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Graham Wallas, who co-founded the London School of Economics and held its chair in political science, published The Art of Thought in 1926, and the part of it that survived is a list. Preparation, Incubation, Illumination, Verification. It appears in creativity textbooks, in design curricula, and in the introduction to nearly every empirical paper on insight published since. The list is accurate. It is also the smallest part of what Wallas wrote, and the part of his book that does the least work in it.

What he offered was four stages and a problem, and the problem was the whole reason for the book. He wanted to know at which points in the process of having a new thought a person can deliberately intervene, and by what means. He called the book an art because an art is something you practice, and he meant the word.

Two of the four stages he set aside almost immediately. Preparation is the whole of intellectual education, and men have known for thousands of years how to train it; Verification runs on the same rules, consciously, with logic and mathematics available throughout. That left the two stages in the middle, where the conscious will has no obvious purchase, and those two are what the book is actually about.

What He Prescribed

On Incubation, Wallas is specific, and the specificity has been quietly dropped from the summaries. He distinguishes two ways of abstaining from conscious work on a problem. The interval, he writes, “may be spent either in conscious mental work on other problems, or in a relaxation from all conscious mental work,” and the first “economizes time, and is therefore often the better” (Wallas, The Art of Thought, ch. 4). Then he draws the line that matters.

The second form, rest from all conscious thought, “is often necessary for the severer types of intellectual production, which would be hindered either by interruption or by continuous passive reading” (Wallas, The Art of Thought, ch. 4). For the harder cases it is not enough that the interval be free of conscious thought on the problem; it “should include a large amount of actual mental relaxation.”

He knew this was a claim about a person’s whole day rather than about a laboratory interval, and he proposed, without carrying out, a comparative study of the biographies of a couple of hundred original thinkers to test it. He noted that Darwin’s ill health forced him to spend most of his waking hours in relaxation, and that what looks like idleness in a productive thinker is often an urgent craving for uninterrupted daydreaming. He was willing to say the uncomfortable thing that follows: for a thinker of good health and fertile mind, mere industry may be the worst temptation of the devil.

On Illumination he went further, and this is where the trail cools. The flash itself cannot be willed, since the will can only act on events that last long enough to be acted on. But the flash is the end of a train of association that has been running for some time, and that train is often accompanied by an awareness at the edge of attention. Wallas took the word fringe from William James and gave the rising edge of it a name of his own.

If we are consciously to control Illumination, he writes, we “must include in it the ‘fringe-conscious’ psychological events which precede and accompany the ‘flash’ of Illumination, and which may be called Intimation” (Wallas, The Art of Thought, ch. 4), reaching it “by making ourselves conscious (as many poets are conscious) of Intimation; and by both encouraging the psychological processes which Intimation shows to be occurring, and protecting them from interruption.”

The name appears in his book more than twice as often as Incubation does, and he collected reports of it. He defines it as “that moment in the Illumination stage when our fringe-consciousness of an association train is in the state of rising consciousness which indicates that the fully conscious flash of success is coming” (Wallas, The Art of Thought, ch. 4). A high English civil servant described it to him this way: “I often know that the solution is coming, though I don’t know what the solution will be,” and, Wallas adds, “a very able university student gave me a description of the same fact in his case almost in the same words” (Wallas, The Art of Thought, ch. 4). And Wallas places himself among the witnesses rather than above them: “Most introspective observers speak, as I have done, of Intimation as a ‘feeling’” (Wallas, The Art of Thought, ch. 4).

And then he prescribes. If the feeling of Intimation lasts long enough, and is conscious enough or can be made conscious by an effort of attention, then the will can be brought to bear on it directly. He weighs the obvious objection, that interference does more harm than good and that a child who digs up a sprouting bean gets no beans. He grants its force and answers that not everyone is a born thinker, that much of the world’s necessary work is done by people who must acquire by art what others receive at birth, and that learning an art is always more conscious than practicing it.

Among those whose work in life is thought, there are few or none who will not gain by turning their attention from time to time to the feeling of Intimation, and by bringing their will to bear on the processes it indicates.

