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Note 

THE UNDIFFERENTIATED 
AESTHETIC CONTINUUM': 

F. S. C. NORTHROP 

WHAT IS THE EMPIRICAL or other evidence for believing 
that the Buddhist-Hindu self, in which Brahman and Atman are one, exists 
and is such that its existence is confirmable empirically by anyone anywhere 
who will take the trouble to do so. Unless such evidence can be provided, 
or operational ways for finding it can be given, the scientific warrant for 
this belief will not become evident to modern minds. 

This evidence is well known to those who have been brought up in 
traditional Indian culture, where the psychological operations of meditation, 
yoga, etc., have been practiced, in which one eliminates all the relativistic 
differentiations of sensing and introspecting from one's all-embracing, 
radically empirical experience, to be left with the undifferentiated Atman- 
that-is-Brahman without a difference, which, like the pool embracing its 
transitory waves, is identical not merely in all persons but also is the divine 
consciousness. 

Because Western scientists, philosophers, and religious people are ac- 
customed to think only about facts in experience and knowledge which are 
differentiated, and hence determinate, factors that are this rather than that, 
it is, in the writer's judgment, impossible, or at least unnecessarily difficult, 
to convey to Westerners the empirical evidence for this Buddhist-Hindu con- 
cept of any person's self in terms of Buddhist and Hindu philosophy, whether 
Westerners read this philosophy in the original Sanskrit and Pali or in 
translation or whether they listen to expert Asian scholars' expositions of 
it. What happens again and again when Westerners try to understand 
Nirv.na or the Atman-that-is-Brahman is that, because it has never occurred 
to them that anything undifferentiated exists and can be real, they always 
read into Nirvana, Atman, and Brahman Western determinate concepts of 
reality, conscious personality, and the religious object. 

*As selected by the Editor from the paper, "The Philosophical Roots and Validity of Tagore's 
Genius," by F. S. C. Northrop in Ram Jee Singh, ed., D. M. Datta Commemorative Volume (Bharati 
Bhawan). 

67 



F. S. C. NORTHROP 

At this point it may well be asked: But you are a Westerner. How, 
then, can you have your apparent confidence that you understand the Bud- 
dhist and Hindu concept of the self? The answer is that I would not if I 
depended on any of the foregoing methods to determine what it means. 
The fact is that in analyzing the theories of recent mathematical physics I 
found myself wrestling with the problem of relating (a) its imageless, 
theoretically known, unobservable and inexperienceable, mathematically con- 
structed scientific objects and their laws to (b) the concrete differentiated 
data of radically empirical immediate conscious experience, so that both 
were accounted for with the minimum number of elementary assumptions. 
For reasons which are to be found in greater detail in the last chapter of the 
writer's Science and First Principles,' it became evident that, if one is not 
to be left with as many elementary concepts in one's philosophical analysis 
of recent mathematical physics as there are different sense qualities relative 
to different people over the whole of human history, thereby creating a 
philosophical beard so prodigious that even an Occam's razor powered by 
atomic energy could not shave it, it is necessary to assume something im- 
mediately experienced, all-embracing, psychical, and undifferentiated. With 
such an elemental, purely existentially experienced factor taken as primitive, 
together with one mathematically constructed concept by postulation that 
is the physicist's field equation taken also as primitive, the countless sensed, 
introspected differentiations relative to particular percipients and occasions 
can be derived as defined concepts. With only these two primitives, the ele- 
mental assumptions are not multiplied beyond necessity and Occam's princi- 
ple is not violated. 

The problem then became that of finding a way to express this primi- 
tive, radically empirical factor. Note again its characteristics. It is conscious, 
immediately experienced, undifferentiated, embracing both the transitory 
relative, differentiated knower and the differentiated objects of knowledge, 
identical in both subject and object and yet the spontaneously creative source 
of all the differentiated esse est percipi qualities that come and go as phe- 
nomenal appearances within it. Little did the writer realize at the time that 
ancient Asian philosophers had attempted to use determinate words referring 
to differentiated factors of experience to express the undifferentiated and 
had given up trying to do so, realizing that, strictly speaking, it cannot be 
done. 

There is another reason for the belief that understanding of the mean- 

'(New York: The Macmillan Company; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1931). 
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ing of the Buddhist-Hindu concept of the person cannot be conveyed to 
Westerners by the use of the Buddhist-Hindu texts in either the original or 
translation or by the commentaries of Asian experts on those texts. Even 
the texts themselves tell us that they are useless to this end. When asked 
by his pupil what the word "Brahman" means, the guru, who knows, bats 
the question back to the pupil, asking him to state what he thinks it means, 
knowing full well that, whatever the reply, it will be wrong and will have 
to be answered with the words "Neti! Neti!"-it is not this, nor any other 
determinate that. Paradoxically, in such a reply the guru had answered the 
pupil's original question, the point being that Brahman is undifferentiated 
and hence cannot be described in determinate language. 

