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Duality and Nonduality in Human Experience 

People living in modern cultures suffer an extreme degree of alienation that was unknown in earlier times— from society, community, family, older generations, nature, religion, tradition, their body, their feelings, and their humanity itself. In a dehumanizing techno-culture that has lost sight of the deepest potentials of human nature, we need a spirituality that can help us connect with the intrinsic power, beauty, and goodness of being human. For humanity to move forward in a positive direction, we need a guiding vision of all that it means to be human. 

Even in the best of times, being human is challenging and confusing, for it involves living on different planes of reality at the same time. To be fully human, then, requires cultivating a taste for paradox— an appreciation of how very different truths can be true at the same time. Indeed it is this multi-dimensional quality of our experience that is the source of all human creativity and greatness. 

DUALISM AND NONDUALITY 

Most people's consciousness, however, remains restricted to a single plane of reality: dualistic perception, as fabricated by the conditioned egoic mind, which sets up a solid division between the separate self over here and everything else over there. All our main patterns of self-defense — repression, resistance, denial, avoidance, withdrawal, projection, judgment, rejection, dissociation, aggression— are ways of separating ourselves from reality, standing apart from it, and substituting a mind-created virtual reality in its place. This tendency to fabricate our own separate reality is a way of trying to protect ourselves against "other"— those elements of reality that appear alien or threatening. 

The dualistic ego-mind is essentially a survival mechanism, on a par with the fangs, claws, stingers, scales, shells, and quills that other animals use to protect themselves. By maintaining a separate self-sense, it attempts to provide a haven of security in an impermanent world marked by continual change, unpredictability, and loss. Yet the defensive boundaries that create a sense of safety also leave us feeling isolated and disconnected. So unless we develop beyond the defensive ego-mind, we remain subject to endless inner conflict, alienation, and suffering — the hallmark of what the Eastern spiritual traditions call samsara. 

Fortunately, as human beings we also have access to a larger dimension of consciousness that is intrinsically free of dualistic fixation. The Eastern spiritual traditions regard this egoless awareness as our true, essential nature, the very ground of our being. Tapping into this pure nondual presence, as in certain types of contemplative knowing, reveals a wide open field of awareness in which the separation between self and other, or perceiver and perceived, falls away. 

By dissolving the cognitive filters that maintain the division between self and other, nondual awareness is the doorway to liberation from the conditioned mind and the narrow, conflictual world of samsara. It reveals absolute truth, the way things ultimately are: inseparable, undivided, interconnected. The Indian axiom,"Thou art That," expresses this discovery: our very being is not separate from the ‘isness’ of all things. What I am is inseparable from the whole of reality as it appears and flows through me at every moment, in the flux of my ongoing experience. 

If the dualistic egoic mind is pre-human, or subhuman, in that it is survival-oriented, nondual egoless awareness is trans-human, or suprapersonal, because it opens up a larger expanse of being or presence that is free from our usual preoccupation with how our life is going. These two planes of existence— subhuman and trans-human, samsara and nirvana— are the main focus of many Eastern traditions, which lay out a path leading from the bondage of conditioned mind to the liberation of unconditioned awareness. 

THE HUMAN REALM 

This potential to transcend the limitations of the human condition is certainly a most essential human capacity, as the East has demonstrated.  As the spiritual practitioner progressively stabilizes and integrates nondual awareness into his or her life, even the division between samsara and nirvana is worn away. At the higher levels of realization, the sense of moving from samsara toward liberation collapses altogther. Finally there is realization that samsara is nirvana, that dualistic perception is only a play of awareness, whose very nature is open and free. .....................................
While the East emphasizes liberation from the human condition, the Western spiritual traditions place special value on human incarnation in its own right, and are more interested in fulfilling the meaning of this incarnation than in going beyond it or finding release from it. The West appreciates the human realm proper, as a third, intermediate reality between unconditioned and conditioned, trans-human and subhuman. Instead of liberation, the West focuses on humanness as an evolving vehicle through which the divine, or unconditioned being, can progressively manifest in conditioned, earthly existence. As Karlfried Graf Dürckheim (1992), an early pioneer in East/West psychology, sums up this difference between East and West: 

For us in the West, it is more important that a new worldly form should emerge from true nature and witness to Being...than that the ego should dissolve in true nature and in Being (1992, p.100). 

The Western traditions also emphasize fully inhabiting our humanness, with all its precariousness and vulnerability. This means fully engaging in the relationships and existential situations we find ourselves in, and also becoming involved in the evolutionary task of transforming this world. For instance, the Jewish teaching of ‘tikkun ha-olam’ - "repairing the world”- stresses the importance of fully engaging and transforming worldly existence. Similarly, Christ's willingness to submit to crucifixion points to the necessity of entering fully into the human condition in order to purify or redeem it. 