He even names the failure modes, and he is explicit about what threatens the process. The severer kinds of intellectual production, he writes, “would be hindered either by interruption or by continuous passive reading” (Wallas, The Art of Thought, ch. 4), and Intimation can be held only “by both encouraging the psychological processes which Intimation shows to be occurring, and protecting them from interruption” (Wallas, The Art of Thought, ch. 4). The practical rule follows from his own warning against passive reading: when the feeling of Intimation arrives while you are reading, stop, so that the next sentence does not overwrite what is surfacing.

And he quotes Robert Graves in full, because the poets had the part he could not get from the psychologists. It is worth knowing who is saying this. Wallas was a curate’s son who lost his faith at Oxford, resigned a schoolmastership rather than take communion, and served as president of the Rationalist Press Association. The man directing a scholar’s attention to a wordless intimation, and taking the poets as his best evidence for it, had no mystical commitments to protect and no tradition to defend.

Graves gives the arriving thought as a bird that watches you reach for the salt-box and goes over the hedge, and the instruction the poem arrives at is to mask your hunger, act as though it makes no difference whether the bird comes or stays, and close your fingers only once it has settled in your hand.

Set that beside the textbook summary and something is missing from the summary rather than from Wallas.

What happened next is that the field spent a century arguing about the smallest of the four stages.

What the Field Did With It

The field did not ignore Wallas. It doubted him, then confirmed a fraction of him, then tried to build the thing and built the wrong thing, then concluded from the wreckage that there had been nothing there. The trail is continuous and it runs to within a decade of now.

The doubt came first. Olton and Johnson failed to find an incubation effect in 1976 and Olton kept failing to find it through the decade after. Browne and Cruse rejected the unconscious-work hypothesis in 1988, and Perkins rejected it again in 1995. This is a real objection honestly pressed: an effect that shows up in Poincaré’s memoir and not in a laboratory is a story rather than a finding, and the doubters were doing the job.

Then the confirmation, in part. Ut Na Sio and Thomas Ormerod published a meta-analytic review of the incubation literature in Psychological Bulletin in 2009. They found a positive incubation effect, larger for divergent thinking tasks than for linguistic and visual insight tasks, and larger again where the preparation period had run longer. One of their moderators reads, from this distance, like a hundred-year echo: filling the incubation interval with high cognitive demand tasks produced a smaller effect. Their own conclusion is that the conditions under which incubation can be used as a practical technique must be designed with care.

Set that beside the 1926 prescription. Wallas said the interval must carry a large amount of actual mental relaxation, and that for the harder problems nothing must interfere with the free working of the mind. Sio and Ormerod found the effect shrinks precisely when the interval is loaded and grows when preparation has run long. The field confirmed Wallas’s central prescription using modern statistics across dozens of studies, in the flagship review journal of American psychology, and having arrived at it nobody wrote down how.

Then the field tried, and this is the part that decides the chapter. Ap Dijksterhuis published “Think Different” in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology in 2004, and with Loran Nordgren set out Unconscious Thought Theory in 2006. For roughly a decade it was among the most cited ideas in social psychology. Strick, Dijksterhuis and colleagues meta-analyzed it in 2011 and reported a pooled effect of .224.

Then Nieuwenstein and van Rijn reported replication failures in 2012, and in 2015 Nieuwenstein, Wierenga, Morey, Wicherts, Blom, Wagenmakers and van Rijn published a meta-analysis and a large-scale replication attempt in Judgment and Decision Making and found no evidence for the effect. Nature covered it under the headline that unconscious thought was not so smart after all. The file closed.

Now look at what was operationalized. In the unconscious-thought paradigm, a participant reads attributes of several cars or apartments, performs an unrelated task for a few minutes, and chooses. There is no preparation stage of hard and fruitless analysis; there is no relaxation; the interval is filled with exactly the high cognitive demand that Sio and Ormerod found shrinks the effect; the question is not the participant’s own; nothing is handed off and nothing is repeated, and the whole procedure is over inside a quarter of an hour. Wallas asked for a large amount of actual mental relaxation, an interval protected from interference, and, for the harder cases, the waking hours of a Darwin.

So the refutation refuted something Wallas never proposed. The result was a genuine null and the inference drawn from it was not: the paradigm failed, and what got filed was that unconscious thought does not work. Nobody went back to 1926 to check what had been asked for in the first place, because The Art of Thought had gone out of print and its author was remembered for other books.

