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When striving grows quiet,

what remains does not announce itself.

17 does not arrive.

It does not depart.

It is the silence beneath every thonght,
the still water beneath every wave,

the witness beneath every story.

It was there before the first question.

It remains after the last answer.

-

To whoever is reading this sentence,

and to whatever in you is doing the reading.

You were never who you were told you were.

You were also never lost.

Kiran Indur



A Reflection

There is a river that does not know it is generous. It reaches the sea the
same way it reached the field before it, and the town before that, and
the mountain before that, without preference, without invoice, without
any sense of having given something away. The sun does not dim itself
in proportion to how many have already stood in its light. A forest floor
does not ask what a seed has done to deserve the nutrients it will draw
from the soil that older, fallen trees became.

This trilogy opened its fourth volume, a book about debt and the econ-
omies built upon it, with almost this exact observation: that the natural
world sustains itself through participation, not possession, and that
something in human civilisation had begun mistaking the second for
the first, pricing what had never once required a price. That observation
was written before this manuscript existed, in a volume about money
rather than mind, and it turns out to have been reaching, the whole
time, for something that can now be named more precisely.

The river does not know it is generous because generosity requires two
separate things, a giver and a receiver, and the river was never separate
from the sea it flows into, any more than a wave is separate from the
water that rises into its particular, temporary shape and returns, a mo-
ment later, to being simply water again. What looks, from the outside,
like the river’s endless giving is not giving at all. It is one substance,
moving, never having left itself in order to arrive somewhere else.

The pages that follow will argue that a person is not so different from
that river, and not metaphorically. There is no interest here in a com-
fortable metaphor standing in for a claim no one is prepared to defend.
The argument is structural, in the same careful sense the earlier vol-
umes of this trilogy tried to argue that space is not a container and that
a mind is not a substance separate from the process that generates it.
What follows will ask the reader to consider that the part of them capa-
ble of reading this page, right now, was never a separate thing striving
to reach some distant, better state. It was, and always had been, the
water. Only the wave believed otherwise, and only because the wave
had never been introduced to what it was actually made of.



Preface

Each of the three books that came before this one opened with an hon-
est account of what kind of book it was about to be, and the same cour-
tesy is owed here before a single chapter begins.

Chronological Depth opened by asking why space has three dimen-
sions, and spent its length building a physics to answer that question,
carefully labelling every claim by how well it was actually supported.
Inner Horizon opened by asking what a mind is, and built a cognitive
architecture in answer, naming a presence beneath all of it called On-
tience, and promising, in its own pages, that a fuller treatment of that
presence belonged to a future book. Ecotype Lineage opened by asking
what a civilisation carries forward from its own deep past, spent most
of its length correcting an earlier draft’s overreach, and closed, deliber-
ately, on an unanswered question rather than a resolved one: who are
you, once conditioning falls away?

This is that future book, and that question’s answer. It is not, however,
a fourth volume of the trilogy in the sense the first three were. It stands
outside the sequence, addressing material none of the earlier three took
up directly: the specific claims of scripture, the specific philosophy of a
seventeenth-century thinker excommunicated for arguing against a
personal God, the specific practices contemplative traditions have of-
fered for millennia to a mind exactly like the one Inner Horizon de-
scribed in cognitive terms. A reader who has never opened the earlier
three can still follow it on its own terms. It will mean more, and carry
more weight, to a reader who has.

More than any of the three volumes before it, what follows is a work of
interpretation rather than new theory. It proposes no original mecha-
nism the way Chronological Depth proposed a physics or Ecotype Lin-
eage proposed an evolutionary framework. It offers a reading, of Spi-
noza, of the Bhagavad Gita, of the Buddha’s early teaching, of two gos-
pels excluded from the New Testament canon, of the Ashtavakra Gita’s
uncompromising directness, and it tries throughout to be honest about



the difference between what these sources actually say and what is be-
ing chosen to see in them. Where a reading is well supported by the text
and by serious scholarship, that support is named. Where a reading is
this author’s own extension, offered because it seems true and useful
rather than because the source demands it, that too is said as plainly as
possible.

The argument that follows is a modern one, even though every source
it draws from is ancient. It holds that the deepest teachings of several
major traditions were never actually about a God to be worshipped
from a distance, but about a presence to be recognised directly, one that
already has a name, given to it two books ago, in a different vocabulary,
for a different purpose. It holds that the psychology needed to reach
that recognition is not mysticism at all, but a precise, testable, cognitive
account of how minds run on stored prediction, and how that predic-
tion can be quieted. And it holds, following a philosopher largely still
misunderstood four centuries after his death, that science and spiritu-
ality were never actually two things requiring reconciliation, but one
thing, examined at different depths, by people who had not yet been
given a reason to notice they were looking at the same substance.

None of this is offered as certainty. All of it is offered as carefully as
twenty-eight chapters allow.



evidence narrows

How This Book Makes Claims

Every volume of this trilogy adopted the same discipline, stated plainly
at the start rather than left for a reader to discover by accident partway
through, and it is extended slightly here to cover the specific kind of
material Part Two requires.

How This Book Sorts Its Own Claims

ESTABLISHED
Published, checkable evidence, or the
plain content of a named text

DECLINED

STRUCTURAL HYPOTHESIS

This book's own reading, argued
against a named alternative

Claims that fit
no tier are named,;
and set aside,
with the reason

INTERPRETIVE OR
SCRIPTURAL READING

One lens applied to a text,
not a claim about its origin

o

Figure 1. The four categories every claim in this book is sorted into, and
the rule that governs them: a claim may not be cited at a higher tier
than its evidence supports.

Established. Findings resting on published, credible scholarship, or
on the plain, checkable content of a named text. Stated directly, with
sources given.
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Structural hypothesis. An interpretive reading of established facts,
argued rather than asserted, with named alternatives given real space
rather than dismissed in passing. That precision weighting underlies
rumination, anxiety and defensive rigidity alike is a structural hypoth-
esis. That a tri-axis geometry underlies both physical closure and tree
branching is a structural hypothesis too, clearly labelled as this author’s
own proposal in the trilogy’s first volume and inherited here on the
same terms.

Interpretive narrative and scriptural reading. The more specific
applications that make an old teaching legible to a modern reader: the
reading of the Ashtavakra Gita’s witness alongside Spinoza’s substance,
the reading of devas as templates to embody, the reading of the four
powers in the Gospel of Mary as layers of conditioning. Offered openly
as one lens applied to a text, not as a claim about what that text’s origi-
nal author or tradition intended, and never as a claim that a living tra-
dition’s own understanding of its own scripture is mistaken.

Declined. Where an earlier draft’s reading does not survive contact
with the evidence, most directly the claim that the historical Buddha
secretly taught a hidden doctrine later lost in transcription, the reason
is stated plainly and the claim is not carried forward in softened form.

One addition belongs here that the trilogy’s earlier volumes did not
need. This project sits deliberately in territory where a genuine, serious,
centuries-old scholarly disagreement exists between the traditions it
draws from, most sharply the disagreement between Advaita Vedanta
and early Buddhism over whether any Self exists to be realised. Where
such a disagreement exists, it is named directly, real space is given to
more than one serious position, and it is stated clearly which position
this book has chosen to build on and why, rather than either ignoring
the disagreement or pretending to have resolved it.



Introduction: Two Questions the Trilogy
Left Open

Inner Horizon, in its very first chapter, named something it called On-
tience: the bare fact of being present, prior to any accumulated struc-
ture laid on top of it. That chapter grounded the idea in Leibniz and in
a philosopher’s account of a pure, contentless moment of awareness,
and then it did something unusual for a book making a striking claim.
It stopped. It said, plainly, that a longer, separate treatment of On-
tience, drawing on the world’s contemplative traditions directly, ex-
isted and belonged to a future book, and it moved on, leaving the claim
exactly as large as the evidence available to it at the time could support,
and not one inch larger.

Ecotype Lineage, in its final chapter, did something structurally similar
from the opposite direction. It named two entire draft endings for the
trilogy, one built from a hard-edged, secular account of automaticity,
one built from the psychology of awakening, and refused to let either
simply win. It closed the whole trilogy on a single, unresolved question
rather than a triumphant answer: who are you, once conditioning falls
away?

Both of those moments were, on this author’s own account, the same
moment, approached from two different directions three years apart.
Ontience was the answer Ecotype Lineage’s closing question was al-
ready reaching for, without yet having the vocabulary in hand to say so.
The task across the twenty-eight chapters that follow is to bring those
two threads together properly: to give Ontience the fuller treatment In-
ner Horizon promised, and to answer, as carefully as this trilogy has
tried to answer anything, the question Ecotype Lineage left standing at
its own end.

Part One is called Awakening, and it stays close to the ground Inner
Horizon already built: cognitive noise, the two tiers of mind, the mask
this book calls Performative Identity, and what quiets it. A reader who



wants nothing more than a clearer, calmer way of living an ordinary life
will find Part One complete on its own terms, requiring no further claim
about the ultimate nature of anything.

Part Two is called Enlightenment, and it goes further than Inner Hori-
zon was willing to go on its own. It draws on Spinoza, on Advaita, on
the Tao, on Plotinus, on this trilogy’s own first volume, and on scripture
from four separate traditions, to make the case that what remains once
the mask has quieted is not nothing, and not a better version of the
same accumulated self, but presence itself, the same ground this trilogy
named two books ago, examined now with the full weight of everything
the intervening years, and the intervening books, made available.

Godmode, as a title, is meant exactly as directly as it sounds, and it be-
longs to a vocabulary this trilogy has already used deliberately once be-
fore. Ecotype Lineage borrowed the term NPC, a character in a game
running on fixed, scripted behaviour, to describe a mind operating en-
tirely on inherited automation, and traced that borrowing honestly to
its real, recent origin in internet culture rather than dressing it up as
older than it is. Godmode is that same vocabulary’s natural next word:
the state, in a game, in which a character stops being constrained by the
rules that otherwise govern it, and simply is, without threat, without
loss condition, without needing to perform survival because survival
was never actually in question. None of this is a fantasy borrowed from
games to decorate a spiritual claim. It is closer to the literal truth of
what every tradition drawn on here has been trying to describe, in what-
ever vocabulary its own century made available.

What follows is this trilogy’s attempt to finish a sentence it started
twice, and could not, until now, complete.



PART ONE

AWAKENING

Dissolving the Performative Identity



CHAPTER ONE

The Observer and the Mask

A Question with Two Answers

Ask someone who they are, and watch what happens. Most people an-
swer with a role. I am an engineer. I am a mother. I am the person who
always shows up late, or never backs down, or can’t sit still. Ask again,
more carefully, not what do you do but who is doing it, and something
strange happens. The role keeps answering. It has a story ready, built
from everything that has ever happened to it, and it will tell that story
convincingly, because it has had a whole lifetime to rehearse it.

There is a second answer available, and almost nobody gives it first,
because almost nobody has been asked the question in a way that
reaches it. That second answer is not a story. It has no name, no history,
and no argument to make. It is simply what is aware of the story being
told. The first of these will be called the mask throughout what follows.
The second will be called the observer. Everything after this is an at-
tempt to say, carefully and without exaggeration, what stands between
them, and what it costs to keep the distance.

What Book Two Already Named

This is not a new discovery. Inner Horizon, the second volume of this
trilogy, gave the mask a technical name: Performative Identity, the so-
cial self, organised around being seen, evaluated and accepted. It was
careful to say this was not a flaw. Performative Identity is an ancestral
adaptation, as old as social life itself, built by real evolutionary pressure
and doing real work. A creature that could model how it appeared to
others, and adjust accordingly, out-competed one that could not. There
is nothing to be ashamed of in having one.

The trouble, as that book put it, is not that the mask exists. The trouble
starts when the mask stops being a tool and becomes the only thing left
operating. Inner Horizon named the mechanism for this too. Human
cognition runs on two tiers: a stored layer of accumulated conditioning,



prediction and inherited pattern, and a live layer that renders the pre-
sent moment and simulates what has not happened yet. The book called
these ROM and RAM, borrowing the names deliberately from compu-
ting, because the relationship is close to literal. ROM is what has al-
ready been written. RAM is what is actually running right now, in this
moment, in contact with what is actually here.

Most of a life is run from ROM, and that is not a criticism. It is efficient,
and most of the time it works well: nobody needs to consciously relearn
how to walk, how to drive, how to greet a familiar face. But ROM has
no access to the present. It only has access to what has already hap-
pened, extended forward as a guess. When ROM is left in charge of de-
cisions that actually require the present moment, a real relationship, a
real fear, a real choice, the guess gets mistaken for a fact, and the fact
gets mistaken for who someone is.

That, stated plainly, is the mask governing instead of assisting.