Drawing on the wisdom of both West and East, then, we could say that to be human is to be vulnerable and indestructible at the same time. Fully inhabiting our humanness involves a willingness to open fully to the rawness of creaturely existence, and feel what it is like to be subject to hurt, limitation, conditioning, and death. Transcending our humanness means gaining access to the larger domain of pure being and limitless awareness that is not bound by conditioned existence at all. 

Being fully human means honoring both these truths —immanence, or fully engaging with our humanness, and transcendence, or liberation— equally. If we try to deny our vulnerability, we lose touch with our heart; if we fail to realize our indestructibility, we lose access to enlightened mind. To be fully human means standing willingly and consciously in both dimensions. This makes human existence an extremely interesting crossroads. 

DOUBLE VISION: TRANSCENDENT AND IMMANENT TRUTH 

A view that honors and appreciates the full range of human experience, then, must include three dimensions. First of all, there is samsara, the pre-human realm of conditioned existence, characterized by survival concerns and dualistic alienation. The dualism of the egoic mind sets up a strict divide between self and other, resulting in endless suffering and conflict. Then there is nirvana, trans-human liberation, characterized by a pure, open field of awareness that is not divided into subject and object. This awareness of nonduality is unconditioned, for it is not produced by any cause or condition. It does not arise and cease; it is always there, ready to reveal itself to the mind that knows how to tune into it. Nondual awareness is the doorway to liberation by revealing absolute truth: There is no separate self and no separate other, and thus dualistic alienation and conflict cease. 

Thirdly, there is the human domain proper, which comes to full measure through bringing the complete openness of supra-personal awareness into personal responsiveness and vital engagement with the situations and people we encounter. On the human plane, our lives evolve and unfold through the relative play of duality — otherwise known as relationship. Indeed the central, defining feature of the human realm is relationship— the network of interactions with others that supports our life from the cradle to the grave. 

Relationship only happens when there are two— who engage in a dance that continually moves back and forth between twoness and oneness. In this way, the human realm serves as a bridge linking samsara— the experience of separateness— and nirvana— non separateness. This is why being human is a living paradox, and also a field in which a vast range of feeling— from unbearable sorrow to unthinkable joy— is possible. 

However, there is a one-sided perspective circulating in the contemporary spiritual scene that uses the absolute truth of nonduality to disparage or belittle the relative play of duality in human experience. This perspective casts nonduality in a primarily transcendental light, regarding only absolute truth— the nonexistence of separate entities— as real, while seeing phenomenal existence — the play of duality— as unreal, illusion, untruth. As one Indian teacher states this view, "Whenever there is duality, it is a dream state...a fraud." Yet in regarding the play of duality as only unreal, this one-sided transcendentalism verges on nihilism— negating the significance of relative experience altogether. In the name of nonduality, it creates its own form of dualism by setting up a divide between absolute truth and relative human experience. 

Because human existence is a bridge spanning two worlds— absolute and relative, freedom and limitation, indestructibility and vulnerability — it requires a capacity for double vision, where we recognize how opposite truths can both be true at the same time. In the light of absolute truth, the play of duality is illusory because self and other are not truly separate. Even though two waves appear to be separate and distinct, they are but transient pulses of one and the same ocean. This is transcendent truth. Yet from the relative perspective, each wave is distinct, with its own unique characteristics. This is immanent truth. It is the perspective of a surfer out on the waves who must attend and respond to the particular quality of each wave if he is to ride it skilfully and not endanger his life. 

.................
DANGERS OF DEHUMANIZATION 

Seeing nonduality as the only truth, while regarding the trials and the playfulness of duality as simply illusory or unreal, makes it difficult to fully engage with our humanity, our existential predicaments, and our felt experiencing. It fosters spiritual bypassing, the tendency to use spiritual ideas to avoid dealing with basic human needs, feelings, and developmental tasks. 

A one-sided transcendental perspective is especially problematic when it comes to helping people meet the difficult challenges of human relationship. It does not grant relationship much significance to begin with, because it does not recognize an "other" at all. As Advaita Vedanta teacher H.L. Poonja puts it, "Know that what appears to be love for an "other" is really love of Self [unconditioned, impersonal being] because "other" doesn't exist. All love is love of Self (1995, p. 471)." 

Of course there is a certain truth here: Love does indeed come from beyond us, from pure being, from the absolute source that shines through us and those we love. And the essence of love does involve a dissolving of the boundaries of separation. Yet defining love purely as a mutual recognition of transpersonal being is incomplete and unsatisfying in human terms. On the human level, relationship is a dance of duality— a transformative encounter between two distinct beings, relative self and relative other in all their differences. And this dance has an integrity, reality, and value all its own. 