And Intimation was never operationalized at all. A stage nobody can operationalize supplies no dependent variable, and terms that supply no dependent variable leave the literature regardless of how much the man who coined them thought they mattered. The stage Wallas said the will could act on directly, the one he gave a prescription and a training analogy for, has no experimental history whatever.

Schooler supplied the missing half, and it has been sitting there since 2002. In Trends in Cognitive Sciences, Jonathan Schooler distinguishes conscious experience from meta-consciousness, the intermittent explicit re-representation of what consciousness contains, and names two ways they come apart. The second he calls translation dissociation, which occurs when the re-representation misrepresents the original: when, in his example, one verbally reflects on non-verbal experience. That is a calibrated claim about a specific loss, since it says words applied to a wordless content degrade it by an amount that can be scored, and Schooler spent a career scoring it.

Wallas describes a wordless process that words interrupt, and Schooler measures what words do to wordless contents. Neither cites the other, and nobody has put them in the same room.

Nothing in this record is a failure of intelligence or of nerve. Every party did the job in front of him. The doubters doubted, the meta-analysts pooled, the theorists theorized, the replicators replicated, and the field kept faith with its own standards from beginning to end. What never happened is that anyone specified what a person does. A century of work on a mechanism, and no methods section anywhere in it instructs a person in what to do with a question he cannot yet answer.

The Instruction That Cannot Be Followed

There is a reason the protocol was never written, and it is not timidity. Wallas’s own instruction contains a defect he did not notice.

Abstain from conscious thought on the problem, protect the process from interruption, mask your hunger. Each of these is addressed to the conscious verbal mind and asks it to do something by not doing it. The apparatus receiving the instruction is the same apparatus the instruction is trying to quiet. Graves knew this, which is why his poem is about a trick rather than an effort; you cannot mask hunger by willing the hunger away, since the willing is the hunger with better manners.

So the missing methods section is missing for a mechanical reason, and the reason is more specific than a paradox about the will. Stating it precisely supplies the procedure.

The word engine will not stand down for nothing. Told to abstain, it runs the arithmetic available to it: a question exists, the question matters, and the only faculty it knows to be working on the question is the one being asked to stop. Abstention on those terms is not discipline. It is abandoning the problem, and the word engine is right to refuse.

So the word engine cannot be held by something it will not admit is there, and acquaintance is not a rival mechanism to holding; it is holding’s missing first step. Wallas asks the word engine to stand down, and the word engine will not stand down for nothing. It stands down when it has met the other one and knows the work continues without it.

That meeting is arrangeable, and it takes about thirty seconds.

An argument will not arrange it, because argument is the word engine’s home ground and it wins there every time. What moves it is a record. This is why the two protocols below are short and use almost no words: each run leaves a receipt. Thirty seconds at a windowframe, one thing perceived that the words did not carry, and the ledger moves by a fraction. Run it for a month and standing down stops being a decision; it becomes an inference the word engine draws from its own evidence, in its own currency.


Protocol One. Find an object in the room. A cup, a plant, the edge of a door, the windowframe. Look at the actual specific thing rather than at your idea of it: its color, the quality of light on it, the particular edge. Take one breath, felt from start to finish, the air coming in, the brief pause at the top, the release, and while the breath runs, let your eyes trace the object’s actual contour.

One breath, one edge, one thing seen. Then, before the labeling resumes, register what just arrived. Something perceived that edge, and the perceiving carried detail the word “cup” does not carry, and the thing that perceived it was you. Acknowledge it as yours and stop there. Thirty seconds, no position required, done while the coffee brews or a meeting loads.


The second beat is the whole point, and it is not a mood. It is a handshake in the sense a network engineer would recognize, a check that the other system is online and answering. Nothing is being ascended to and no state induced. You looked at a windowframe, something in you rendered it, and you noted that the something has your name on it.

Run it enough times and you have your own copy of Schooler’s finding: trace the contour and there is a percept, say “cup” and watch what the word fails to carry. Translation dissociation stops being a citation and becomes something that happened at your own desk on a Tuesday, which is a different order of evidence than a figure in a journal.

There is a reason a scholar in particular should meet this faculty: it has no stake. The curated verbal self carries a position, a specialization, a reputation, and something to defend in every sentence it produces, and its answers are shaped accordingly whether or not it notices. The thing tracing the windowframe is not being evaluated by anyone. It is disinterested in the old sense of the word, which is the quality the profession claims and the apparatus cannot supply.