Ego Is Not the Enemy

Before this chapter goes any further, one confusion needs clearing
away, because it sits underneath a great deal of popular spiritual teach-
ing and, left uncorrected, will make everything else harder to follow ra-
ther than easier. Sages and teachers across many traditions have said,
in one form or another, that the ego must be dissolved. The claim being
built here uses a different word, the mask, and the reader deserves a
direct account of why, and what that older word has actually been
pointing at.

Ego, in ordinary usage and in a good deal of spiritual teaching, gets used
to cover two quite different things at once, and the difference matters.
One of them is a person’s accumulated practical knowledge: how to
drive a car, the grammar of a language learned in childhood, the multi-
plication tables, the specific competence built up over years of doing a
particular job well. This is knowledge, stored in exactly the sense Chap-
ter Two will describe ROM as storing it, and no tradition drawn on here



seriously proposes that a person should lose the ability to drive, speak,
or reason in order to become free. Nothing about awakening or enlight-
enment requires forgetting how to do long division.

The other thing ego gets used to cover is the mask: the accumulated,
performance-oriented identity built from prediction, organised around
being seen, evaluated and accepted, and prone to mistaking itself for
the whole of a person. This is what actually needs to be seen through
rather than obeyed. When a teacher says the ego must die, the useful
half of that instruction is aimed here, at the mask, and not at the
knowledge a person has spent a lifetime accumulating. Conflating the
two produces exactly the kind of confusion that makes serious spiritual
practice sound, to a reasonable outside observer, like it is asking a per-
son to become less capable rather than less anxious. It is not. The word
mask is used throughout instead of ego, specifically to avoid smuggling
a person’s actual competence into the same basket as their conditioned
fear of being judged for it.

The NPC and the Player

There is a further way of stating this same distinction, one this book’s
own title already commits it to, and it is worth making explicit rather
than leaving as an implication for the reader to reconstruct. A character
in a video game that runs on fixed, scripted behaviour, responding the
same way to the same triggers every time, with no capacity to notice its
own script running, is what players call an NPC. Ecotype Lineage bor-
rowed this term honestly, from its real and recent origin in internet cul-
ture, to describe a mind operating almost entirely on inherited automa-
tion: the mask, run by conditioning, reacting to a stored template the
way an NPC reacts to a triggered event, without anything in the system
positioned to notice that a script is what is actually running.

The metaphor has an obvious completion. If conditioning is a kind of
programming, and the mask is the character that programming pro-
duces, then the observer is the player: the one capable of stepping back
from any single scripted response, seeing the situation the character is
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in without being fully identified with the character’s automatic reac-
tions to it, and choosing, rather than merely executing. A player is not
a different, better character. A player is what was always sitting behind
the character, unnoticed for as long as the character’s own program-
ming ran without interruption. The title names the state in which that
difference becomes obvious rather than theoretical: godmode, in the
vocabulary of games, is the condition in which a character is no longer
bound by the rules that would otherwise threaten it, because the one
controlling it is no longer confined to the character’s own limited,
scripted view of what is possible. Awakening, in the sense used here, is
nothing more exotic than this: not becoming someone new, but notic-
ing, clearly enough and often enough, that a player was operating the
character all along.

The Observer, Not God

Every contemplative tradition drawn on here has a name for what no-
tices all of this happening. Advaita Vedanta calls it the witness, saksi.
The Ashtavakra Gita opens almost nowhere else: you are not the body,
nor is the body yours; you are not the doer or the experiencer; you are
awareness itself, the witness, forever free (1.4). The Gospel of Thomas
has Jesus tell his followers that the kingdom is not coming with signs
to be observed, that it is already spread out, inside and around, and that
the one thing standing between a person and that recognition is that
they do not know themselves (Saying 3). The Buddha, in his own idiom,
pointed at something unconditioned, unborn, standing behind the fact
that escape from suffering is even possible at all (Udana 8.3).

Across all of these, something has consistently been mistaken for more
than it is. In meditation, when the mask goes quiet, what is revealed
feels enormous, unconditioned, and other. People who touch this state,
even briefly, often describe it in exactly the vocabulary reserved for the
divine. That report deserves to be taken seriously, and read structurally
rather than literally. The mask, encountering the observer, has almost
no other category available to place it in. It knows itself only as a small,
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embattled, striving thing, built entirely from accumulated experience
and constant prediction. When it meets something that has no history,
makes no argument, wants nothing, and simply is, the only available
frame it has ever been given for something like that is God.

That word will not be used here for it, for the same reason several others
will be avoided: they carry more freight than they can afford to carry at
this point. The observer is not a being. It is not a mind regarding the
universe from outside it. It is not somewhere else, waiting to be
reached. It is what becomes noticeable the moment the mask stops talk-
ing, not something new arriving from elsewhere, but what was already
there, now visible because nothing louder is currently drowning it out.

Book Two named the ground this points to Ontience, the bare fact of
being present, prior to any accumulated structure being laid on top of
it. It is worth being careful, even at this early stage, not to overstate the
relationship between the two words. The observer, as it will be used
here, is not simply another name for Ontience, stated in full. It is closer
to what Ontience looks like from exactly this vantage point, this partic-
ular mind, in this particular moment, the way a single wave is not the
ocean, stated in full, without being anything other than ocean either.
Part Two returns to Ontience directly, and gives the fuller philosophical
argument for what that relationship actually is. Part One is not ready
for that argument yet, because its task is narrower and comes first: not
to state the relationship precisely, but to notice how completely the
mask has, for most people, most of the time, taken the observer’s place.

Darshan, Not Petition

There is a further piece of evidence worth adding here, because it sur-
vives inside the very word several traditions use for religious practice,
hiding in plain sight. In several Indian devotional traditions, what an
English-language observer would translate simply as worship or prayer
is, in its own vocabulary, darshan: seeing, and being seen by, what is
worshipped. The word does not mean to petition, to beg, or to request



an intervention from an external power. It means to observe, and to let
oneself be observed in turn, an act of attention, not a transaction.

That literal meaning preserves something later, more transactional
forms of prayer largely lost. Petitionary prayer, asking for an outcome,
bargaining for relief, pleading for intervention, belongs entirely to the
mask. It is the mask doing what the mask always does under pressure:
treating the object of its address as an external, more powerful version
of itself, capable of being persuaded, appeased, or won over, the same
way it tries to persuade, appease, and win over every other powerful
thing in its environment. Nothing about darshan requires this. To ob-
serve, and to be observed, to sit in front of an image, a flame, a teacher,
or simply the felt fact of one’s own present moment without asking it
for anything, is much closer to what this chapter has already described
the observer as being: undemanding, unafraid, wanting nothing, be-
cause it has nothing to lose that a petition could protect.

None of this means every act of prayer in every tradition is secretly dar-
shan misunderstood, and no practitioner’s own experience of petition-
ary prayer is being called mistaken here. What can be said is narrower:
at least one major devotional vocabulary already draws, in its own root
meaning, almost exactly the distinction being drawn throughout this
chapter, between an anxious mask reaching for reassurance, and an ob-
server simply present enough to look, and to be looked at, without ask-
ing for anything in return.

Why the Mask Feels Like the Only Thing There Is

Here is the honest difficulty to sit with before going any further. If the
observer is always present, if it is, as the traditions insist, never actually
absent, never actually lost, then why does almost no one live from it?

The answer is not mystical. It is architectural. RAM, the live layer capa-
ble of contact with the present, is expensive. It is the resource that gets
consumed the moment there is a threat to manage, a status to protect,



an image to maintain, a craving to satisfy. ROM is cheap, fast, and al-
ways ready with an answer drawn from the past. A nervous system built
by evolutionary pressure for survival will, by default, spend its re-
sources on the cheap and fast option whenever there is the faintest sig-
nal that something needs defending. And there is almost always a faint
signal that something needs defending, because the mask itself, being
built from accumulated experience, is a thing that can be threatened,
embarrassed, diminished, or lost, in a way the observer, having no his-
tory and no image, cannot be.

This is the shape of ordinary suffering, as the term will be used through-
out what follows. Not the pain of a stubbed toe or a real illness: physical
pain is not being redescribed here as illusion, and that is worth saying
plainly once, so it need not qualify every later chapter with the same
caveat. What is at stake is the second kind of suffering: the anxiety, the
dread, the low static hum of not-quite-safety that follows a person
through an ordinary day with nothing actually wrong. That suffering
belongs entirely to the mask. It is the sound of ROM running a threat-
prediction on a threat that exists only in the story the mask is telling
about itself. The observer, having nothing to lose, has never once pro-
duced a moment of that kind of fear, in the whole of human history.

Where the Word Awakening Belongs

Awakening will be used in a specific, limited sense throughout what fol-
lows, and it is worth stating that sense clearly before the word gets any
further use. It does not mean recognising Ontience, the ground of being
itself. That recognition is what Part Two calls enlightenment, and the
two are not the same event, even though popular usage frequently col-
lapses them into one.

Awakening, here, means something closer to what cognitive science al-
ready has a name for: metacognition, the capacity to model one’s own
modelling, arriving at what Inner Horizon called Level 4.5 on its ladder
of prediction. It is the moment the mask’s running commentary be-



comes visible as commentary, rather than being mistaken for reality it-
self. It does not require dissolving the mask, and it does not require any
metaphysical claim at all. It requires only reduced noise, and a clear
enough view of one’s own machinery to see the machinery running.

This is achievable, and it has already been achieved, partially and
briefly, by a very large number of ordinary people who have never
opened a scripture in their lives. Anyone who has ever walked for an
hour with no destination, no phone, and no thought worth finishing
knows something of what this chapter is describing. The point is not to
introduce that state as something exotic. It is to show that it has a name,
a mechanism, and a body of real evidence behind it, and that the tradi-
tions drawn on here spent a very long time trying to describe exactly
this event before their own words were buried under everything that
came after them.

What Comes Next

The chapters that follow will not move quickly toward the observer.
They will move slowly through the mask instead, because that is where
almost everyone actually is, and because rushing toward the exalted
material would repeat the exact failure this whole project exists to cor-
rect: mistaking the second half of a two-part teaching for something
that could stand on its own.

Chapter Two returns to the ladder Inner Horizon built, and to the two
tiers underneath it, in enough detail that the rest of Part One can be
built on solid ground. Chapter Four names cognitive noise precisely,
and gives it the same careful definition it received in Book Two, because
almost everything that follows depends on knowing exactly what that
phrase does and does not mean.

For now, one plain instruction is enough, and it happens to be nearly
identical, across four separate traditions, to the very first thing each of
them tried to say. Notice who is answering when you ask yourself who
you are. Notice that something is doing the noticing. That is as far as
this chapter needs to go.



CHAPTER TWO

Two Tiers, One Machine
Starting From What Is Actually There

Before this book can say anything more about the mask or the observer,
it owes the reader a plainer question: what, mechanically, is actually
happening when a mind operates? Not metaphorically. Not as a matter
of feeling. As a matter of structure.

Inner Horizon answered this question in detail, and this chapter is go-
ing to walk back through that answer slowly, because everything else in
this book leans on it. A reader who has already read Book Two will rec-
ognise most of this. A reader coming to this material for the first time
needs it stated cleanly, once, before any scripture enters the discussion,
so that later chapters are not mistaken for metaphor when they are ac-
tually describing mechanism.

Two Tiers

Human cognition, on this account, runs on two tiers, working together
and almost never separately.

The first is a stored layer: everything that has already been laid down.
Conditioning from childhood. Habits built through repetition. Every
prediction that has ever paid off often enough to be kept. Every fear that
was once useful and has never been formally retired. Every preference,
every flinch, every automatic judgement about what a stranger’s face
probably means. Inner Horizon called this tier ROM, borrowing the
term from computing on purpose. Read-only memory. It is not that this
layer never changes, it does, slowly, over a lifetime, as new experience
gets written into it. It is that at any given moment, in the middle of an
actual decision, it functions as fixed. It is what you already are, walking
into a room, before anything in that room has happened yet.

The second tier is a live layer. It renders the present moment as it is
actually occurring, and it can simulate forward, imagine what has not



happened yet, weigh one possible action against another, hold a genu-
inely new problem in mind long enough to think about it rather than
merely react to it. Inner Horizon called this tier RAM. It is where any-
thing resembling deliberate thought actually happens. It is also, criti-
cally, the only one of the two tiers that has any direct contact with what
is real right now, as opposed to what has already been filed away as a
pattern.

