither the distant river banks nor a boat in sight,
I desire to see them 
Yet I know not how to reach.
How do I begin to describe this neighbour of mine?
They have neither limbs nor a head, nor a neck to place it on,
They exist on nothing at times
At times, they can be seen floating in their home
Had my neighbour touched me
All my fears of pain and death would have vanished
They and Lalon are one and occupy the same space
And yet, they are separated by a hundred thousand miles 
(Thus) I couldn’t see them even once.

Lalon as a Time-Binder
In the first song, Lalon ridicules the obsession and anxiety surrounding norms of maintaining 

caste-purity. He expresses how strange he finds the outcries of losing one’s jaat. He cannot 
understand why there is so much anxiety, and thinks it a distraction from the work that “actually” 
matters. Thus, he goes on to question the assumed rigidity of the notion of jaat and instead suggests 
its flexibility when he asks, “What jaat were you when you were about to arrive…depart?” This 
also foregrounds his commentary on the absurdity of imposed identity labels and how strongly they 
affect one at various stages of life. He further names the various castes as an example of the jaat 
he seeks to address. Notably, he marks no distinctions between the relatively higher caste of the 
Brahmin to that of the other, lower, professional caste/varna markers of “Chandal” [undertaker], 
“Chamar” [leatherworker] and “Muchi” [shoemaker]. Their juxtapositions right next to each other 
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can perhaps be treated as an exercise in calling all of them at par, and, for Lalon, equally irrelevant. 
It is crucial to note that that is not the only example of jaat offered by him. Beyond the body 

of caste/professional markers, Lalon draws attention to how one’s religious faith is unaffected by 
presumably taboo practices like eating food bought with a female sex worker’s earnings. It is of 
paramount importance to note how he challenges two related, but distinct sets of norms here: norms 
that idealize gendered roles in which a man is typically the breadwinner, not a woman; and norms 
which attach moral stigma to the profession of sex work. If religious faith is considered to be one of 
the irreducible aspects of one’s identity, to see it unaffected by the act of eating—a bodily necessity 
that is pivotal for the sustenance of life itself—food bought by the intersectional figure of the female 
sex worker goes beyond social sanctions limited to those of caste to incorporate a wider spectrum of 
economic and ethical norms within the purview of the jaat that Lalon dismisses.

Thus, the song primarily brings out and debunks an obsession of maintaining the purity 
or uncontaminated state of any of the identity labels signified by the term jaat. From different 
discourses of jaat in South Asian, particularly Bengali cultural accounts, we are aware of the value 
placed on maintaining the idealised, uncontaminated status of one’s jaat by following certain social, 
typically embodied norms like commensality only amongst individuals belonging to the same 
jaat. The composer destabilises this idealisation itself to argue in favour of a state that is always, 
already expected to be polluted. The mention of objects typically associated with pollution like 
water for ablutions (another bodily necessity), leather, the professions of undertakers and cobblers, 
and rice, reinforces the state of pollution Lalon seeks to normalize and destigmatize. He uses the 
word “karkhana” (“machinery”) to characterise these norms as man-made constructs that produce 
false hierarchies. There exists no pre-existing natural state that creates these social distinctions and 
prescribes how they are to be preserved. 

He elaborates this further by showing how these presumably rigid and non-negotiable 
demarcations are temporal and whimsical. When he asks about the different jaats one may subscribe 
to at different points of one’s life, he is perhaps also implying that at all these different points of 
identification are intended to be porous boundaries that allow one to identify differently across shifts 
in time, space and circumstances.

The song therefore deliberates on the rigid non-porosity of the boundaries set up by the social 
classificatory schema that are, in practice, more mutable. The unsaid but heavily implied critique 
denounces the hierarchies that are produced by these distinctions, and in turn, create the need 
to obsess about maintaining the purity of these distinctions in the first place. As Lalon suggests, 
and as the increasingly fluid notions of subjectivity have shown us, the notion of rigid, watertight 
distinctions is a hypothetical one. In lived experience, individuals occupy multiple, even self-
contradicting subject positions7, where this notion of a mythical purity can neither be explained nor 
sustained. Nonetheless, the obsession with it persists to turn the classificatory schema and its innate 
hierarchy into tools of discrimination and violence.

This is perhaps the reason why the only time a deterministic word like “actual” is used in the 
song; it refers to the pragmatics inherent in the act of living. Life sustaining activities – like eating 
and defecating, as Lalon mentions – are indifferent to these false classifications and presumably 
hegemonic hierarchies. 