Only now does Wallas’s instruction become runnable.


Protocol Two. Take the question you actually want and cannot solve, something a lifetime of ordinary worrying has no hope of settling. Push it into the nonverbal with intent and leave it there. Bits of data arrive as the days pass, and each one gets pushed down the same way. Once a day, no more, send the instruction that it should correlate what it has been given and argue with itself as much as it needs to, running its consistency checks by pattern and by meaning, reaching no intermediate conclusions.

Put no schedule on it, accept that it may never finish, and do not work it over with the ordinary anxious mind, since that is what ruins the processing. When it completes, it arrives, and you will not be able to keep it in.


This is the Socratic method with one change. A thesis gets proposed, questions probe it, contradictions surface, a revised thesis follows, and the cycle repeats; the whole of it runs nonverbally, which is where Wallas said the trains of association run in the first place. Kripal calls the verbal form thinking-with. Protocol Two is thinking-with when no partner is available and one person has to take both chairs, which is the ordinary condition of a scholar at a desk.

Abstention is now something other than abandonment. The question is not being set aside. It has been handed to a faculty the thinker has met, whose work he has receipts for, and the hunger Graves told him to mask has somewhere to go besides the clutch.

Wallas had the preparation and no way to run the rest.

What Would Falsify This

The claim is specifiable, and it predicts. A preparation period followed by an incubation interval in which the question is handed off this way, once daily, by a person who has run Protocol One for some weeks first, should produce a larger incubation effect than an interval filled with an interpolated task, and the effect should scale with the accumulated runs of Protocol One rather than with the length of the interval. Sio and Ormerod’s moderator analysis is the shape of that test and their instrument fits it.

The prediction has a second and sharper form. If the unconscious-thought paradigm failed because it operationalized the interval wrongly, then reinstating the two conditions Wallas named, a long preparation and an interval genuinely free of load, should recover an effect where Nieuwenstein and colleagues found none. That is a direct test against a published null with a published method, and it can embarrass this framework rather than the field.

Schooler supplies the third. The loss he measures when words are applied to wordless content has never been run with the sign reversed, scoring how much of the wordless a given verbal rendering carries rather than how much it drops. The gain condition uses the same apparatus as the loss condition.

If it does not replicate, the framework is wrong on the point that matters most to it, and I would rather know.

None of this is a correction of Wallas, and none of it is a complaint about the people who came after him. He named the stage, collected the reports, gave the rule about looking up from the book, and told his readers that the biographical study he wanted had not been done. Everyone since has been working, honestly, on the part of his book that could be measured. The invitation is still lying where he left it, in a volume that went out of print, written by a man his own field remembers for something else. What follows in this book is an attempt to take it up.

***
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Intermission I
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The Porch: Two and a Half Thousand Years, Give or Take

Jeb looks up from the pages and allows that it is a peculiar thing, two fellows on a porch sitting smack in the middle of a dry academic book. “Which of us you figure’s the real one,” he says. “Us two that wandered in here, or the book that dreamed us up to say the parts it couldn’t say with a straight face?”

“It’s always hard to determine who is the writer and who is the written,” Kev says. “But in either case, make the most of it and feel fully alive.”

Jeb thinks that over, decides it’ll do, and goes back to the pages.

The coffee was cold. It had been cold a while and neither of them had done anything about it, which was the arrangement.

He read the whole Wallas run through, squared the pages the way he squared everything, and set them down.

“So a man in 1926 writes down the instruction,” he said. “Wait, don’t push, let the thing cook, and it comes up on its own.”

“That’s the shape of it.”

“And nobody ran it.”

“One or two, in their own way. Nobody did it on purpose.”

“Six thousand words to prove that.” Jeb was not asking. “A hundred years of people walking past a note somebody left on the table.”

“That’s the chapter.”

Jeb looked out at the yard. “Here’s what I keep landing on, and you’re going to tell me it’s not your department.” He waited. Kev did not tell him it was not his department. “Say you’re right. Say it’s been two and a half thousand years and half the instrument’s been in the drawer the whole time, and nobody thinks to ask the next thing. What’s that do to a people?”

“That’s not the—”

“There it is.”