Ordinary experience is the two of them working together, and most of
the time this works well. ROM narrows an overwhelming world down
to a manageable set of likely options, drawing on everything that has
ever happened before. RAM looks at that narrowed set and actually de-
cides. A driver does not consciously relearn the road each morning;
ROM has already done that work, leaving RAM free to notice the one
thing that is actually different today, a child near the kerb, a patch of
ice, a car braking too fast ahead. This is not a flaw in the design. It is the
design working exactly as intended.
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Two Tiers of Cognition, and the Path of Noise

RAM N Response
live rendering of the present, — behaviour a-nd
forward simulation, self-referential modelling new perception
J
conditions updates stored \\ takes capacity
\
prediction structure \i\rom RAM
\\
) Cognitive noise

ROM

templates active in
mismatched
environments

stored conditioning, inherited templates, [.......
developmental calibration, past resolutions

J

Figure 2. ROM conditions what RAM predicts; RAM’s own activity updates
what ROM stores. Cognitive noise is the dashed path: a stored template
drawing on RAM’s capacity in an environment it does not actually match.

Where It Goes Wrong

The trouble starts when RAM stops being consulted. This happens
more than most people notice, and it happens for a specific, mechanical
reason: RAM is expensive to run, and ROM is not. A nervous system
under any kind of real or imagined pressure will default to the cheap
option, because that is what pressure has always meant, across the
whole of evolutionary history act now, on the pattern that has worked
before, rather than pause to actually think.

Inner Horizon gave this failure a precise name: cognitive noise. Not
noise in the sense of mere distraction, but specifically the condition in
which a stored template built for a different environment, a different
threat, a different century activates anyway, because the environment
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it is running in still resembles the one it was built for just closely enough
to trigger it, and it then occupies capacity that RAM would otherwise
have used to actually look at what is really here.

A concrete example makes this easier to hold onto than the abstract
description does. A message arrives from a manager: can we talk to-
morrow? Four words, no tone, no content. Within a second, and with-
out any conscious decision to do so, a fully formed sense of dread can
appear, a prediction of being reprimanded, or let go, or found wanting.
Nothing has actually happened. No information has been given. What
has happened is that ROM, holding a template built from every past
experience of being called to account for something, has fired on a four-
word pattern that merely resembles the shape of past danger, and it has
done so faster than RAM could intervene to check whether the resem-
blance is actually meaningful this time. Inner Horizon’s own closing
chapter used almost exactly this example to show how several such
templates, threat, status, belonging, reward, identity, can compound in
a single ordinary moment. It is worth returning to, because it is not an
exotic case. It is what an average day is made of.

This is what this book means, throughout, when it uses the phrase run-
ning the wrong program. Not that the person is broken. Not that the
mind is malfunctioning. The program in question worked, and worked
well, for a very long time, in a very different setting. It is simply still
running, in a setting it was never built for, consuming the very resource,
RAM, presence, the capacity to actually see what is in front of you, that
would otherwise be available for living an actual life rather than replay-
ing an old one.

12



The Ladder

Inner Horizon placed this two-tier architecture within a larger struc-
ture: a ladder of five thresholds, each one built on the capacities of the
one beneath it, tracing how prediction deepens from the simplest living
systems up to the most recursive human self-awareness. This book re-
states that ladder here exactly as it was published, because later chap-
ters depend on it, and because a coda that quietly altered its own tril-
ogy’s terms without saying so would be doing precisely the kind of thing
this whole project exists to correct.

Level 1 is prediction without memory: a system that resolves toward a
stable next state under present conditions alone, with nothing stored to
draw on. The slime mould, solving a maze with no brain at all, is the
standard example. So is ordinary bacterial chemotaxis, a bacterium
moving up a chemical gradient toward food, with nothing that could be
called a memory involved.

Level 2 adds a live, continuously updated internal state: something
that can hold a working model of where it is, even without external cues
to confirm it moment to moment. The desert ant, which can walk a long,
winding foraging path and then turn and walk directly home in a
straight line, is doing this, integrating its own path as it goes, not simply
following a scent trail back.

Level 3 is the threshold at which a system’s own boundary, position
and body enter its own model. This is self-reference in the literal sense,
and it is what the mirror test is actually testing: not vanity, but whether
a creature can recognise that the reflection is itself. Chimpanzees pass
this test. So, in their own way, do elephants and magpies. Dogs, notably,
do not pass the visual version of this test, a correction Inner Horizon
was careful to make, since dogs instead show something closer to self-
recognition through scent, a different and equally real capacity that the
visual mirror test was simply never built to detect.
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Level 4 adds a model of another mind: the capacity to track not just
what is true, but what another creature believes is true, and to act dif-
ferently depending on the difference between the two. Scrub-jays that
re-hide their food when they realise they were watched burying it the
first time are operating at this level. So are ravens that behave differ-
ently around a competitor they know is watching versus one they know
is not.

Level 4.5 is the recursive step, and it is, as far as the evidence currently
shows, distinctly human. It is the same network used at Level 4, mod-
elling another mind, turned back on itself, so that the system begins to
model its own modelling. This is metacognition: not simply thinking,
but knowing that you are thinking, and being able to examine the
thought as an object rather than being fully absorbed inside it.

This last step is where awakening, in the sense this book uses the word,
actually lives. It is not a mystical addition to the ladder. It is the ladder’s
own final, ordinary rung, available, in principle, to anyone, and yet, be-
cause of everything Chapter One already described about how expen-
sive RAM is and how cheap ROM is, very rarely occupied for more than
a few seconds at a time.
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The Ladder of Prediction

Each level depends on the one beneath it; dependencies run one way

Level 4.5
Level 4 Recursive modelling
p of own modelling
p - Level 3 (other minds)
Level 2 Self-reference
Prediction with
Level 1 internal state
Prediction withoutyl. »
memory
J - J - J
slime mould, desert ant, mirror test, scrub-jay, raven, human

bacterial chemotaxis fish escape reflex rubber hand illusion chimpanzee metacognition

Figure 3. The ladder of prediction. Each level depends on the one beneath it,
from prediction without memory to a mind capable of modelling its own mod-
elling.

What This Chapter Has Not Yet Said

Nothing so far in this chapter has required a single word from any scrip-
ture, and that is deliberate. The mechanism described here, two tiers, a
ladder of five thresholds, a specific and nameable failure mode called
cognitive noise is, at this point in the book, simply a description of how
a mind works. It carries no claim about the ultimate nature of anything,
and it does not yet touch the observer that Chapter One introduced.

What it does is give this book a vocabulary sturdy enough to carry the
weight of what comes next. When later chapters turn to the Buddha’s
account of the second arrow, or to the Gita’s chain from attachment to
the loss of memory and judgement, or to the desert father’s instruction
to know oneself, this book will not be asking the reader to take a leap
into unfamiliar territory. It will be pointing at the same mechanism this

15



chapter has just named, described in a different vocabulary, by people
who did not have the word cognitive noise available to them, and who
reached instead for the only language their own tradition had on hand.

Chapter Three turns first to a claim this book needs before cognitive
noise can be examined properly: that the two-tier architecture just de-
scribed does not only construct identity. It constructs the very percep-
tion cognitive noise will later be shown to distort. Chapter Four then
takes up cognitive noise itself, in depth, because nearly everything Part
One still has to say, about fear, about the mask’s hunger for approval,
about why renunciation works and why it so easily fails, depends on
understanding precisely what that noise is, where it comes from, and
what it actually costs.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Internal Universe
Not What You Think You Are Looking At

Hold up a hand and look at it. This seems like the most direct, unmedi-
ated contact with reality available to a mind: light bounces off skin,
reaches an eye, and a hand is simply seen, as it actually is. This chapter
is going to spend its length showing why that description, however nat-
ural it feels, is not what is actually happening, and why this matters for
everything Part One has already argued about the mask, and everything
it is about to argue about fear, identity and practice.

Colour is the clearest place to start, because it can be demonstrated ra-
ther than merely asserted. Two surfaces can reflect entirely different,
physically distinct mixtures of light wavelengths and still be seen as ex-
actly the same colour, a phenomenon with a real, technical name, me-
tamerism, familiar to anyone who has bought paint chips in a shop un-
der fluorescent light and found they no longer match once carried home
into daylight. The wavelengths reaching the eye in each case are objec-
tively different. The colour experienced is not. This is only possible if
colour is not a property being read directly off the world, the way a ther-
mometer reads a temperature. It is a rendering, constructed by a visual
system that has learned, over a lifetime, which combinations of input
reliably co-occur, and which of those combinations are worth collaps-
ing into a single, stable, useful category. What is seen is the category.
What is actually there is something the visual system never has direct
access to at all.

Prediction Beats Reaction

A second demonstration, less easily reproduced at home but just as well
established, comes from an unlikely place: professional baseball. A
pitched fastball can cross home plate in under half a second, faster than
the nerve signal from eye to visual cortex to motor cortex to swinging
arm can complete its round trip if the batter is simply reacting to what
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the ball is doing as it does it. By the time a purely reactive system had
finished processing where the ball actually was, the ball would already
be past the plate. Batters who reliably make contact are not, on this ev-
idence, responding to the ball’s actual position. They are swinging at a
predicted position, generated in advance from the pitcher’s motion, re-
leased before the relevant sensory information has even finished arriv-
ing, and corrected only marginally once it does.

This is not a special trick available only to elite athletes. It is the same
architecture Chapter Two already described operating on ordinary per-
ception generally, at a timescale too fast for introspection to catch.
RAM is not a camera, passively recording a world that arrives already
finished. It is a forward model, constantly predicting what the next in-
stant will contain, using ROM’s accumulated pattern as its starting ma-
terial, and updating only the parts of the prediction that turn out to be
wrong. Most of what is experienced as seeing, in other words, is con-
firmed prediction rather than raw reception. The world does not arrive
and then get interpreted. An interpretation arrives first, and the world
is what confirming or correcting that interpretation feels like from the
inside.

The Present Moment Is Also a Rendering

This same mechanism reaches further than colour and motion, into
something that feels even more fundamental: the felt sense of now.
Careful research into time perception has found that the present mo-
ment, as actually experienced, has a measurable width, commonly esti-
mated at somewhere in the region of two to three seconds, rather than
being an infinitely thin instant passing continuously into the next.
What this means is that the mind is not experiencing a live broadcast
of the present. It is assembling short intervals of accumulated input
into a single, retrospectively unified now, the way individual film
frames are assembled into what looks, on screen, like continuous mo-
tion. The present a person lives in is itself a construction, built slightly
after the fact, from material that has already happened by the time it is
experienced as happening.
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What This Means for Everything Ahead

None of this is offered as a claim that the world is not real, or that noth-
ing can be trusted, and this book has no interest in that kind of un-
earned scepticism. The hand is really there. The fastball really crosses
the plate. What this chapter has tried to establish is narrower and, this
book thinks, more useful: that even the most basic, seemingly unmedi-
ated contact with reality, colour, motion, the present moment itself, is
already a rendering, built by the same predictive architecture Chapter
Two described building identity, run at a speed and a level beneath or-
dinary notice.

This matters directly for the argument the rest of this book is about to
make. If perception itself is already a construction, then the mask’s con-
struction of a bounded, defended self is not a special case, a departure
from otherwise direct experience. It is the same mechanism, doing at a
slower, more consequential scale exactly what it is already doing at the
scale of colour and a batted ball. Chapter Four takes up what happens
when this construction runs badly: not simply rendering a world, but
rendering the wrong one.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Running the Wrong Program
A Word That Needs to Earn Its Keep

Cognitive noise has already been used twice in this book, and used
loosely enough that it risks becoming a catch-all, a phrase reached for
whenever something in the mind is unwanted. That would be a disser-
vice to the term and to the reader. Inner Horizon did not coin it to de-
scribe every uncomfortable thought. It gave it a specific mechanism,
and this chapter’s task is to state that mechanism precisely enough that
it can actually do work in the rest of this book, rather than simply dec-
orate it.

Here is the precise version. Cognitive noise is what occurs when a
stored template, built by ROM, out of past experience, for a past envi-
ronment, activates in a present environment it does not actually match,
and in doing so draws on the capacity that RAM would otherwise have
used to see the present environment as it actually is. Three conditions
have to be met for the word to apply honestly: something stored has to
fire, it has to be a poor match for what is actually happening now, and
it has to cost the system something it would otherwise have had availa-
ble. Ordinary thinking, even ordinary discomfort, does not automati-
cally qualify. A person solving a genuinely difficult problem, fully ab-
sorbed in it, is not experiencing cognitive noise, however effortful the
thinking is. Noise, specifically, is the mismatch, old pattern, new situa-
tion, present capacity spent on the gap between them.

One Error, Three Faces

Inner Horizon made a further claim that this book leans on heavily:
that several things which look, on the surface, like separate difficulties
are actually the same underlying error, expressed in three different
places. The book called this precision weighting, the amount of trust a
system assigns to a stored model relative to what present evidence is
actually saying. The error in every case is the same. The stored model
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is trusted more than it has earned, and the present evidence is dis-
counted more than it deserves.