Nondual teachings that mainly emphasize the illusory quality of human experience can, unfortunately, serve as just another dehumanizing force in a world where our basic humanity is already under siege at every turn. What is needed in these difficult times instead is a liberation spirituality that helps people recognize nondual presence as a basis for fully inhabiting their humanity, rather than as a rationale for disengaging from it. We need a spiritual vision that values and includes the central playing-field where our humanity expresses itself— relationship. 

RELATIONSHIP: THE PLAY OF DUALITY 

Valuing the human domain per se, with its possibilities for creative expression, relational intimacy, and passionate aliveness, has been a major emphasis in the West. One of the great prophets of the human realm is Martin Buber. Buber’s immanent perspective provides an interesting contrast to the transcendental emphasis found in many Eastern traditions. In his view, human beings cannot exactly reside in the rarefied air of absolute truth. Instead, where human life unfolds and find its meaning is in the play of duality. Human existence reaches its fullest expression in and through our capacity to enter into I/Thou relationship with reality in all its forms. The encounter and communion between I and Thou raises the dualistic perception of subject and object to a higher octave. 

Egoic consciousness, which regards the other as an "it," is a form of monologue, because it essentially involves talking only to onself, seeing and reacting to reality through our own thought-projections. At the other extreme, the realm of absolute being is essentially characterized by silence, since our essential nature cannot be realized or adequately described through words or concepts. The Buddha expressed this by holding up a flower when asked to speak about true nature. To fully inhabit the human realm, by contrast, is to live in dialogue, in Buber's view. .........................................
INDIVIDUATION 

The true person is the self-in-process unfolding and ripening in time. This developmental process, through which the person evolves and blossoms, is the path of individuation. Dialogue— the creative, transformative interchange between self and other — is the flower of individuation. The rarity of true dialogue in our world indicates the rarity of individuation as well. 

Psychotherapy can be instrumental in furthering individuation by helping people heal the wounds of relationship, develop their capacity for personal relatedness, and shed the conditioned identities that form the defensive shell of ego, preventing the seed of the person from blossoming forth. How fully the suchness of you shines through — in your face, your speech, your actions, your particular quality of presence, your expressions of love — is partly grace, but also partly a result of how much you have worked on polishing your vessel, so that it becomes transparent to the pure being that is its ground. 

Individuation, as I am describing it here, thus goes beyond the secular humanistic ideal of self-actualization— simply finding personal fulfillment or developing one's individual talents as an end in itself. The true person is a higher octave of the separate individual who remains confined within his individuality. According to Buber, the evolution from individual to person happens through fully engaging in the human relational field: 

While the true person evolves in the cauldron of human relationship, this evolution also requires a certain degree of spiritual transcendence — a capacity to recognize and open to our larger being, which lies beyond the person altogether. ...................................................................................................

Affective Work

The most basic problem people have is that they are afraid of their experience. Because feelings and emotions often seem overwhelming and threatening, they become suppressed, avoided, or denied— which reinforces inner division between the flow of experiencing and the ego-mind trying to control or manipulate that experience. If we can learn to acknowledge, allow, open to, and be one with what we are feeling, our experience naturally unfolds and releases its knots, revealing larger, egoless qualities of being— such as compassion, strength, clarity, peace, balance, groundedness— that those emotional knots normally cover and obscure. 

Cognitive Work

The second problem people generally have is that they do not recognize what is actually happening, but are instead blinded and misled by their thoughts— the stories and movies their mind projects onto reality, based on scripts and identities formed in the past. Psychotherapy can address this problem by helping people recognize the difference between "things as they are" and their mental overlay. 

For example, a wife reacts to her husband's neglect with anger and blame that only pushes him farther away. First of all she may need to work with her emotional reaction, by learning to open to the anger instead of trying to get rid of it by discharging it on her husband. Then she can begin to look at what is really happening, apart from her emotionally-laden interpretations of what is going on. 

For herself, she might see that her anger is driven by a movie playing in her mind— "I don't matter to him" — which in turn triggers an even more intense horror movie, dating back to childhood —"I don't matter at all." Looking into her sense of not mattering, she sees that she has a hard time feeling it is all right to have her emotional needs or clearly expressing them. 

Out of this lack of entitlement she creates situations where people tend to neglect her, leaving her feeling frustrated, empty, and desperate. This pattern of frustration is what makes her hyper-reactive to her husband's inattention. Her work, then, involves freeing up the belief that she is not worthy of receiving what she needs, so that she can let herself acknowledge her emotional needs and then communicate them clearly and directly. 