Lalon has often been called a liberal humanist, or a transcendentalist, because of his open, 
vocal protests against hierarchical discriminations. However, a liberal humanist stance necessarily 
subsumes all difference in favour of a professed, idealized homogeneity. The constant critique of the 
application of liberal humanist principles in the interpretation of social contexts has emphasized how 
the liberal humanist stance of dissolving difference doesn’t actually resolve them – systematized, 
institutionalised discriminatory practices continue and are only rendered more invisible. In this 
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light, Lalon’s words are even more significant in how they never assume homogeneity. Instead, 
socially extant distinctions are mentioned, but in the very act of mentioning them, their hierarchies 
are destabilised. We see this in the way he states how in human mortality, and perhaps the more 
obsequious and damning, “polluting” yet unavoidable act of the use of water in human ablutions, 
constructed discriminations are not actionable. 

Thus, when he says at the end of the song that the riddle (“bhram” is better translated as “confusion”) 
of jaat can never be resolved by him, he refutes a “true” or Aristotelian predetermination of the 
notion of jaat – whether it is informed by social constructs (like our contemporary understanding 
of gender) or, the relatively more inflexible biological norms (like the notion of sexed bodies). This 
understanding not only debunks stereotyping of identifying practices, but also opens the notion of 
jaat-as-a-construct to meanings other than those suggested by hegemonic authorities.

The song continues to be deeply relevant in contemporary Bengali (and global) society/ies. The 
two examples mentioned – that of the Savarna Caste system and gendered economic and moral 
discriminatory practices – are still deeply contested grounds in India across its different contexts. 
The nature of these discriminatory practices may have changed, but they continue to permeate and 
perpetuate through modern social institutions. But that is not where Lalon’s relevance stops. As 
mentioned in the end note to the translation, the word jaat in Bengali, for the last two hundred years, 
has denoted a collective rather than a particular identity. Therefore, Lalon acts as a time-binder and 
relies heavily on the mutability of its meanings, thus arguably employing strategies spelled out in 
General Semantics in his performative composition.

The second song describes how a neighbour lives close enough to Lalon and yet Lalon is 
incapable of seeing or meeting them. The mention of “Arshinagar” [City of Mirrors] finds frequent 
mentions across Lalon’s compositions. It has been interpreted numerously as a spiritual domain, a 
philosophical paradigm, or a heavenly above by different scholars and Lalon enthusiasts. Baul music 
considers Lalon as one of its founder-predecessors and different artists use it in their songs from time 
to time. However, as mentioned previously, there is no surviving commentary or explanation from 
Lalon himself about what the word means, and if at all it is reducible to a single, fixed meaning. This 
sense of ambivalence is further heightened by how Lalon describes the neighbour. The delineation is 
fraught with deliberate contradictions: the individual is constantly referred to as “porshi” [neighbour] 
and yet the distance between their houses is seemingly unbridgeable; the neighbour’s touch is sought 
because it would end all pain and fear of death, but they are described as disembodied with no limbs, 
head or neck; the neighbour supposedly dwells both in vacuum and in the material space of their 
home; Lalon is distinctly not a resident of the City of Mirrors, yet his neighbour purportedly is; and 
perhaps, most crucially, there are no distinctions between Lalon and his neighbor, and yet they are 
separated to the tune of thousands of miles. 

Now, this neighbour can very well be interpreted as God, but, because/despite of these 
contradictions, one may also take it to mean somebody not necessarily divine, just different, from 
the singer-composer himself. Is this otherised persona the absolute opposite of Lalon? Is it somebody 
who shares similarities, despite the differences? Is it an individual or subject position that Lalon 
feels completely alienated from, or does the word ‘neighbour’ suggest the possibility of an affinity? 
Like the word jaat, the word porshi is as open to a spectrum of interpretations as it is quotidian. In 
fact, it relies on how common and colloquial its usage is, to create this polysemy. 

Arshinagar, being an imagined space, extends itself similarly to multiple meanings. This notion 
of describing a persona, who is an ‘Other’ with an undetermined number of shared similarities or 
differences is further augmented by the fact that the neighbour is, specifically, a resident of the 
City of Mirrors [my emphasis]. Mirrors can reflect, distort, project a false image of the self and 
even show who/what is beside or behind one while one is looking straight ahead – mirrors allow 
one to see who or what is visible other than the self. Again, what can the “City of Mirrors” there 
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symbolise? Is it similar to the platonically idealized nuomenon, of which the phenomenal world is 
just a reflection? Or could it be, more materially speaking, a literal neighbour’s house that one feels 
suddenly alienated from because of one’s awareness of their marginalised, even criminalized sexual 
orientation, caste, creed, gender, illness, or any other act of identification? 