Rumination is this error applied to the past. A stored model of some
earlier event, a conversation, a mistake, a loss, is replayed, and replayed
again, as though replaying it were still gathering new information. It is
not. The event is finished. The evidence that it is finished is available in
the present moment, in the simple fact that it is not currently happen-
ing. But the stored model has more weight than that evidence does, so
the loop continues, spending RAM on a question the present has al-
ready answered.

Anxiety is the same error applied to the future. A simulation of some
possible harm is run, and run again, at a level of confidence the actual
evidence does not support. The mind treats the absence of a confirmed
danger not as reassurance but as a reason to keep simulating, as though
safety had to be proven rather than simply assumed until shown other-
wise. This is precision weighting exactly as Inner Horizon described it:
a forecast trusted more than the calm, ordinary present it is forecasting
over.

Defensive rigidity is the same error applied to the self. A stored ac-
count of who one is, competent, right, deserving, in control, is given
more trust than new evidence that would revise it. Ordinary limitation
gets experienced as catastrophe, because the model being defended has
no room in it for limitation, and updating the model feels, to the system
running it, indistinguishable from losing something real.

Three symptoms. Three domains, past, future, self. One error under-
neath all of them: the stored model outranking the present evidence
that should have been allowed to correct it.
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A Necessary Pause

This book is going to talk about anxiety and rumination frequently in
the chapters that follow, because they are two of the clearest everyday
examples of the mechanism this whole project is built around. It is im-
portant to say clearly, once, and in full, what this book is not claiming
when it uses those words.

This is not a clinical account, and it does not replace one. Clinical anx-
iety, clinical depression, and diagnosable conditions involving rumina-
tion have their own causes, their own evidence base, and their own
treatments, developed and refined by people whose training this book’s
author does not have. Nothing in this chapter is intended to suggest
that a structural description of a common mental pattern is a substitute
for professional support, or that a person managing a real diagnosed
condition should read their own experience as merely a matter of mi-
sweighted attention that a change of perspective will resolve. Where
this book uses these words, it is describing an ordinary, universal fea-
ture of how prediction works in every human mind, not offering a the-
ory of any specific person’s suffering. If any part of what follows reso-
nates with something more serious than ordinary noise, the right next
step is the same one it would always be: a conversation with someone
qualified to help, not a chapter in a book like this one.

With that said plainly, the rest of this book will not repeat the caveat at
every turn. It is stated fully here, and it stands behind everything that
follows.

Where the Noise Actually Comes From

It is worth asking, briefly, why a system this capable would be built this
way at all, why RAM would ever defer to a badly matched stored model
rather than simply checking the present moment and updating.

The honest answer is that the deferral was not a design flaw. It was, for
almost the entire span of human history, the correct trade. A stored
template that fires fast and is wrong most of the time is still, on balance,
safer than a careful reassessment that takes too long, if the cost of being
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slow even once is death. Evolutionary pressure does not optimise for
accuracy. It optimises for survival, and a system that survives by over-
reacting to shadows will always be selected over one that survives by
reasoning too carefully about which shadows are real.

The mismatch this book keeps returning to is simply that the environ-
ment has changed enormously, while the underlying machinery has not
changed nearly as fast. Templates built for physical danger, for the risk
of exclusion from a small group on which survival genuinely depended,
for the scarcity of food and safety, are still fully operational, and they
now fire inside a world of text messages, unread emails, social compar-
ison at a scale no ancestral environment ever produced, and abstract,
symbolic threats to status and image that share almost nothing with the
dangers the templates were built to detect except a superficial resem-
blance in shape. The noise, in other words, is not a malfunction. It is an
old, well-built system, doing exactly what it was built to do, in a setting
it was never built for.

What This Buys the Rest of the Book

Every chapter still to come in Part One is, in one form or another, an
application of what this chapter has just described. The Buddha’s sec-
ond arrow, taken up in the next chapter, is precision weighting applied
to physical pain, the first arrow unavoidable, the second entirely a mat-
ter of how much weight gets given to the story layered on top of it. The
Gita’s warning that dwelling on an object breeds craving, and craving
breeds anger, and anger destroys judgement, is a description of a tem-
plate compounding in real time, each stage borrowing more capacity
from the ability to actually see clearly. The fear of failure this book will
take up later is not evolution malfunctioning; it is a danger-template
firing on a modern, symbolic threat it was never built to recognise as
different from a physical one.

None of what follows will need to introduce a new mechanism. It will
need only to point at this one, again and again, in the words each tradi-
tion happened to have. That is the wager this book is making, and it is
time, now, to see whether it holds.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Fire Sermon and the Second Arrow

What the Buddha Was Actually Diagnosing

It is worth stating something plainly before this chapter goes any fur-
ther: the Buddha did not have the vocabulary this book has just spent
four chapters building. He had no concept of ROM and RAM, no ladder
of prediction, no term for cognitive noise. What he had was extraordi-
narily careful, sustained attention to his own mind, over years, and a
gift for describing exactly what he found there in language precise
enough that it has survived, essentially unaltered in substance, for
roughly two and a half thousand years.

This chapter’s claim is not that the Buddha anticipated modern cogni-
tive science. It is closer to the opposite: that a mind studied carefully
enough, by any method, in any century, will eventually arrive at the
same structural discoveries, because the mind being studied has not
changed. What follows are four pieces of that discovery, read through
the vocabulary this book has already built, so that what the Buddha
found and what Inner Horizon named can be seen as one thing ob-
served twice.

A Reform, Not Only a Discovery

It is worth placing the Buddha’s teaching in its own historical setting
before turning to its content, because the setting shapes how the teach-
ing was originally heard, and this book has no wish to present it as
though it arrived in a vacuum. By the time of the Buddha, in the fifth
century BCE, Vedic religious life had already diversified considerably
from whatever unity it may once have had. The period is documented
by historians as one of significant ferment: multiple $ramana move-
ments, wandering ascetic and philosophical schools, of which early
Buddhism was one among several, alongside Jainism and others, arose
largely in reaction to Brahminical ritualism, and to the increasingly
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elaborate, increasingly specialised interpretive schools that had grown
up around Vedic sacrifice and scripture.

This book will not claim, because the evidence does not support the
claim, that a single, unified Vedic teaching existed and was later cor-
rupted into these various schools. What the historical record does sup-
port is more modest and still useful for this book’s purposes: that the
Buddha’s own teaching was heard, in its own time, at least in part as a
corrective, a return to direct, practical instruction aimed at ending suf-
fering now, set against ritual traditions that had, on the Buddha’s own
recorded assessment, become preoccupied with correct performance
and metaphysical speculation at the expense of the plain diagnostic
work this chapter is about to examine. The Buddha’s own teaching con-
sistently returns to the same insistence: test this against your own ex-
perience, not against the authority of the school that taught it to you.
That insistence, restated below in the Kalama Sutta, is itself part of
what a reform movement, addressing an increasingly fragmented inter-
pretive landscape, would need to say.

The Diagnosis Before the Prescription

The Buddha’s teaching is usually summarised as the Four Noble
Truths, and it is worth resisting the temptation to treat them as a doc-
trine to be believed rather than what they actually are: a diagnostic
structure, closer in shape to a clinical method than a creed. There is
dissatisfaction. It has an identifiable cause. The cause can end. There is
a specific, practical path to ending it. Nothing here asks for faith in an-
ything unseen. It asks only that the diagnosis be tested against one’s
own experience, which is precisely what the Buddha himself invited in
the Kalama Sutta, do not accept a teaching because it is traditional, or
because a respected teacher said it, but because you have examined it
and found it true.

Read against Chapter Four, the second of the Four Truths is the one
doing the real work. The cause of dissatisfaction is craving, tanha, a
specific, restless reaching toward what is not currently the case,
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whether that is reaching toward pleasure not yet had, or away from pain
already present. This is precision weighting from the inside. Craving is
what it feels like when a stored model insists that the present is not
enough, that something else is needed to correct it, when in fact the
present, examined without that insistence, was never actually the prob-
lem.

The Fire Sermon

Shortly after his awakening, the Buddha addressed a group of fire-wor-
shipping ascetics with an image that has kept its force across every cen-
tury since. Everything, he said, the eye and what it sees, the ear and
what it hears, the mind and what it thinks is burning. Burning with the
fire of craving, the fire of aversion, the fire of delusion. Seeing this
clearly, one grows dispassionate toward all of it, and dispassion is what
frees the mind.

This is not a claim that the world is bad, or that experience itself is a
punishment. It is a description of a mind in a specific, familiar condi-
tion: constantly reaching, constantly recoiling, never simply resting in
contact with what is actually here. It is, in this book’s terms, a mind
running almost entirely on inherited templates, reaching toward re-
ward, recoiling from threat, over and over, with almost no capacity left
over to notice that most of what it is reaching for and recoiling from is
not actually present in the room. The Buddha’s fire is cognitive noise,
described by someone who did not have that phrase, but who watched
his own mind closely enough to see the flames for what they were: not
the world burning, but the templates.

The Second Arrow

Of everything in the early Buddhist texts, this teaching maps most ex-
actly onto the argument this book has already made, and it is worth
quoting close to its original shape. The Buddha asks his listeners to im-
agine being struck by an arrow. It hurts. This is unavoidable, a fact of
having a body in a world with sharp things in it. Then imagine being
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struck by a second arrow, in the same place, immediately after the first.
The pain of the second is what most people, most of the time, add en-
tirely on their own: the story about the pain, the resistance to the pain,
the fear of what the pain means, the anger that the pain is happening at
all.

The untrained mind, the Buddha says, is struck by both arrows every
time. The trained mind is struck only by the first.

This is Chapter One’s distinction between pain and suffering stated
with more precision than has been managed so far. The first arrow is
not in question here, and it has already been said, and will keep being
said, that describing genuine pain, genuine loss, or genuine danger as
illusions to be dissolved through better thinking holds no interest here.
What the second arrow names is exactly the layer already called the
mask’s contribution: the prediction, fired automatically from stored
material, that turns one moment of pain into an extended campaign of
suffering about the pain, suffering about what the pain means, suffering
about whether it will happen again. The first arrow is the world. The
second arrow is cognitive noise, arriving so quickly after the first that
most people never notice the gap between them, or the fact that a gap
was ever there to notice.

Mind Precedes Everything

The opening lines of the Dhammapada, one of the oldest and most
widely known collections of the Buddha’s sayings, make a claim that
sits close to the foundation of everything this book has argued so far:
that experience is preceded by mind, made by mind, and that speaking
or acting from a disturbed mind brings suffering the way a wheel fol-
lows the ox that pulls the cart, while speaking or acting from a peaceful
mind brings ease the way a shadow never leaves what casts it.

This is not a claim that thinking creates reality in some literal, wish-
fulfilling sense, nothing in this book endorses that reading, and later
chapters will be explicit about the difference between this teaching and
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the manifestation literature it sometimes gets folded into. It is a nar-
rower and more defensible claim: that the quality of the template run-
ning determines the quality of the experience had, regardless of what is
actually happening externally. Two people can receive the identical
four-word message from a manager, can we talk tomorrow?, and one
will spend the evening in dread while the other will simply note it and
move on. The message did not change. The template running under-
neath it did.

What This Chapter Adds

Nothing here has asked the reader to accept anything about karma, re-
birth, or any of the wider Buddhist cosmology built up around these
teachings in the centuries after the Buddha’s death, that wider structure
is a separate question from the one this chapter is examining, and this
book is deliberately narrow about which part of the tradition it is draw-
ing on. What this chapter has tried to show is something more modest
and, this book thinks, more useful: that the single most influential con-
templative teacher in human history spent his working life describing
precision weighting, cognitive noise, and the mask’s contribution to
suffering, in his own century’s only available vocabulary, arriving inde-
pendently at the same structure Inner Horizon arrived at through cog-
nitive science twenty-five centuries later.

The next chapter turns to a different tradition, and a different metaphor
for the same underlying discovery: the idea, stated almost identically in
the Gospel of Thomas and in the Bhagavad Gita, that the whole of this
difficulty begins and ends with a single unanswered question, who is it,
exactly, that does not yet know itself.
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CHAPTER SIX

Know Yourselves
A Saying Small Enough to Miss

The Gospel of Thomas has no narrative. It has no crucifixion, no mira-
cles, no travelling from town to town. It is a list of sayings attributed to
Jesus, discovered in 1945 in the Egyptian desert near Nag Hammadi,
and its third saying is short enough to read in ten seconds and easy
enough to read past without noticing what it is actually claiming.