“I report what’s on the trail,” Kev said. “I don’t get to say what it cost, and I couldn’t measure it if I tried. Nobody could.”

“Sure. You’re the one taking notes. I’m the one on the porch with no standing whatsoever, so I’m the one who gets to say it.” Jeb turned the cup a quarter turn and did not drink from it. “A whole civilization that runs on the words and won’t trust a thing it can’t check. Gets you to the moon and back, and also builds you a machine that does exactly what it was told and hands back something nobody in the room wanted, and every man signs off, because the arithmetic was clean and flinching was nobody’s job.”

“That happens.”

“And the other side. Runs on the wordless, checks nothing, and can’t tell the saint from the fella selling the saint. Every few years somebody walks off a cliff behind a man with a glow, and you can’t argue with a glow.” Jeb drank, and grimaced, because it was cold. “Two ways to lose. Each one’s carrying the exact hole the other one would have filled.”

“You’ve been reading ahead.”

“I’ve been listening to you for months.” Jeb set the cup on the rail. “And here’s the part your professors skip, because it’s got their name on it. The men best built to chase this question forever are the same men who never once ask where it lands. Socrates started the chasing. Twenty-five centuries of the sharpest people alive going in circles, articulate as anything, and not one of them stops to say, and then what happened to everybody who had to live downstream of us.”

“You’re doing it too.”

“I know I am. I’m on a porch with a cold coffee and no standing, doing it too.” Jeb almost smiled. “That’s the whole trick, though. You don’t get to point unless you’re standing in the picture.”

Kev did not answer that. Out past the rail the light had gone long and gold, and neither of them named it.

“Anyhow,” Jeb said. “Nobody’s finished it in twenty-five centuries. I’m not saying a man ought to.”

“You’re saying a man ought to.”

“I’m wondering out loud on a porch,” Jeb said. “Costs nothing.”

***
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1. What Enlightenment Means
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An essay on one English word and the things it was made to carry

There is a difficulty at the front of any book that puts the word enlightenment on its cover, and it should be faced before anything else is attempted. The word is English. It carries a specific history, a specific metaphor, and a specific set of promises. When it is applied to Asia it carries all of that with it, and the traditions it lands on did not ask for the cargo.

This essay does two things. It says what the Western Enlightenment was, in its own terms. Then it lists what the various Eastern systems actually claim, one at a time, in theirs. The second half is longer than the first, because the second half is where the homogenizing happens, and the only cure for homogenizing is the list.

The Western Enlightenment

The European Enlightenment ran roughly from the late seventeenth century to the early nineteenth, and it named itself after light in every major language it spoke. The French called it les Lumières. The Italians said illuminismo. The English settled on Enlightenment. The German Aufklärung is the interesting exception, since it means something closer to a clearing up, the way weather clears, though it was absorbed into the same family soon enough.

Its most compact self-definition arrived in December 1784, when Immanuel Kant answered a question the Berlinische Monatsschrift had put to its readers. Enlightenment, he wrote, is the human being’s emergence from a self-incurred immaturity, and the immaturity is self-incurred because its cause lies in a lack of resolve rather than a lack of understanding. Then he gave the movement its motto, borrowed from Horace: sapere aude. Dare to know.

Read that closely and notice what it is: an exhortation to a program rather than a description of a state. Kant reports no arrival anywhere; he tells his readers to have the courage to use their own understanding, and he leaves the arrival to the future. The Enlightenment defined itself as a direction of travel.

The program had content: reason as the arbiter, empirical observation as the method, suspicion of inherited authority, freedom of thought, and the conviction that these together would eventually deliver an account of everything. That last clause is the one that matters here. The Enlightenment did not claim to have explained the world. It claimed that its method would explain the world, given time.

Karl Popper gave this structure its name. In The Self and Its Brain, written with the neurophysiologist John Eccles and published in 1977, Popper devoted a chapter to what he called promissory materialism: the position that mental language will eventually be replaced by the language of brain processes, that the replacement has not happened yet, and that it is coming. Popper’s objection was structural rather than empirical. The position, he wrote, consists essentially of a historicist prophecy about the future results of brain research, and the prophecy is baseless, resting on no survey of the research it predicts.