Not knowing in the 1920s of these experiences of my ancient Asian 
Buddhist and Hindu predecessors, I proceeded to try to solve the problem of 
describing the indescribable. My first result, which appears in the afore- 
mentioned chapter of Science and First Principles, attempted to describe this 
primitive factor as "bare indeterminate experienced quality." When White- 
head read this with much interest, he said that the word "quale" would be 
better, since quality is a determinate entity. Then it became evident that the 
expression "bare, indeterminate experienced quality" was self-contradictory, 
since to predicate indeterminateness of a determinate quality is to affirm a 
contradiction. Clearly, this expression would not do. Nor did "quale" seem 
satisfactory, since even it suggested too much the atomic and locally pro- 
vincial. 

During this same period, the following question occurred of a sudden 
to the writer: Isn't the undifferentiated factor in concrete experience and 
human consciousness, which I am trying futilely to describe, precisely what 
the Buddhist philosophers mean by "Nirvana" and the Hindus by the 
"Atman-that-is-Brahman" without a difference? It was with this question 
in mind and with the hope of getting an answer to it that I went to the first 
East-West Philosophers' Conference in Honolulu in 1939. 

By then it had become evident to me that an expression had to be found 
which would not describe this fact in anybody's conscious experience but 
point to where it is to be found, since only experiencing it can give it. Re- 
acting from the localized atomicity of the word "quality" and even its less 
determinate form "quale," I selected the word "continuum." This gave 
expression to the all-embracing character, the Brahman cosmical nature of 
this elemental factor in anyone's experience. But the word "continuum" in 
mathematical physics has a determinate, axiomatically constructed concept- 
by-postulation meaning. Hence, the word "continuum" by itself would not 
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do, if it is not to mislead Westerners, since the Brahman without differences 
is not a mathematically constructed, theoretically known entity. Instead, it 
is immediate experience with all differentiations of sensing and sensa re- 
moved, signifying nothing beyond itself. What adjective best distinguishes 
the all-embracing, radically empirical continuum of immediacy with all 
sensing and sensed differentia eliminated? At this point the word "aesthetic" 
suggested itself, since art does not talk about its subject matter but shows 
it denotatively and existentially as immediately experienced. Even so, this use 
of the adjective "aesthetic" is misleading unless it is taken, as the writer 
specified, in the radically immediate sense of impressionistic art, or "art in 
its first function," rather than of "art in its second function,"2 which signifies 
some doctrinally inferred or mathematically conceived logos that transcends 
radically existential immediacy. 

But the continuum of impressionistic, immediately experienced aesthetic 
immediacy is, except at its periphery, usually differentiated, whereas the 
primitive factor necessary to clarify the relation between the mathematical 
constructs of mathematical physics and the concrete data of experience, 
without growing a prodigious philosophical beard, is this aesthetic continuum 
of immediacy without the differentiations which sensing and sensa exhibit. 
The adjective "undifferentiated" added to the words "aesthetic continuum" 
seemed, therefore, to suffice to point the Western reader to the factor in 
question, and to prevent anyone from supposing that it is an object of sense 
awareness, since both sensing and the objects of the senses are differentiated. 

These autobiographical experiences have been given here to one end. 
They suggest that the Buddhist-Hindu unqualifiedly non-dualistic and 
Vedantic concept of the person is empirically verifiable by anyone anywhere 
in at least the following three ways: ( 1 ) By the Asian operational techniques 
of meditation and yoga, in which all differentiations are removed from 
radically empirical experience. (2) By William James's observation that 
radically empirical experience is an all-embracing continuum which is 
undifferentiated at its periphery and transitorily differentiated only at what 
he called "the focus of attention." It may well be the case also that (3) the 
imageless determinate mathematical constructs of contemporary mathe- 
matical physics, for which the writer at the 1939 East-West Philosophers' 
Conference used the words "concepts by postulation"3 to distinguish them 

2For the distinction between these two species of art, see F. S. C. Northrop, The Logic of the 
Sciences and the Humanities (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1947; also New York: Meridian 

Paperback, 1959), chap. IX. 
'See Charles A. Moore, ed., Philosophy-East and West (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1944), chap. VIII. 
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from naive realistic hypotheses, can be made understandable in their epistemic 
correlation with, and predictive power concerning, the differentiated data of 
concrete empirical experience by taking as one of the two primitives in one's 
scientific theory and philosophy what the Buddha named Nirvana, the un- 
qualifiedly non-dualistic Hindu refers to as the "self-without-differences," in 
which Atman and Brahman are one, and the writer called "the undiffer- 
entiated aesthetic continuum." 
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