If those who lead you say to you, “Look, the kingdom is in the sky,”
then the birds of the sky will precede you. If they say to you, “It is in
the sea,” then the fish will precede you. Rather, the kingdom is inside
you and outside you. When you know yourselves, then you will be
known, and you will understand that you are children of the living
father. But if you do not know yourselves, then you dwell in poverty,
and you are the poverty.

This chapter is going to spend real time with this one saying, because it
makes, in fewer than a hundred words, almost the entire argument this
book has been building across five chapters, and it makes it in a form
that has survived, largely unaltered, for close to two thousand years.

Not Somewhere Else

The saying opens by closing off two wrong answers before offering the
right one. The kingdom is not in the sky, and it is not in the sea, not in
other words, in some other place, reachable by travel, available only af-
ter death, or accessible only to those who go looking for it somewhere
outside ordinary experience. This is a direct rejection of exactly the mis-
reading Chapter One warned against: mistaking the observer for a dis-
tant, external thing to be reached, rather than a presence already fully
available, right now, in whatever room the reader happens to be sitting
in.

29



Inner Horizon’s language for this was structural rather than theologi-
cal, but it makes the identical point. The observer is not a place you
travel to. It is what is already present the moment the mask’s commen-
tary quiets down. There is no distance to cross, which is exactly why the
saying insists the kingdom is inside and outside at once, not localised
at all, because it was never the kind of thing that could be localised in
the first place.

The Poverty of Not Knowing

The saying’s harder claim comes at the end, and it is worth sitting with
rather than moving past. Knowing yourself leads to being known, and
to recognising a genuine inheritance being, in the saying’s own words,
a child of the living father, which this book reads, consistent with eve-
rything argued in the previous chapters, not as a claim about a distant
creator but as a way of naming a direct, unmediated relationship to the
ground of being itself, prior to any story laid over it. Not knowing your-
self, by contrast, does not lead merely to confusion or delay. It leads to
poverty, and more than that, the saying insists, you do not merely ex-
perience poverty. You are the poverty.

This is a striking thing to say, and it maps with real precision onto what
Chapters Two and Three already described. A mind that does not know
itself, that has never noticed the mask operating, never distinguished
the stored model from the present moment, never once caught cogni-
tive noise in the act of firing, does not simply lack a nice-to-have piece
of self-knowledge. It becomes, entirely, the thing it has failed to exam-
ine. The mask, unexamined, does not remain one part of a larger, richer
self. It becomes the whole of what a person takes themselves to be, be-
cause nothing else has ever been allowed to compete with it for the po-
sition. That is the poverty the saying is naming: not material lack, but
the totalising grip of an unexamined, entirely conditioned identity that
has quietly become the only self a person has ever met.
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A Companion Instruction

Saying 2, which precedes it in the same text, gives the poverty problem
its method rather than only its diagnosis. Let the one who seeks con-
tinue seeking until he finds. When he finds, he will be disturbed. When
he is disturbed, he will marvel, and he will rule over all things.

This is worth pausing on because it refuses a comfortable expectation.
It would be easy to assume that self-knowledge, once arrived at, feels
immediately peaceful, a relief, a homecoming. This saying insists on an
honest middle step that this book’s own earlier chapters have already
prepared the reader for. Disturbance comes first. Seeing the mask
clearly, for the first time, as a constructed thing rather than as one’s
actual self, is not comfortable. It can feel like losing something, because
in a sense it is: the stored model that has been mistaken for an entire
identity does not surrender its position quietly, and the moment it is
first seen as merely a model is often experienced as genuinely destabi-
lising before it is experienced as anything like freedom. Only after that
disturbance, the saying suggests, does marvelling follow the observer’s
own quiet, uncomplicated interest in what is now visible for the first
time.

Saying 70 adds the practical stakes plainly. If you bring forth what is
within you, what you have will save you. If you do not have it within
you, what you do not have within you will kill you. Left unexamined,
the templates that make up the mask do not simply sit inertly. They
compound, direct behaviour, generate suffering, and go on doing so
precisely because they were never brought into view. Examined, that
same material loses its unchallenged authority. Nothing about the ma-
terial has to change for this shift to matter. What changes is simply
whether it is seen.
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The Same Instruction, in the Gita’s Voice

The Bhagavad Gita approaches the identical territory from a different
direction, describing not the reward for self-knowledge but the me-
chanical cost of its absence, in a passage worth reading as a chain, each
link causing the next. Dwelling on the objects of the senses, Krishna
tells Arjuna, gives rise to attachment to them. From attachment comes
craving. From craving, unmet, comes anger. From anger comes delu-
sion. From delusion, a failure of memory. From that failure, the ruin of
judgement. And from the ruin of judgement, a person is lost entirely.

This is precision weighting given a narrative arc rather than a single
snapshot, and it is worth tracing against Chapter Four’s account of the
same mechanism. Dwelling on an object is a stored template gaining
more and more of RAM’s limited capacity. Attachment is that template
beginning to outweigh present evidence about what actually matters.
Craving is the template now actively distorting perception, insisting the
object is needed rather than merely wanted. Anger is what happens
when the world declines to cooperate with a demand that was never
grounded in the present in the first place. And the final two steps, the
failure of memory, the ruin of judgement, are simply naming, in the
Gita’s own terms, what happens when cognitive noise has been given
so much ground that almost nothing is left for the mind to actually see
clearly with. The chain ends, Krishna says, in complete loss, and it be-
gan with something as small and ordinary as dwelling too long on a sin-
gle sense object.

What Both Texts Are Actually Asking For

Neither the Thomas saying nor the Gita’s chain is asking for belief in
anything. Both are asking for a specific, repeatable act of attention: no-
ticing, before the chain runs its full course, that dwelling has begun;
noticing, before the poverty becomes total, that the mask has quietly
become the only self on offer. This is not different, in substance, from
the second arrow of the previous chapter. It is the same instruction, ar-
rived at through a different lineage, in a different century, in a different
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corner of the ancient world, with no plausible route of direct contact
between the traditions that produced it.

That convergence is not proof of anything supernatural, and this book
does not treat it as such. It is evidence of something more modest and,
this book thinks, more durable: that a small number of careful observ-
ers of the human mind, working independently across enormous dis-
tances of time and geography, kept finding the same structure, because
the structure was never a matter of culture. It was a matter of the mind
itself, which has not changed nearly as much as the languages used to
describe it.

Chapter Seven turns to what a mind looks like once it has stopped feed-
ing that chain, not through dramatic renunciation, but through the far
more ordinary discipline the Gita calls steadiness, and the moderation
the Buddha arrived at only after abandoning a mistake of his own.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Steady Sage
A Question Arjuna Asks

The second chapter of the Bhagavad Gita contains a question that gives
this book its clearest working definition of what awakening, in the sense
Chapter One introduced, actually looks like from the outside. Arjuna,
paralysed on a battlefield by grief and doubt, asks Krishna a direct ques-
tion: what does a person who has attained steady wisdom actually look
like? How does such a person speak, sit, walk?

Krishna’s answer is worth reading closely, because it does not describe
a mystical state, a vision, or an experience of light. It describes a way of
relating to ordinary difficulty, stated almost entirely in behavioural
terms, which is, this book would suggest, exactly why it has remained
useful for over two thousand years to people who have never had a mys-
tical experience of any kind.

Steadiness Defined

One whose mind is undisturbed by sorrow, who no longer craves
pleasure, who has let go of attachment, fear, and anger, that person
is called a sage of steady wisdom.

Notice what is absent from this description. There is no claim that the
steady person has stopped feeling, no promise of numbness, no sugges-
tion that grief will no longer register or that pleasure will no longer be
enjoyed. What is described is narrower and, this book thinks, consider-
ably more achievable: sorrow arrives and does not take up permanent
residence, running the same loop indefinitely. Pleasure arrives and is
not chased once it has passed. Fear and anger are recognised without
controlling the next action.

Read against Chapter Four, this is as precise a description of restored
precision weighting as any this book has offered. The steady person has
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not eliminated the templates that produce sorrow, craving, fear and an-
ger, those templates are part of being a functioning organism, and noth-
ing in this book suggests they should or could be removed. What has
changed is the trust extended to them relative to present evidence. Sor-
row is felt, and then the present evidence that the sorrowful event is
actually over is allowed to do its work, rather than being overridden by
a stored model insisting on replaying it. This is not suppression. It is
simply cognitive noise no longer being given more authority than it has
earned.

A companion verse makes the underlying mechanism explicit: sense-
contacts, heat and cold, pleasure and pain, are described as temporary,
arising and passing, and the instruction is to learn to endure them with-
out being disturbed by them, because it is exactly this capacity to en-
dure the temporary without elevating it into something permanent that
steadiness actually consists of. Nothing here asks the reader to stop no-
ticing hot and cold. It asks only that hot and cold be recognised as what
they are: passing, not catastrophic, not evidence of anything beyond
themselves.

The Mistake Worth Naming Directly

There is a serious risk in presenting steadiness this way, and this book
wants to name it before the chapter goes any further, because the Bud-
dha’s own biography makes the risk unusually vivid and gives this book
a way to correct for it honestly rather than by assertion alone.

It would be easy to hear “let go of craving, let go of attachment” and
conclude that the path to steadiness runs through deprivation, that the
mask is weakened by denying it everything it wants, as thoroughly and
as severely as possible. This was, in fact, exactly what the young Sid-
dhartha Gautama concluded, and he pursued it with total commitment.
Before his awakening, he practised extreme asceticism for years: near-
starvation, prolonged exposure, deliberate physical punishment, on the
theory that the more thoroughly the body and its cravings could be bro-
ken, the closer the mind would come to liberation.
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It did not work. By his own later account, he arrived at the edge of
death, weakened to the point of collapse, no closer to what he was look-
ing for than when he began, and, crucially, he said so plainly, without
treating the admission as a failure to be hidden. He abandoned the
practice, accepted food, and only afterward, restored to ordinary phys-
ical strength, did he reach the awakening the tradition remembers him
for. This is not a minor biographical footnote. It is the Buddha’s own
most direct correction of exactly the mistake this chapter is warning
against, delivered through his own lived experience rather than
through argument.

What the Gita Says About the Same Mistake

The Bhagavad Gita, composed in a different tradition, arrives at the
identical caution, stated as direct instruction rather than through nar-
rative. Yoga, Krishna tells Arjuna, is not for one who eats too much, and
not for one who does not eat at all. It is not for one who sleeps too much,
and not for one who denies sleep entirely. Moderation in eating and
recreation, in one’s actions, and in sleeping and waking, this is what
makes the practice actually work.

This verse is doing real corrective work, and it is worth being explicit
about why. The mask, as earlier chapters have described it, is built from
accumulated experience and organised around performance, and ex-
treme renunciation is entirely capable of becoming a performance in
exactly this sense. A person who starves themselves, denies themselves
rest, and publicly or privately takes pride in the severity of their depri-
vation has not necessarily weakened the mask at all. They have very of-
ten simply given it a new identity to perform: the identity of the ascetic,
the disciplined one, the person who has transcended ordinary needs.
The craving for approval, for a sense of superiority, for the felt achieve-
ment of having suffered more successfully than an ordinary person, all
of this can run entirely undisturbed underneath a regime of extreme
denial, because the denial has become the new material the mask is
built from, rather than a challenge to the mask’s authority at all.
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This is precisely why Chapter Twelve of this book, later in Part One, will
return to renunciation directly and insist on a distinction this chapter
is only introducing here: renunciation undertaken to gain something,
even something as refined as liberation itself, is not yet the thing it ap-
pears to be. It is worth flagging that tension now, honestly, rather than
resolving it prematurely. The Buddha’s own life supplies half the an-
swer already: extremity failed him, and moderation, adopted after-
ward, is what actually preceded his awakening.

Steadiness, Not Severity

What both texts are converging on, from entirely different starting
points, is a portrait of awakening considerably less dramatic than either
popular imagination or the young Siddhartha’s own early attempt sug-
gested. It does not require withdrawal from the world, punishment of
the body, or the elimination of ordinary human experience. It requires
something closer to what Chapters Two and Three have already de-
scribed in mechanical terms: a mind in which RAM is not perpetually
starved of the resources ROM keeps consuming, so that sorrow, pleas-
ure, heat, cold, fear and anger can each be met, felt fully, and allowed
to pass, without the mask converting each one into an extended cam-
paign that outlasts the event that triggered it.