Eccles put it harder. He called promissory materialism a superstition without rational foundation, a religious belief held by dogmatic materialists who confuse their religion with their science, and said it has all the features of a messianic prophecy. Rupert Sheldrake later gave the financial version of the same complaint, observing that the position depends on issuing promissory notes for discoveries not yet made, and that many have been issued while few have been redeemed.

So the West’s own critics identified the shape from inside. The Western Enlightenment promises a payoff: a complete materialist account of everything, including the one who is doing the accounting. The note has been outstanding for three centuries and the bank has never opened.

How the East Acquired an Enlightenment It Never Had

Here is the thing a comparativist has to say out loud, because it governs everything downstream: there is no Eastern Enlightenment. The category was manufactured in English, in the nineteenth century, by men who were consciously assimilating Asia to Kant.

The Sanskrit and Pali word usually rendered as enlightenment is bodhi. It comes from the root budh-, which means to wake up, and which has no connection with light whatsoever. The past participle buddha means one who has woken. K. R. Norman stated the philological position plainly in 1990: the translation is misleading, since the root underlying these words has no direct connection with light, and awakening would be the more literal rendering. Robert Gimello, writing on bodhi for an encyclopedia in 2004, concluded that those attentive to the literal meaning translate it as awakening, and recommended the practice.

So how did light get in? Deliberately. Thomas William Rhys Davids, who founded the Pali Text Society and did more than any other person to give English-speaking readers access to the Buddhist canon, translated bodhi as Enlightenment and explicitly compared the Buddha with the philosophers of the European Enlightenment. The link was not an accident of vocabulary. It was an argument, made by a Victorian scholar, that the Buddha belonged in the company of Voltaire and Kant.

The popular vector arrived five years before Rhys Davids founded his society. In 1879 Sir Edwin Arnold published The Light of Asia, a poem of some five thousand three hundred lines narrating the life of Siddhartha. It sold over a million copies and taught the English-speaking world what Buddhism was. Note the title. The light. Arnold gave Asia a luminous Buddha because his readers had a luminous vocabulary ready for one, and because Christianity was under pressure from science and a rational, ethical, non-theistic religion was exactly what the market wanted.

The result is a word that arrived in Asia carrying European freight and never left. Every subsequent English sentence about Eastern enlightenment is standing on a Victorian translation choice that its own field has since recommended against. Jeffrey Kripal, one of the most careful comparativists now working, recently referred from memory to Gananath Obeyesekere’s The Awakened Ones as The Enlightened Ones, swapping the word back. The reflex is still running, a century and a half on, in the best hands available.

The Varieties

What follows is a list rather than a synthesis. The systems below do not agree with one another. Several are flatly incompatible. Reading them as regional dialects of one insight is the error this essay exists to prevent.

Within Buddhism

Theravāda. The goal is nibbāna, which means the blowing out or extinguishing of a flame, as a lamp goes out when its fuel is gone. The path to it is graded into four levels, each defined by which fetters have been abandoned: the stream-enterer, the once-returner, the non-returner, and the arahant, who has finished. Underneath all of it sits anattā, the teaching that there is no abiding self. This matters enormously for any comparative claim, because it means the tradition offers no self to become enlightened and no substrate for that self to merge into. Something ends. Nothing arrives.

Mahāyāna generally. The arahant ideal is relegated in favor of the bodhisattva, who declines the exit in order to remain available to others, and the goal shifts from personal extinguishing to full buddhahood. Prajñā, discriminating wisdom, becomes the operative faculty. The change is not a refinement of the Theravāda goal but a substitution of a different one.

Madhyamaka. Nāgārjuna’s school holds śūnyatā, emptiness, meaning that no phenomenon possesses inherent existence. The crucial point for anyone tempted to file the East under idealism is that emptiness is not a substance, not a ground, and not a mind. The catuṣkoṭi, the four-cornered negation, refuses existence, non-existence, both, and neither. There is no monism here of any variety, and Nāgārjuna spent considerable effort making sure of it.

Yogācāra. This school holds cittamātra, usually rendered mind-only, the position that what is taken for an external world is a transformation of consciousness. Here, and largely only here within Buddhism, is something a Western philosopher would recognize as idealist monism.

