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For me, a “satisfactory ‘non-duality’” is one that shows how our spiritual longings are not in vain. Not that they’re satisfied in exactly the way that we may expect, at any given time, but that they are (indeed) satisfied. I think we have all experienced this sort of satisfaction, at one time or another in our lives. At other times, the challenge is to believe in it, to retrieve it, to be in it again.  

It seems clear that materialism, as represented today by (for example) Richard Dawkins or Daniel Dennett, doesn’t show that our spiritual longings are satisfied in any way. So although materialism is certainly a “non-dualism”—since it postulates only one fundamental reality—it’s not a satisfactory non-dualism. People who claim to be satisfied by it do so, I think, by an act of will or ego, ignoring or denying longings that they feel can never be satisfied.

Two major traditions in philosophy that seem to me to present a satisfactory non-duality are Advaita Vedanta, and Platonism. My mentioning Platonism in connection with non-duality may come as a surprise. People often assume that Plato’s thinking is the prototype of dualism itself, in the west. In his Phaedo, Plato described the “soul” as “chained to” the body, and as looking forward to its eventual liberation from this imprisonment. Plato’s dramatic presentation of this idea may have encouraged the conflict-ridden dualism that we see in various kinds of Gnosticism, in St Augustine’s contrast of inherited original sin with unmerited divine grace, and in Renée Descartes’s modern mind-body dualism. Consequently, many people think of Plato as a major source of some of the most pervasive and problematic dualisms in western thought. Critics from Nietzsche and Bertrand Russell to recent feminist and postmodernist defenders of “the body” (and “deconstructors of the subject ‘I’”) regularly lambaste Plato for his problematic “dualism,” and not a great deal of effective defense is heard from the academic Plato specialists.

In this situation it might appear that materialism, which is Plato’s long-standing opponent, is the most plausible “non-dual” doctrine present in the western tradition. In that case, we would have to go outside the western tradition to find a spiritually satisfactory non-dualism. 

In my opinion, that isn’t necessary. We have, in fact, a rich tradition of spiritually satisfying non-dualism in the west. It’s composed of thinkers such as Plotinus, Leibniz, Spinoza, Hegel, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Alfred North Whitehead, and poets such as Jelaluddin Rumi, George Herbert, William Blake, Percy Shelley, Emily Dickinson, Walt Whitman, and Rainer Maria Rilke. These writers all celebrate human life in the world, at the same time that they envisage ways in which the significance of that life goes beyond what we envisage when we’re in our manipulative materialistic mode of functioning. That is, they all oppose  “reductive” materialism—without replacing it with an other-worldly dualism. 

Now it happens to be the case that many of the writers I just mentioned explicitly give credit to Plato as one of their primary sources of inspiration. I’m going to suggest in my remaining few minutes that these broadly “Platonic” thinkers and poets are following in the track of a somewhat later and subtler Plato, who in fact had largely overcome the conflict-ridden dualism to which he had been attracted in the Phaedo. The Phaedo’s dualism is so dramatic, with its metaphors of “chains,” “prison,” “escape” and so forth, that it naturally attracts a lot of attention. But the subtler and less widely understood Plato of the Republic, the Symposium and the Timaeus, for example, is a wiser and more reliable guide. Which is why this later Plato has been able to nourish much of the great philosophy and poetry of Europe and America. 

It has often been suggested that Plato resembles Indian thinkers in his well-known interest in the reincarnation of souls. But Plato’s mature “non-dualism” is central to his thinking in a way that the myths of reincarnation in which he occasionally indulges may not be. So a parallel between Plato and Indian thought in regard to “non-dualism” is especially important.  

Plato and Vedanta, as I understand them, both begin by recognizing the reality of a certain kind of duality. The duality I’m referring to is that some opinions and desires seem to be better grounded, more inclusive, and thus more deserving of authority than others. How this can be the case, and how we can determine which opinions and desires have this authority, are questions that need to be explored. But that we experience the world in this way, is hardly disputable. 