This liminality or border dwelling that Lalon deliberately invokes in his performative 
compositions not only resonate with, but also act as a practice in time-binding that relies on non-
Aristotelian, non-deterministic processes of meaning making.

When it comes to Bhakti and Sufi traditions, Lalon’s neighbour from Arshinagar is not as limited 
in scope (relatively speaking) as Giridhari (Lord Krishna) in Meera’s bhajans or Bulleh Shah’s 
Murshid in his compositions (Murshid stands for teacher or spiritual mentor; Sufi songs typically 
name the teacher they are written in adoration of). “Neighbour” is unspecific enough to hold an array 
of subject positions, but has enough clarity in its intentionality as someone the composer is familiar 
with, or in close proximity to, to not be so generalised that any act of meaning-making around it can 
be redundant. 

In doing so, it does not fall back on the fault lines created in the wake of liberal humanism based 
on binary oppositions and their failure to address entrenched hierarchies. Instead, it manages a 
transcendental language intelligible to subaltern counter-publics. It does so by always, unflinchingly 
being a performative that articulates itself as a tool of resistance. It exists in the cracks. If there is 
one essential element to it, one characteristic trait, that is its liminality when it comes to positioning 
itself. It is neither pro-structure nor anti-structure; instead it resists the classificatory schema of 
structuration even as it acknowledges the entrenched nature of it, especially when it comes to 
identity positions. The terms Lalon uses (like jaat, Arshinagar or porshi) are deeply quotidian and 
yet manage to convey a sense of being not entirely accessible, always running a little in excess, at 
the porous borders of the (arguably mainstream, hegemonic) binary ordering. The songs therefore 
manage to leave themselves open as performatives so that they can be appropriated by subaltern 
counter-public subject positions from – but not limited to – the ones of which Lalon would be aware 
of. Besides caste, gender and stigma attached to particular professions like leatherworking, they 
can be taken up as anthems of racial, queer, non-binary, refugee, disability and other contemporary, 
intersectional identity positions. 

However, even as they are open to different discourses of identity, the songs necessarily align 
themselves with the subaltern, disenfranchised positions of the otherised, and the abjectified. It would 
be difficult – if not impossible – to read them as Brahminical, White supremacist, or patriarchal 
texts because they oppose the very hierarchical classifications that stabilise these structures in the 
first place. Since they manage to time-bind the process of subaltern identification itself, they also 
contain the possibility of time-binding identity-centric discriminations despite how these acts morph 
over time. If jaat stands for a community of people who share any one distinctive identification out 
of the numerous an individual has, does it refer to the culturally constructed binary of Hindu and 
Muslim, or Brahmin and Shudra, or British and Indian, or black and Caucasian, or homosexual and 
heterosexual? Given how the word jaat is used in Bengali, it can be any of these. It can even allow for 
what Korzybski would call “abstractions” along multiple praxes simultaneously, intersectionally. If 
one takes up the position of the queer subaltern in the homophobic spaces of India, is Arshinagar the 
residence of God, or that of a queer neighbour, or of a neighbour who may not be queer but supports 
queer rights openly, or a neighbour who is queer but also homophobic, or, simply, a neighbour one 
finds desirable despite not intending to, or being restricted by norms of desirability?

Despite this mutability, as noted previously, it is not generalised to the point of banality. This act 
of deliberate ambivalence allows for a proliferation of meaning far beyond its context. The songs 
may be applicable in problematics far beyond the author’s lived reality or knowledge because of the 
very way in which they have been rendered. In his choice of open-ended words like jaat and porshi, 



79Reading Lalon as an Exercise in Time-Binding

Lalon’s compositions become performative and time-binding. 
Thus, in either of the songs, for example, if the jaat or the porshi’s distinctive identity is read 

as ‘gender’, one sees how the singer-composer aligns himself with neither a heteronormative 
gender-binary position nor its opposite (which is presumably a state of absolute gender fluidity 
where all markers of gender are obsolete). He rather responds to the structure of gender with a 
vehemently non-hierarchised notion of gender identification (much like Korzybski’s evocation of 
the “non-Aristotelian”) that does not consider the masculine superior to the feminine, or cisgendered 
individuals ipso facto superior to transgendered ones.