Chan and Zen. The vocabulary is satori and kenshō, the latter written with characters meaning to see one’s nature. The tradition split early and permanently over whether the seeing arrives all at once or accumulates: the Platform Sūtra frames the contest between the Northern gradualist position associated with Shenxiu and the Southern sudden position associated with Huineng, and the Southern reading won the argument and wrote the history. Shunryū Suzuki, whose Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind is the most widely read Zen book in English, declined to use satori or kenshō at all.

Vajrayāna and Dzogchen. The operative term is rigpa, knowing or awareness, understood as already present rather than produced. The practice is described as recognition of what was never absent, which makes the grammar of attainment inappropriate from the start.

Pure Land. The goal is birth in Sukhāvatī through reliance on Amitābha, and the tradition explicitly distinguishes other-power from self-power, holding that self-power is insufficient for beings in this age. A tradition of hundreds of millions of practitioners teaches that you cannot do it yourself. Any account of Eastern enlightenment as personal attainment through practice has already excluded them.

Within the Indian schools

Advaita Vedānta. The goal is mokṣa, release, achieved through the realization that ātman is identical with brahman and that the appearance of separateness is māyā sustained by avidyā. Liberation is available while living, as jīvanmukti. This is non-dual, and it is the clearest case in the Indian material of what a Western reader would call idealist monism.

Sāṃkhya and Yoga. The goal is kaivalya, from kevala, meaning alone or isolated. It is the complete separation of puruṣa, consciousness, from prakṛti, matter, achieved through discriminative knowledge that recognizes they were never the same thing. And here the homogenizing collapses, because this is a dualist system and its liberation is an isolation. Kaivalya preserves an eternal and independent puruṣa; mokṣa in Advaita dissolves the very duality that kaivalya perfects. Two Indian schools, two words often translated by the same English term, describing opposite ontologies. The eight limbs of Patañjali’s yoga, which the modern world has adopted wholesale, are the practical arm of the dualist one.

Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, Mīmāṃsā. These three hold that liberation is possible only after death, against the Sāṃkhya, Yoga, and Vedānta position that it can be had in this life. Nyāya adds a detail worth sitting with: liberation is not a state of bliss, but the complete absence of suffering. No light, no union, no ecstasy. The pain stops.

Bhakti. The goal is union with a personal deity through love, and knowledge is subordinated to devotion. Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava writers such as Jīva Gosvāmī redefined kaivalya as purity and identified it with realizing God’s nature, which is a third distinct use of the same word.

Kashmir Śaivism. The operative term is pratyabhijñā, recognition. Nothing is acquired; what is already the case is noticed. Yogarāja placed kaivalya beyond the fourth state, attainable only after the body dies, which contradicts the Yoga school that supplied the word.

Jainism. The goal is kevala jñāna, usually translated omniscience, and note that it takes its name from the same kevala as kaivalya. It is reached through ethical purification and the exhaustion of karmic matter understood as a physical accretion on the soul.

Outside the Indic sphere

Daoism has no enlightenment. It has ziran, self-so or spontaneity, and wu wei, effortless action, and it has traditions of the xian, the transcendent. None of these is a terminal attainment reached by an individual and none is described by a light metaphor.

Confucianism has sheng, sagehood, which is a moral and social achievement realized in conduct toward others rather than an interior state realized in solitude.

Set the traditions aside for a moment and ask what positions are available on mind and matter. There are four, and the list is exhaustive. A physical monist holds that mind is a hallucination of matter; a mental monist holds that matter is a hallucination of mind; a dualist holds that the two are at permanent war; and a fourth position holds that the two halves belong together and have never been assembled, which is integration. The first three have each been tried for a very long time and each has failed in its own way, most of them by deferring the payoff to a promised future rather than delivering it now; the two monisms in particular turn out to be amputations of the dualism, each ending the war by deleting a combatant, and the full case for that, along with how old the error runs, is the argument of the mechanism chapter later in this book.

The fourth position has never failed, for the plain reason that nobody has tried it, and it will turn out to be less a metaphysical slot than a move a person can make. What matters here is only the sorting table this produces, because the West has an entry to place on it.

What Pays Out Today

One test separates a note from a payment, and the Indian material already supplies it. Jīvanmukti means liberated while living. Sāṃkhya, Yoga, and Vedānta hold that the thing is available in this life. Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, and Mīmāṃsā hold that it comes only after death.

That is the cleanest sorting line available. A position that pays out today is not promissory, while one whose payoff waits for the end of the war, the death of
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