Now this duality, I suggest, is the basic experience underlying all religion, as well as philosophy. It’s because we think that some opinions and desires are more deserving of authority than others, that we conceive of a highest reality—whether we call it the “Forms,” or “Heaven,” or “Brahman,” or “God”—which epitomizes whatever it is that deserves this authority. Nothing is logically “external” to this highest reality, since it takes everything into account. So rather than being determined by external things or forces, this highest reality is self-determined, autonomous, “causa sui,” and thus more real as itself than beings that are merely the product of their surroundings. 

How do we relate to this highest reality? We discover that we can approach it, to some extent, by directing our attention to the True and the Good, and not just to our instinctive (externally-inculcated) opinions and desires. Doing this makes us more self-determining, and thus brings us closer to what is completely self-determining. This is why we think of religion or philosophy as involving something like a vertical “ascent,” to a greater truth, reality, fullness, satisfaction, or enlightenment. 

But now we come to a major parting of the ways. Having conceived of this higher reality, we can easily come to regard it, and the “soul” that’s attracted to it, as a force or reality that’s opposed to and in conflict with whatever is less authoritative and less self-determined, such as our “bodily,” “worldly” selves. This is how Gnosticism, St Augustine, and Descartes see the duality, and it’s how Plato sees it in his Phaedo. 

Is there an alternative to this way of conceiving the duality? The alternative is to think of the higher reality not as opposed to and in conflict with the lower items, but as emerging out of them. To see the higher not as the opponent of the lower, but as the lower’s going beyond what it initially was, to what it more truly is.  

Advaita Vedanta seems to suggest that we should conceive of the initial duality in this way, when it asserts that rather than being opposed to Brahman, the “self” is Brahman. I assume that this assertion isn’t meant to suggest that Brahman simply “is” everything in the world. On the contrary, Brahman is still meant to possess some kind of authority that things in the world, as such, don’t possess. But by saying that the “self” is Brahman, Advaita seems to suggest that when we understand what we and other things in the world really are, we’ll see that this authority, Brahman, is “in” us, as our “true” self. This “true self” is how Advaita captures what I described a moment ago as the lower’s going beyond itself (that is, beyond what it is, merely as “lower”). It’s how the lower can go beyond what it initially is, to what it more truly is. In this way, Advaita preserves the motion “upwards,” toward the true “self,” even as it denies that this motion involves conflict or antagonism. 

And this is exactly what the wiser, “non-dualist” Plato does, as well. The first major instance of Plato’s revised, “non-dual” approach to the soul and reality is in book iv of his Republic, where he depicts the “soul” not as opposed to the body, but as (in effect) including the body, while taking it beyond what it is as mere “body.” Plato does this through the new, three-part model of the “soul” which he presents there, in which the “rational part” governs the appetitive part and the emotional part. In this model, the “appetites” are, for example, hunger and thirst, which are directly associated with the body and its needs. Emotions, of which Plato’s main example here is anger, likewise have a strong bodily aspect. The “rational part” is the least “bodily” in its direct manifestations—but because its job is to integrate all three parts into a functioning whole, it must deal sympathetically with the “body,” in the form of the other two parts. This is how the “soul” that Plato is now talking about seems, in effect, to include the body within it. In which case it obviously can’t be preoccupied primarily with escaping from the body, as it seemed to be in the Phaedo. 

A second major instance of Plato’s “non-dual” approach to the soul and reality is his famous but little-understood doctrine of eros, or “love.” His major point here, running counter to unreflective common sense, is that intellect or reason plays an essential role in love. This is because when we love someone or something, we implicitly suppose that there is something good in what we love. Plato points out that if we conclude that our leg or arm has become irremediably infected, we gladly give up the leg or the arm, as it is no longer “good” for us. But if we need what we love to be good, then the intellect or reason has a role here, which is to address the question, what exactly is “good,” anyway? 