This is achievable by an ordinary person living an ordinary life, eating
reasonably, sleeping reasonably, working and resting in reasonable
measure, which is this book suspects, precisely why both traditions felt
the need to say so explicitly, since the more dramatic misreading has
always been the more tempting one. Chapter Eight turns to a smaller,
almost comic entry point into this same territory: the ordinary experi-
ence of being governed by a feeling few people ever stop to examine,
despite it happening to nearly everyone, regularly, without exception.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Hangry - A Case Study in Automation
A Word That Should Not Make Sense

Hangry is not a word any dictionary would have accepted a generation
ago, and it names something that, on reflection, should not be possible
at all. Hunger is a physical state: low blood sugar, an empty stomach, a
body signalling that it needs fuel. Anger is an emotional response, or-
dinarily reserved for something that has actually gone wrong, an injus-
tice, a threat, a betrayal. There is no logical bridge between the two. A
body running low on glucose has not been wronged by anyone. And yet
almost everyone reading this sentence has, at some point, snapped at
someone they love over something trivial, and realised only afterward,
often with real embarrassment, that the actual cause was nothing any-
one in the room had done. It was simply that lunch had been skipped.

This chapter is deliberately smaller and lighter than the ones on either
side of it. Its purpose is to offer the clearest, least abstract example this
book can find of everything Chapters Two and Three have already ar-
gued in more technical language, before the book returns to harder ma-
terial in the chapters that follow. If a reader has understood nothing
else so far, this one, ordinary experience should be enough to make the
whole argument click into place.

What Is Actually Happening

Being hangry is cognitive noise with almost no disguise on at all. A body
under physiological stress, low blood sugar counts as a real, if mild,
stressor, behaves exactly the way Chapter Four described any threat-
ened system behaving. It shifts resources away from RAM, the expen-
sive, deliberate, present-focused layer, and toward ROM, the cheap,
fast, template-driven layer that does not need to actually understand a
situation before reacting to it. The stored templates available at that
moment are not sophisticated. They are old, blunt, evolutionarily an-
cient responses built around a single question: is there enough, or is
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there not enough. When the honest answer is “not enough,” an ancient
template built for scarcity activates, and it does not have a delicate way
of expressing itself. It expresses itself as irritation, defensiveness, a low-
ered threshold for perceiving insult where none was intended.

None of this requires an actual threat to be present. It requires only that
the physiological signal resembles, closely enough, the signal that tem-
plate was built to respond to. The template does not check its facts
against the present moment with any care, because, as Chapter Four
explained, checking carefully is exactly the expensive operation that
low resources have just made unaffordable. The result is a person, oth-
erwise reasonable and well-intentioned, responding to a comment
about the dishes as though it were a genuine act of aggression, because
the machinery currently running has no capacity left to notice the dif-
ference.

Why This Example Matters More Than It Seems To

It would be easy to treat this as a trivial curiosity, mildly funny, worth
a knowing nod, and nothing more. This book wants to resist that dis-
missal, because hangry is valuable precisely because it is so easy to ver-
ify in one’s own experience and so hard to dress up in anything grander
than what it actually is.

Every other example this book has used so far, the four-word message
from a manager, the chain from attachment to ruined judgement, the
second arrow layered onto the first, asks the reader to trust a descrip-
tion of an internal process that is not always easy to catch in the act.
Hangry asks for no such trust. Nearly everyone has direct, repeatable,
first-person evidence that a purely physiological state can produce an
emotional reaction with a target and an apparent justification that has
nothing to do with its actual cause. And once that is granted, once,
plainly, for something as undignified and ordinary as skipped lunch,
the harder claims in this book become considerably easier to accept. If
low blood sugar can manufacture a conviction that someone is being
deliberately irritating, then it is no longer such a stretch to accept that
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an old fear template, or an old status template, or an old belonging tem-
plate, could manufacture an equally convincing but equally unfounded
conviction about something with much higher stakes, a relationship, a
career, a sense of safety in the world.

The Diagnostic Question

Hangry also offers something practically useful that this book will re-
turn to repeatedly: a simple diagnostic question that can be asked of
almost any strong reaction, in real time, before it runs its full course.
When did this feeling actually start? Is there an identifiable, present
cause that matches the intensity of what is being felt? Or is it possible
that something unrelated, hunger, fatigue, an old wound triggered by
something only superficially similar is doing the work, and the target
currently being blamed for the feeling is simply the nearest available
object?

This is not a question that dissolves every difficult feeling on the spot.
Some anger is entirely justified, some fear entirely warranted, and this
book has no interest in teaching a reader to doubt every strong reaction
into silence. The question is narrower and more modest than that. It
asks only for a brief pause, a small, deliberate withdrawal of trust from
the automatic story, long enough to check whether the story actually
matches what is present. That pause is, in miniature, the entire practice
this book is going to keep describing under larger and more serious
names: awakening, metacognition, the observer noticing the mask be-
fore the mask has finished speaking.

Automation Without a Villain

What makes hangry such a clean teaching example is that no one in-
volved is behaving badly in any meaningful sense. The person snapping
over the dishes is not cruel, dishonest, or weak-willed. They are running
an ancient, well-built system exactly as it was built to run, in response
to a real physiological signal, without the resources currently available
to notice that the response has outrun its cause. This is worth holding
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onto as this book moves into heavier material in the chapters ahead,
because it is easy for a book about noise, conditioning and automation
to start sounding like an accusation, as though anyone caught running
on stored templates has somehow failed. Hangry is proof, cheerfully
and undeniably, that this is not the right way to hear any of it. The
mechanism is neutral. It runs the same way in everyone, all the time,
and it is running now, in this reader, over something considerably
smaller and more forgivable than most of what the rest of this book is
about to take on.

The next chapter returns to that larger material directly: the deeper
templates beneath ordinary irritation, inherited not from an afternoon
without lunch but from the whole of evolutionary history, and the spe-
cific, patterned ways they still shape who a person tries to become in
the eyes of everyone around them.
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CHAPTER NINE

The Templates We Inherit
Older Than Any Scripture

Every template this book has discussed so far, threat, status, belonging,
has a history considerably longer than any religious tradition that later
tried to describe it. This chapter steps back from scripture briefly to
look directly at that history, because the traditions this book draws
from were, in their own way, already aware that the patterns they were
addressing came from somewhere older than human culture itself.
Naming that origin plainly will make the later material easier to trust,
not harder.

Ecotype Lineage, the third volume of this trilogy, traced how instinctive
templates, threat, opportunity, attachment, social and identity, are in-
herited rather than learned, each one shaped by a specific ancestral
pressure that had nothing to do with the environment a person now
lives in. This chapter takes up one of those templates in particular, be-
cause it sits underneath more of ordinary suffering than almost any
other, and because the traditions this book has been reading have quite
a lot to say about what happens once it takes over.

Why Anyone Performs at All

The social template exists for a specific, unglamorous evolutionary rea-
son. Creatures that could accurately model how they appeared to oth-
ers, and adjust their behaviour accordingly, secured better access to
mates, allies, and protection than creatures that could not. This is not,
on its own, a story about vanity or weakness. It is a story about basic
survival, and it explains something that would otherwise be strange:
why the performative identity so often organises itself, underneath eve-
rything else, around being found desirable.

This is worth stating plainly rather than delicately, because delicacy
here obscures the mechanism. A great deal of what looks like status-
seeking, achievement-seeking, or the pursuit of admiration is, at its
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root, machinery originally built for one purpose: finding a mate, and
outcompeting rivals for one. It was never primarily about who was
physically strongest. Across a great deal of the animal world, and un-
mistakably across human history, it has been at least as much about
who was most persuasive, most attractive, most able to hold attention,
in a word, most seductive, in the broad sense of that term, not narrowly
the sexual sense alone, but the whole apparatus of charm, display and
self-presentation built to draw another’s interest and hold it.

Inner Horizon named the modern expression of this machinery Per-
formative Identity, and was careful, as this book has already noted, to
insist it is not a flaw. This chapter’s contribution is to make the ancestry
of that identity fully explicit: the mask did not appear from nowhere,
and it was not built to make anyone unhappy. It was built to be chosen.
Everything that follows in this chapter is really only tracing what hap-
pens when a mechanism built for that single, narrow purpose is left in
charge of an entire life.

Why Relationships Fail the Way They Do

This ancestry explains something about intimate relationships that is
otherwise puzzling: why they so often falter not at the beginning, when
everything is performance, but later, when performance becomes diffi-
cult to sustain.

Early in a relationship, the display template is fully active, and it is, in
an important sense, working exactly as it evolved to work: presenting
the most attractive, most composed, most impressive version of a per-
son, in order to secure the connection. Difficulty tends to arrive later,
once sustaining that display becomes exhausting, or once one partner
glimpses something underneath the display that does not match what
was initially presented. This book would suggest that a great deal of
what gets described afterward as a partner having changed is, more
precisely, the mask becoming too costly to maintain, RAM’s resources
redirected elsewhere, ROM’s older, less curated material surfacing in
its place, and the original performance quietly becoming a mismatch
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with what is actually still there. Neither partner has necessarily done
anything wrong. The mechanism that brought two people together was
never designed to run indefinitely at full display; it was designed to se-
cure the connection, and connections, once secured, place different and
often unglamorous demands on the very templates that built them.

This is not offered as a complete account of why relationships end, that
would be an overreach this book has no interest in making, and count-
less other real factors plainly matter. It is offered as one structural pres-
sure worth naming honestly, because naming it removes some of the
personal blame that so often gets attached to what is, at least in part,
simply the display template running out of road.

Devas as Templates to Embody

Ecotype Lineage made a specific interpretive move worth restating
here, since it belongs directly to this chapter’s subject. It read the many
deities of Hindu tradition not as separate supernatural beings to be
worshipped from a distance, but, following Carl Jung’s account of ar-
chetypes, and grounded further in a real and much older devotional
practice called ista-devata, the chosen deity one takes as a focus of
practice, as templates of consciousness available to be embodied. Not a
role model glanced at admiringly from outside, but a quality of mind a
practitioner deliberately takes on, cultivates, and comes to inhabit.

This book carries that reading forward and connects it directly to the
machinery just described. If the ordinary human template repertoire
includes threat, status, belonging, reward and identity, largely inher-
ited, largely automatic, largely aimed, as this chapter has shown, at se-
curing attention and connection, then a deity approached through
upasana, sustained meditative identification, functions as a deliber-
ately chosen alternative template, installed on purpose rather than in-
herited by accident. A practitioner drawn to Saraswati is, on this read-
ing, not petitioning an external being for the gift of knowledge. They are
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deliberately cultivating, through sustained attention, a template organ-
ised around clarity, learning and discernment, in place of whichever in-
herited template happens to be running by default.

It is worth being exactly as careful here as Ecotype Lineage already was.
This is this book’s own interpretive lens, applied to a living devotional
tradition from outside it, and it is not offered as a claim about what
devotion means to the great majority of practitioners for whom these
deities are experienced as real, not archetypal. The value of the reading,
for this book’s purposes, is narrower: it demonstrates that at least one
major contemplative tradition already contains, within its own prac-
tices, a working technology for replacing an inherited, automatic tem-
plate with a deliberately chosen one, which is precisely the capacity the
rest of Part One is trying to build toward.

Why a Template Becomes a God

A further question is worth asking directly, because it explains some-
thing the last section left open: why a template, Saraswati as clarity,
Krishna as a particular quality of unattached action, comes, for most
who approach it, to be experienced not as a chosen internal quality at
all, but as an external being with independent existence, capable of be-
ing petitioned and appealed to. This book’s proposed answer follows
directly from everything Part One has already argued. The mask suf-
fers, and suffering searches for relief. A mind in genuine pain over its
own conditioned suffering will reach for whatever offers the clearest
hope of ending it, and a quality of mind, however clearly named and
cultivated, offers a thinner promise of rescue than an actual being, ex-
ternal to the suffering self, capable of intervening on its behalf. Where
the internal, chosen nature of the template is not clearly understood,
where the practice was received without also receiving the understand-
ing behind it, the template does not stay a template. It becomes a God,
and the search for relief that drove this transformation is the same
search this book has been describing since Chapter One, dressed now
in metaphysical rather than psychological language.
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This is not, on its own, an argument that any tradition’s living gods are
nothing more than mistaken psychology, and this book does not intend
it that way. It is worth separating a further, narrower point that a real
scholarly tradition has already made carefully, and citing it on its own
terms. The Greek mythographer Euhemerus, writing in the fourth cen-
tury BCE, proposed that many gods began as real, historical people,
whose deeds were remembered, elaborated and eventually mytholo-
gised into divinity, a pattern historians still call enuhemerism, and one
with real documented instances across many cultures.