Conclusion
It is crucial to remember that the notion of time-binding – with its emphasis on the ability to 

convey information across generations – is heavily reliant on the mutative capacity of symbols. This 
makes it also a process that can be creative and even disruptive when it comes to the act of repeated 
interpretation and performance of norms. This is what makes it mutable enough to accommodate 
changing contexts across space and time. This is how it may successfully apply to contingent, deeply 
different concerns around individual freedom, social justice and knowledge systems across time. It 
would be reductive to read it merely as an indiscriminate accumulation of data across generations.

Within critical humanities, it has been argued by different schools of thought that power and 
knowledge have a circular relationship. For instance, Michel Foucault uses the coinage ‘power/
knowledge’ to indicate the way in which knowledge and power mutually constitute each other in 
social institutions. How a piece of knowledge is being represented, by whom, from what position of 
power/powerlessness, is as crucial as the knowledge itself to trace its impact on social constructs. 
Following Korzybski’s logic of valuing non-Aristotelian processes of meaning; it can be argued 
that the potential meaning/s possible of a concept will relate, at least in part, to the power relations 
that constitute it. In this light, Lalon’s lyrics are performative utterances, and they have performed 
themselves into an open-ended, mutable, flexible body of meanings communicated symbolically for 
the last two and a half centuries. Their continued relevance irrespective of their ambiguous points 
of origin makes them the textbook definition of time-binding. They can be applied across numerous 
chronotopes, intersectional juxtapositions, without being either reduced or reductive in the process, 
or, being too specific or, conversely, too generalised to make the very process of meaning-making 
redundant. They perform themselves into being an ongoing tool of deeply intersectional subjectivity 
in their act of time-binding subaltern identities.

NOTES
1. “A symbol is a mark that appears to stand in for another object or meaning. Thus, symbolism is a form 

of representation founded on signs…The relationship between…a symbolic system and its meanings are 
not fixed or eternal but rather is governed by the cultural conventions of usage within particular contexts” 
(Chris Barker, The SAGE Dictionary of Cultural Studies: 196).

2. In India, for instance, one of the most popular fictional accounts on Lalon’s life was the historical novel 
Moner Manush (2008) by Sunil Gangopadhyay. A film by the same name directed by Goutam Ghose in 
2010 has further aided in solidifying the novel’s arguably imagined narrative as the widely believed ‘truth’ 
of Lalon’s life.

3. “A concept associated with Pierre Bourdieu, for whom cultural capital acts as a social relation within a 
system of exchange that includes the accumulated cultural knowledge that confers power and status. For 
example, education and/or the ability to talk knowledgeably about high culture has traditionally been 
a form of cultural capital associated with the middle classes” (Chris Barker, The SAGE Dictionary of 
Cultural Studies: 37).
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4. In West Bengal, music albums of Lalon’s songs by mainstream singers, based in Kolkata like Lopamudra 
Mitra, are far more popular and easily available than those sung by his followers or folk artists from his 
erstwhile locales. Similar stories about Bangladeshi urban artists may be traced.

5. The first recorded piece of the Bengali literary canon, Caryapadas refer to a collection of mystic devotional 
poetry originating in the regions of Bengal, Assam and Odisha, composed between the eight and twelfth 
centuries by Tantrik Buddhist sects with inflections of localised Hindu practices.

6. Jaat in Bengali refers to a collective or community, and can apply to numerous identity labels including, 
but not limited to the caste designations named by the Savarna Hindu caste system, like gender, religion, 
regional identity, linguistic identity, race, etc. One of its meaning is “quality” and perhaps this makes it 
lend itself quicker to social hierarchies of these labels (Basu, 291). Thus, while the song uses it to refer to 
Hindu castes (“Brahmin, Chandal, Chamar, Muchi”) and relatively gendered professions like prostitution 
(which typically stereotypes a female sex worker) the translation deliberately leaves the word unchanged 
to refer to its wider connotations.

7. Bengali is a gender neutral language, and since Lalon never refers to the subject of his songs as explicitly 
male or female, this translation uses “they/them” in the singular to denote, accordingly.

8. “Identity…Rather than being a timeless essence, what it is to be a person is said to be plastic and changeable, 
being specific to particular social and cultural conjunctures.” (Chris Barker, The SAGE Dictionary of 
Cultural Studies p. 94.)
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