So love, like the “soul” in Republic book iv, has an inherent intellectual or rational part—which can carry out the same “upward” motion that I described initially, from what’s less justified to what’s more justified. But the “love” that Plato is discussing isn’t just some disembodied, “philosophical” affair. It’s the whole spectrum of love, all the way from “physical lust” to highly cerebral “cosmic love.” So by showing that love in general has this intellectual dimension, Plato thinks he has shown that even “lust” is (implicitly) answerable to the intellect. We won’t be “physically drawn” to something, insofar as we judge it to be simply and inherently bad. Thus as in the Republic, so here also, intellect (as it were) embraces the body, infiltrates its functioning. Rather than being “at home in” a separate realm from the body, and only “putting up with” the body temporarily, intellect is intimately involved with the body’s functioning. Intellect helps the body to, as it were, go beyond itself, by participating in the more complex and deeper forms of love that intellect makes possible. 

What remains, in Plato’s more mature thinking, from the Phaedo’s idea of a dualistic “separate realm,” is that the intellect’s role is to orient the body toward something that the body, merely as such, can’t understand. This something is whatever is truly Good: the object that the erstwhile Cave dweller (in Republic book vii) famously sees, when he emerges from the Cave. But this true Good can at least to some degree be realized in the physical world—the world “within the Cave.” That’s why, in the Republic, the erstwhile Cave dweller returns to the Cave, to work with the human beings, the bodies, that are in there. 

Thus Plato in his more mature phase shows how the “lower” goes beyond itself, into something that we might call its “true” self—much as, in Advaita Vedanta, the lower goes beyond itself through the identity of “self” and Brahman. In both cases, the dimension of vertical “ascent” (the “indisputable” duality) is preserved, while the interpretation of that ascent as a struggle between opposing forces is eliminated. This is the distinctive accomplishment of “non-dual” thinking, both in the “east” and in the “west.” 

Understanding this accomplishment should help to make it clear why the “Non-duality” that can satisfy human aspirations, is not the “non-duality” of materialism. Materialists ignore the way the vertical “ascent” of rational inquiry brings into existence something that’s guided by truth and the true Good, rather than by the finite things around it, and that’s consequently more self-determining, and so more truly a “self,” and the true “self” of what it comes from. Materialists often suggest that the only alternative to their (as it were) “flat” world, which lacks anything higher or more “itself,” is a dualism like Augustine’s or Descartes’s, with the insoluble conflicts between levels that such a dualism brings with it. But as we have seen, this isn’t true. We can have a higher kind of being without becoming embroiled in any conflict between levels, as long as the higher kind of being emerges from the lower, as its true self. Plato, Plotinus, Advaita Vedanta, Hegel, Whitehead and the Romantic and mystical poets all show us how this is possible. 

Finally, to those who advocate “deconstructing the subject ‘I,’” I would suggest that Plato and Advaita deconstruct the entire duality of “subject ‘I’” and “material object.” They show us that neither an independent “I” (such as you or me) nor an independent “object” (such as an electron or a planet) is fully real, in the sense of being real as itself, since neither is fully self-determining. Full reality belongs only to what many of us call “God,” but which Platonism and Advaita make clear is not dualistically opposed to “us,” but rather is our only true self: the God “within us,” as Emerson puts it. 

� In view of this unfortunate situation, it’s always a pleasant surprise to find Plato being accorded respect and even honor. One place where this happens is among mathematicians and some physical scientists, including (for example) Sir Roger Penrose and his collaborator, Prof. Stuart Hameroff, who spoke to us Thursday evening. I won’t have time to explore the connection that Penrose and Hameroff draw between Plato’s account of mathematics and perhaps ethics, on the one hand, and the quantum processes that they suspect underlie consciousness, on the other. But if I can rehabilitate Plato’s reputation as a theorist of the body-soul relationship, this may lend at least some indirect support to the Penrose/Hameroff line of inquiry.