This work on herself allows her to see that her husband tends to withdraw because he has a hard time standing up to her anger without collapsing into self-blame. He is afraid of her intensity, her emotional reactivity, and her tendency to criticize. Seeing that this is why he withdraws, not because she doesn't matter, further frees her up, allowing her to find new ways of dealing with the situation. 

FINDING ABSOLUTE TRUTH IN RELATIVE EXPERIENCE 

Those who hold a strictly transcendental view of nonduality often find it hard to understand the value of working with experience in this psychological way. Why engage or inquire into the emotionality of ordinary life, they argue, since it is only a symptom of egocentricity, ignorance, dualistic fixation? 

While there is a certain logic to this argument, it can lead to spiritual bypassing— avoidance of the chaos and uncertainty of one's existential situation— rather than genuine "wisdom gone beyond." How is it possible to truly go beyond a state that one has not yet fully met? When a nondual perspective is used to rationalize spiritual bypassing, it can become an instrument that reinforces disconnection. 

To avoid spiritual bypassing, transcendent truth needs to be grounded in a willingness to wade in and immerse ourselves in the stormy waves of immanence. We need to broaden the terms of the equation that offers only a choice between samsaric, dualistic mind, and enlightened, nondual awareness. We need to include a third, intermediate term in the equation— the relational play of human experience, where evolution takes place as heaven manifests on earth, infinity infuses finitude, and eternity embodies itself in time. ..................................................
RELATIONSHIP AS EVOLUTIONARY TASK 

Even though many great yogis, saints, and sages have for thousands of years realized the wisdom gone beyond that transcends all form, all strife, all duality, this level of realization has not penetrated very deeply into the fabric of worldly life on this planet. Why has it been so difficult for the Kingdom of Heaven or at least a relatively enlightened society to manifest on Earth? 

No doubt there are many reasons for this. But perhaps in part it is because we have not yet learned to fully stand in our humanness while also being able to step beyond it, to be true persons, with one foot in the absolute and the other foot planted in the transformative process of interpersonal relationship. If our focus is purely on liberation from samsara, and we have no interest in its embodiment in the true person— through relationship, dialogue, and individuation — then where will the Kingdom of Heaven put down its roots on Earth? 

The greatest ills on the planet— war, poverty, economic exploitation, ecological devastation— all stem from our inability to tolerate differences, engage in intelligent dialogue, and reach mutual understanding with one another. Social organizations and institutions at every level— marriages, families, schools, corporations, nations— are in disarray. And spiritual communities are hardly exempt from the internecine wars, schisms, and political intrigue that beset most secular organizations. 

All the great attainments in the area of spiritual practice and realization, wonderful as they are, have hardly begun to transform the overall quality of human relationships on this planet, which are still driven by the most primitive of motivations and emotions. As the poet Rilke wrote, "For one human being to love another, this is the most difficult of all our tasks." 

In itself, loving is certainly not difficult, for open, loving presence is an intrinsic, essential quality of our very nature. Why then is it so hard to embody this open presence in relation to other people in all circumstances? The source of this problem lies partly in early wounding around loving connectedness suffered in childhood— which is especially prevalent in modern societies. Out of this wounding, unhealthy relational patterns develop and perpetuate themselves unconsciously, despite our best intentions. 

The hard truth is that spiritual realizations often do not heal our deep wounding in the area of love, or translate readily into skilful communication or interpersonal understanding. As a result, many spiritual practitioners— teachers and students alike— either withdraw from engaging in personal, intimate relationships at all, or else wind up having the same relational difficulties and problems that everyone else has. Even though they may have a loving, compassionate intention toward all beings, most modern spiritual practitioners nonetheless continue to act out unconscious relational patterns developed in childhood. Often what is needed here is psychological work that allows us to bring the underlying psychodynamics that maintain these patterns into consciousness. 

So instead of simply attributing the difficulties of human relationship to the nastiness of samsara, perhaps we need to accord relationship its rightful significance— by recognizing the major evolutionary challenge that it represents. It is a great wilderness in which humanity has hardly begun to find its way. Developing more conscious relationships is an important next frontier in human evolution. And it will require a capacity to marry nondual realization— which dissolves fixation on the separate self— with careful attention to personal relational patterns that block or distort the free flow of loving presence. 

If the only two choices we had were to live in the samsaric ego or in our larger buddha nature, then digging into all the messy issues, emotional conflicts, and communication problems that crop up in personal relationships would not have great value. As a distraction from awakening to our larger nature, it would simply be dirtying our hands. But if we allow for a third truth — the genuine person—then working with our relational issues has real importance and value. For interpersonal work helps the person to develop and evolve, to become a more transparent vessel through which absolute truth becomes embodied on this earthly plane. 