A further, more precise point belongs alongside it, and this book has no
reason to soften it: a real historical person and a title are not competing
possibilities, and treating them as though a name had to be one or the
other has obscured something that plain linguistic fact already settles.
Buddha is not a personal name. It is a title, meaning the awakened one,
given to a person whose own name was Siddhartha Gautama. Christ is
not part of a personal name either. It is the English rendering of the
Greek Christos, itself a translation of the Hebrew mashiach, the
anointed one, a title with a long history in Hebrew scripture before it
was ever applied to Jesus of Nazareth. Neither fact casts the slightest
doubt on whether Siddhartha Gautama or Jesus actually lived. It simply
means that what later tradition remembers by these names is, in each
case, a real person carrying a title describing a state or an office, and
the title is doing at least as much of the remembering as the name is.

That same possibility is held more loosely here for Krishna and Shiva,
and it is worth being honest about why the cases are not identical.
Krishna, across the Mahabharata and the Puranas, is given a specific,
continuous biography in a way closer to Jesus’s own textual treatment
than to Shiva’s, which makes a Buddha-or-Christ-style title reading at
least worth considering there, though no comparable linguistic fact is
available in support, the way there is for the first two. Shiva is harder
still to fit the same pattern, since the textual record treats the name as
belonging to a cosmic principle from its earliest appearances, not as a

46



title later attached to a single, datable person. This difference will not
be flattened here to make four names sound like one clean argument.
What can be said across all four, without overclaiming past what each
case actually supports, is this: whatever historical person may stand be-
hind a name, the fuller, worship-ready figure a later tradition builds
around that name is at least partly a construction, shaped by exactly the
search for external rescue this section has just described, and separat-
ing the historical figure from that later construction is a real, defensible
act of scholarship, not an attack on the tradition that did the building.

A mask searching for rescue from its own suffering, and finding a title
mistaken for an available proper name, is one more configuration of the
same machinery Chapter Three named the internal universe. What
was, in the tradition’s own origin, a quality of mind to be entered and
embodied becomes, once the internal origin is lost from view, an exter-
nal being to be petitioned instead. This book has no better name for
what results than the one implied by its own opening chapters: the gods
of the inner universe, mistaken for gods of an outer one.

What the Modern World Does With This Machinery

Ancestral pressures built the display template to operate within a small
group, over a lifetime, with a limited number of rivals and a limited au-
dience. Nothing about that template anticipated an audience of thou-
sands, an infinitely scrollable set of rivals, or the ability to broadcast a
curated display continuously, to strangers, at any hour. Later chapters
in this book, particularly Chapter Ten, will look directly at what hap-
pens when a template built for a village is placed inside an environment
built, quite deliberately by others, to keep it running at maximum out-
put indefinitely. For now, it is enough to have traced the template back
to its actual origin: not vanity, not weakness, but an old and, in its own
original context, entirely sensible strategy for being chosen, still run-
ning, largely unexamined, in a world that no longer resembles the one
it was built for.
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CHAPTER TEN

What the Mask Is Made Of
An Identity Built From Prediction

It is worth being precise about a claim this book has been making im-
plicitly since Chapter One, and stating it now in full: the mask is not a
false self layered artificially on top of a true one, waiting to be peeled
away like a costume. It is, quite literally, an accumulation. Every expe-
rience a person has ever had leaves a trace in ROM. Every trace, once
stored, becomes material a prediction can be built from. And a predic-
tion, run often enough, stops feeling like a prediction at all. It starts
feeling like a preference. Run for long enough, a preference stops feel-
ing like a preference. It starts feeling like an identity.

This is the actual mechanism behind something that otherwise sounds
mysterious: how a person comes to believe, with total conviction, that
they simply are a certain kind of person, anxious, ambitious, unlovable,
exceptional, whatever the specific content happens to be, when in fact
what has happened is considerably more mechanical. A pattern re-
peated often enough, predicted often enough, confirmed often enough
by selectively noticed evidence, has calcified into something that no
longer feels like a running process at all. It feels like a fact about the
self. This is the mask, described at the level of its actual construction
rather than its felt experience: not a lie, not a performance in the the-
atrical sense alone, but a structure built, quite literally, out of predic-
tion, repeated until it forgot it was ever a prediction in the first place.

A Modern Engine for an Old Machine

Chapter Nine traced the display template back to its evolutionary
origin, a mechanism built to secure a mate, an ally, a place within a
small group, over the whole span of a single lifetime. This chapter turns
to what happens when that same, ancient template is placed inside an
environment deliberately engineered, by people who understand its
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mechanics extremely well, to keep it firing constantly rather than occa-
sionally.

The Expansion Limit Principle documented this engineering directly,
and it is worth drawing on that material here rather than restating it
from scratch. Edward Bernays, working in the early twentieth century,
effectively founded the modern discipline of public relations on a single
insight: that people could be made to want things not for the thing’s
own usefulness, but for what possessing it would say about them to oth-
ers. This was not a discovery about human weakness. It was a discovery
about the display template, that it could be deliberately targeted, and
that targeting it reliably produced demand, in a way that appealing to
actual need never could.

Everything that has followed since has simply become more precise. A
phone is rarely purchased today because the previous one has stopped
functioning. A phone is purchased, disproportionately, because a newer
one exists, and because possessing it will update, however slightly, the
display currently being run for everyone in a position to notice. The
same book traced this pattern through what it called the industrialisa-
tion of consumption and the cult of the hustle, a culture in which visible
productivity, visible success, visible busyness, have themselves become
performances, competing for the same attention the display template
has always craved. None of this is a moral failing on the part of anyone
caught inside it. It is an old and originally sensible mechanism, aimed
with modern precision, at a target it was never built to resist.

The Cost of a Successful Performance

What makes this arrangement so effective at generating suffering is not
that the mask fails to get what it wants. It is that getting what it wants
does not do what it promised to do. Chapter Eight of The Expansion
Limit Principle described this pattern under its established psycholog-
ical name, the hedonic treadmill: a person adapts rapidly to almost any
improvement in circumstance, returning to something close to a prior
baseline of satisfaction once the initial novelty fades, which generates
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renewed craving for the next improvement rather than lasting content-
ment. This is not a moral failing, and it is not unique to any one culture
or income level. It is a well-documented, well-replicated feature of or-
dinary human psychology, present in the affluent and the poor alike.

Read against everything Part One has already argued, the hedonic
treadmill is precision weighting given an economic engine. The stored
model insists that this acquisition, this achievement, this next visible
marker of success, will finally be enough. The present evidence that the
last one was not enough, and the one before that was not either is given
less weight than the model’s confident prediction that this time will be
different. And because an entire modern economy has been built, de-
liberately, to keep that prediction running, the mask rarely gets the
quiet it would need to notice the pattern clearly enough to question it.

Identity as Accumulated Prediction

It is worth returning, once more, to the precise mechanism this chapter
opened with, because it explains something that otherwise seems
strange: why the mask so often survives contact with direct, contrary
evidence. A person can be told, sincerely and repeatedly, that they are
loved, capable, or safe, and continue to feel unloved, incapable, or un-
safe regardless. This is not stubbornness, and it is not a failure to listen.
It is what happens when an identity has been built from a long accumu-
lation of prediction rather than from a single, current fact. A single
piece of contrary evidence, however sincere, is competing against years,
sometimes decades, of stored material, all of it still actively predicting
the old pattern forward. The new evidence does not erase the old model.
It simply becomes one more data point the old model has to explain
away, and old, well-established models are, as Chapter Four already
showed, extremely good at explaining away whatever does not fit.

It is worth being specific about where the deepest layer of this accumu-
lated material actually comes from, because some of it is older than an-
ything a person could consciously recall. Early attachment calibration,
the specific pattern of responsiveness an infant receives, long before
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autobiographical memory begins to form, leaves a lasting mark on how
safe connection itself is later predicted to be, a finding well documented
in developmental psychology. This is, in effect, ROM’s oldest layer: not
a separate, hidden compartment of the mind operating on different
rules, in the sense older psychoanalytic models proposed, but simply
the earliest and most thoroughly rehearsed material the same predic-
tive architecture has ever laid down. It is not recalled. It is expressed,
in exactly the way any other well-established prediction is expressed,
which is part of why it can shape adult behaviour so persistently while
remaining almost entirely invisible to direct introspection.

This is why this book has been careful, since its opening pages, not to
describe the mask as something to be defeated through willpower or
argument. Argument is exactly the wrong tool against a structure built
from accumulated prediction rather than from a single belief that could
simply be corrected. What actually works, as the chapters ahead will
show in more detail, is not a better argument delivered to the mask. It
is a change in what the mind is actually attending to, which is a consid-
erably quieter, less dramatic intervention than anything argument
could offer, and, this book will suggest, the only kind of intervention
that has ever actually worked.

Where This Leaves Part One

Chapter Eleven turns to the specific emotional territory this accumu-
lated identity is most desperate to protect itself from: not danger in the
old, physical sense the templates were originally built to detect, but a
modern, symbolic threat the templates were never designed to recog-
nise as different, the fear of failure, and the very particular kind of suf-
fering it produces in a mind that has quietly confused the two.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Fear, Renamed
A Mismatch Worth Naming Precisely

Fear, as a mechanism, was built for one purpose: to detect danger and
produce a fast, effective response to it. A predator in the grass, a fall
from a height, a sudden loud sound in the dark, these are the situations
the fear template evolved to handle, and it handles them extremely well,
faster than deliberate thought ever could, which is exactly why it
evolved in the first place. Nothing in this chapter questions the value of
that machinery when it is doing the job it was built for.

The difficulty is that almost none of what triggers fear in an ordinary
modern life resembles a predator in the grass. It resembles, instead, a
set of concerns the fear template was never built to distinguish from
real physical danger, because nothing in the environment that shaped
the template ever presented this particular kind of threat. Losing a job.
Running out of money. Being alone. Being judged. Failing at something
visible to others. Each of these can trigger a fear response every bit as
intense, physiologically, as an actual predator would, the same racing
heart, the same tightened chest, the same narrowed, urgent attention,
despite the fact that none of them poses any immediate threat to sur-
vival at all.

Danger Patterns and Failure Patterns

This book wants to draw a specific distinction here, because collapsing
it is the source of a great deal of unnecessary suffering. A danger pattern
is a signal that something is about to cause immediate physical harm.
A failure pattern is a prediction that some future outcome will not go
the way it was hoped, and that this outcome will be witnessed, judged,
or remembered by others. These are not the same category of event,
and yet the fear template, built long before failure patterns of this kind
existed in anything like their current form, responds to both with the
identical machinery.
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This mismatch has a specific evolutionary reason, and it connects di-
rectly to the display template Chapter Nine already traced. For almost
the whole of human history, failure that was witnessed by the group
carried real, sometimes fatal consequences, exclusion from a small
band on which survival genuinely depended was not a symbolic loss, it
was frequently a lethal one. The fear template, in other words, was not
entirely wrong to treat visible failure as dangerous. It was calibrated
correctly for an environment in which the group’s judgement really did
determine whether a person survived the winter. What has changed is
the environment, not the machinery. A failed presentation, a missed
promotion, an unanswered message, a public mistake, none of these
carry anything like the consequence they once did, and yet the template
fires with the same intensity it always has, because intensity, not accu-
racy, is what kept ancestors alive.

What This Produces

The specific, modern fears this chapter is naming, job loss, financial in-
security, being alone, are worth looking at individually, because each
one reveals the same underlying confusion in a slightly different shape.

The fear of job loss is rarely, at its root, a fear of the physical hardship
unemployment might eventually cause. It is, for most people who feel
it acutely, a fear of what job loss would mean about them, a failure pat-
tern dressed in the language of a danger pattern, borrowing fear’s full
physiological intensity for a concern that is really about status and self-
image rather than survival. The fear of having no money runs along a
similar track: in a society where a baseline of material security is, for
many people reading this book, genuinely available, the sharper edge
of the fear is often not deprivation itself but what financial struggle
would signal to others, and to oneself, about worth and capability.

The fear of being alone deserves its own attention, because this book
wants to state something directly that is easy to overlook. There is noth-
ing wrong with being alone. Solitude is not a danger, not a failure, and
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not evidence of anything broken. What produces suffering is not alone-
ness itself but the fear of it, a prediction, run by the mask, that being
alone would mean something damning about a person’s worth or desir-
ability, drawing directly on the display template’s ancestral anxiety
about being chosen. Remove the fear, and what remains is simply a fact
about present circumstances, no more inherently painful than any
other fact, and in many cases considerably more peaceful than the al-
ternative being feared.

A Practice Worth Naming Once, Here

There is a piece of ordinary advice that appears, in some form, in almost
every culture, and it is worth pausing on because it reveals this chap-
ter’s argument with unusual clarity: do not tell people about a plan be-
fore it succeeds. Do not announce a project. Do not set expectations
others might later measure a result against.

Examined honestly, this advice is rarely about superstition, and it is al-
most never about strategy in any practical sense. It is a direct response
to fear of judgement, a pre-emptive defence against the possibility that
others will witness a failure pattern unfold. The advice is not wrong that
the fear exists, or even that the fear is powerful enough to shape behav-
iour. What it fails to notice is that the danger being defended against is
not actually a danger at all. Nothing about another person’s private
opinion of an unfinished project threatens survival, status in any mate-
rial sense, or belonging in any group whose judgement actually deter-
mines a person’s wellbeing. The fear is real. What it is responding to is
not.

Fear as Evidence, Not Verdict

This chapter is not arguing that fear should be ignored, argued with, or
suppressed, that would repeat exactly the mistake Chapter Seven al-
ready warned against, treating a natural signal as an enemy to be de-
feated by force. What this chapter is arguing is narrower and, this book
thinks, considerably more useful: that fear, when it arrives, is evidence
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of a template firing, not a verdict on what is actually true or actually
dangerous in the present moment. The question worth asking, bor-
rowed directly from Chapter Eight’s diagnostic pause, is simple. Is this
fear responding to an actual danger pattern, something with a real, im-
mediate stake in survival or safety? Or is it responding to a failure pat-
tern, a prediction about how something will be witnessed, judged, or
remembered, wearing danger’s borrowed intensity because that is the
only volume the template has ever known how to speak at?

Answering that question honestly does not make the fear disappear. It
does something more modest and more durable: it restores a small
amount of the distance Chapter Four described losing, the distance be-
tween the stored model and the present moment, long enough for the
present moment to be seen clearly enough to judge for itself whether
anything here actually needs defending.

Chapter Twelve turns to the practice most traditions have offered as an
answer to everything Part One has described so far, and to the honest
complication this book has already promised not to avoid: that renun-
ciation, undertaken for the wrong reason, can become simply one more
performance for the mask to run.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Renunciation Without Performance
A Promise This Book Made Earlier

Chapter Seven ended with a tension deliberately left unresolved, and
this chapter exists to resolve it honestly rather than let it sit as a loose
thread for the rest of the book. The Buddha abandoned extreme ascet-
icism because it failed to produce awakening, and this book used that
fact to warn against treating severity as a shortcut to freedom. And yet
renunciation, the deliberate giving up of wanting, of striving, of the
endless pursuit of more, appears, in some form, in nearly every tradi-
tion this book has drawn from, and it appears there for a reason that
cannot simply be dismissed. Something in renunciation is doing real
work. The question this chapter has to answer is what that something
actually is, and how it differs from the extremity the Buddha rightly
abandoned.

One Word for Both

Before this chapter goes further, one clarification is worth making ex-
plicit, because this book has been using renunciation and a second,
closely related word, detachment, as though a reader would already
know they name the same mechanism. Chapter Five’s reading of the
Gita’s chain already showed why. Dwelling on an object breeds attach-
ment; attachment breeds craving; craving, unmet, breeds everything
the rest of that chain describes. Detachment is simply the refusal to let
that first link form, or the willingness to let it go once it has. Renuncia-
tion, as this chapter uses the term, is nothing more than detachment
carried into practice: not a separate technique standing beside it, but
the same withdrawal of investment, applied consistently enough to be-
come a way of living rather than a single decision made once.

The Bhagavad Gita names this pairing directly, with a precision worth
borrowing rather than paraphrasing. Krishna tells Arjuna that the rest-
less mind is brought under control by two things together: abhyasa,
sustained practice, and vairagya, dispassion or detachment. Neither is
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offered as sufficient alone. This book’s own claim in this chapter is the
same claim in different words: detachment is what renunciation actu-
ally is, underneath whatever specific form a tradition gives it, and it dis-
solves the performative identity for the same reason Chapter Nine al-
ready gave for why the mask forms in the first place. The mask is built
from investment, in outcomes, in comparisons, in being seen a certain
way. Detachment does not require abandoning what a person has. It
requires withdrawing the mask’s stake in it, which is why, as the next
section argues, detachment and deprivation were never the same thing
to begin with.

The Trap Stated Plainly

Here is the difficulty in its sharpest form, and it deserves to be stated
without softening. If a person renounces comfort, possessions, status,
or pleasure in order to attain enlightenment, in order to gain the very
thing this book has been describing as freedom from the mask, then the
renunciation has not actually escaped the mask’s logic at all. It has
simply given the mask a new object to want. The mask, as Chapter Ten
described it, is built from accumulated prediction organised around
getting something. Wanting enlightenment, wanting the observer’s
freedom, wanting to become the kind of person who has transcended
ordinary craving, all of this can be run by exactly the same machinery
that once wanted a new phone or a promotion. The content has become
more refined. The mechanism has not changed at all.

This is not a hypothetical risk. It is, if anything, one of the most com-
mon failure modes among people who take contemplative practice se-
riously, precisely because they take it seriously. A person who re-
nounces material comfort can become deeply, quietly proud of having
done so. A person who meditates for years can come to measure their
own worth by the depth of their attainment, comparing it, consciously
or not, to others who meditate less or worse. The renunciate mask is, if
anything, more dangerous than the ordinary one, because it wears the
appearance of having already solved the very problem it is still entirely
organised around.
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Acting for God, Not the Self

The Bhagavad Gita offers a specific instruction that reframes the trap
this chapter has just described, and it is worth citing directly because it
anticipates the exact difficulty this chapter is working through. Krishna
tells Arjuna: whatever you do, whatever you eat, whatever you offer,
whatever you give away, whatever discipline you practise, do it as an
offering, not to yourself, but to what this book has been calling the ob-
server.

Read carelessly, this could sound like exactly the trap this chapter has
been warning against, trading one beneficiary of the action, the self, for
another, a God imagined as a separate, external recipient of the offer-
ing. This book does not think that is what the verse is doing, and the
reason turns on everything Chapter One already established about why
the mask reaches for the word God at all. The instruction is not to redi-
rect a gift from one recipient to another. It is to stop performing the
action for the mask’s benefit at all, for the credit, the identity, the proof
of worth the mask is always quietly collecting, and to let the action
simply occur, witnessed rather than claimed. An action done as an of-
fering, in this reading, is an action the mask has stopped trying to own.
This is a considerably more demanding instruction than it first appears,
because it asks not for a change of technique but for a change in who
the action is understood to be for, which is precisely the check this
chapter has already insisted has to be run honestly and often, on renun-
ciation and on everything else.

What Renunciation Actually Removes

The resolution this chapter offers is not a rejection of renunciation. It
is a narrower, more precise account of what renunciation is actually for,
drawn from material already present in this book’s own sources.

Chapter Nine traced the display template back to its evolutionary root:
a mechanism built to secure attention, to be chosen, to be seen as de-
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sirable by others. Chapter Ten showed how a modern economy delib-
erately targets that same template, keeping it running constantly
through manufactured desire, the new phone, the visible achievement,
the curated display. Renunciation, understood correctly, is not primar-
ily about deprivation. It is about withdrawing the specific fuel that
keeps the display template running: the new things to perform, the au-
dience to perform them for, the constant material the mask uses to keep
proving its own worth.

This is why the traditions this book has drawn from so often pair re-
nunciation with withdrawal from ordinary social display rather than
with self-punishment. The point was never to make the body suffer. The
point was to remove the raw material, new possessions, new statuses,
new occasions for comparison, that the performative identity depends
on to keep itself running. A person surrounded by nothing to acquire
and no audience to perform for finds the display template, quite simply,
running out of things to do. Not defeated by force. Starved of its usual

supply.
Renunciation as Gratitude

It is worth being exact about what this removal actually asks a person
to give up, because the word renunciation invites an image considera-
bly harsher than the practice this chapter is defending. This chapter is
not describing the renunciation of food, shelter, clothing, or the ordi-
nary tools of a modern life, a phone, a car, whatever a person’s circum-
stances genuinely require to function. Chapter Seven already estab-
lished, through the Buddha’s own corrected trajectory, that deprivation
of genuine needs is not the mechanism at work here, and nothing in
this chapter reverses that.

What this chapter is describing has a familiar, everyday name, and it is
worth using it directly: gratitude. Accepting what one already has, and
being genuinely content with it, rather than treating it as a placeholder
for whatever newer, better version the display template has already
started predicting will finally be enough. This is renunciation’s actual
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content, stripped of the misleading image of deprivation. Nothing is
given up in the sense of going without. What is given up is the specific
mental habit, described precisely in Chapter Ten, of discounting pre-
sent, sufficient reality in favour of a stored forecast that something else
is needed first.

This also answers a question that spiritual teaching on gratitude has
rarely answered well. Gratitude is widely recommended, across tradi-
tions and well beyond them, as good for a person’s peace of mind, and
there is no quarrel here with the recommendation. What is missing,
more often than not, is a mechanism, an account of why sitting with
appreciation for what already is should have any effect on suffering at
all, rather than a repeated instruction, offered without explanation, that
tends to curdle into exactly the kind of mysticism this project has tried
to avoid throughout. The answer is the one Chapter Four already built:
gratitude is precision weighting, corrected. It is the deliberate act of giv-
ing present, sufficient evidence its actual weight, against a stored model
that has been trained, by a display-driven economy, to discount suffi-
ciency automatically and predict scarcity by default. Practised this way,
gratitude is not a pleasant sentiment layered on top of an unchanged
mind. It is the direct reversal of the specific error Chapter Four named
as the root of ordinary suffering, applied to the exact material, posses-
sions, achievements, circumstances, that Chapter Ten showed the mask
is built to discount. This gives renunciation its actual, ordinary content,
and it is enough on its own to close this chapter. What remains is a
harder, more practical question: not what renunciation is for, but how
a person actually tells, moment to moment, which kind of renunciation
they are doing.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Motive Behind the Practice

Chapter Twelve distinguished renunciation that removes the mask’s
fuel from renunciation that merely relocates the problem, and named
gratitude as the practice’s real, positive content. This chapter takes up
the harder part of that distinction: not the theory of it, but the ongoing,
unglamorous work of checking, in the middle of an actual practice,
which kind is actually running.

The Difference That Actually Matters

This gives this book a way to distinguish the renunciation that works
from the renunciation that merely relocates the problem, and it is a dis-
tinction of motive and structure rather than of degree. Renunciation
undertaken to gain something, insight, power, a superior identity, even
liberation itself framed as an acquisition, remains inside the mask’s
logic entirely, however austere it looks from the outside. Renunciation
undertaken simply to remove the fuel, without any prize being reached
for, is a different act altogether, because it has no object left for the
mask to organise itself around.

In practice, this is a difficult distinction to hold cleanly, and this book
does not pretend otherwise. Almost no one renounces anything with
perfectly pure motive, and a reader looking for a moment of total, un-
contaminated non-attachment before beginning any practice at all will
simply never begin. What matters more than purity of motive at the
outset is willingness to keep checking, honestly and repeatedly,
whether the practice has quietly become a new performance, a new
thing to be proud of, a new comparison to win, a new identity to defend.
The check itself, run often enough, is worth more than getting the mo-
tive right the first time.
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The Buddha’s Actual Path

Read this way, the Buddha’s own trajectory stops looking like a contra-
diction and starts looking like exactly the demonstration this chapter
needs. He did not abandon renunciation. He abandoned a specific, ex-
treme form of it that had become, in its own way, a performance, a com-
petition with other ascetics over who could endure the most, a striving
after a particular kind of attainment through force. What he adopted
afterward, and what the Gita’s instruction on moderation echoes inde-
pendently, was something quieter: a life stripped of excess, but not or-
ganised around the suffering of stripping it. Enough food to think
clearly. Enough rest to function. No possessions beyond what was
needed, and no pride taken in needing so little. The renunciation that
preceded his awakening was not more extreme than the renunciation
that failed him. It was less performative than it.

What This Chapter Leaves for the Rest of the
Book

This distinction matters for everything still ahead in Part One, because
the specific practice the next chapter introduces, attention placed on
the breath, could easily be turned into exactly the trap this chapter has
just described. A person can meditate in order to become a better med-
itator, in order to attain a state worth reporting to others, in order to
feel, quietly, superior to those who do not meditate at all. None of that
would be meditation in the sense this book is about to describe. It would
simply be the mask, wearing a new and more sophisticated costume.

What Chapter Fourteen offers instead is a practice defended, as care-
fully as this chapter has just defended renunciation itself, against ex-
actly that outcome, not by promising it cannot happen, but by being
honest, from the outset, about what the practice is actually for, and
what it is not.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Breath as Conditioning
Replacing One Program With Another

There is something almost too simple about the instruction this chapter
is going to describe, and it is worth naming that simplicity directly ra-
ther than dressing it up as more mysterious than it is. Sit. Notice the
breath. When attention wanders, as it will, bring it back. Repeat. This
instruction, in some close variation, appears in nearly every contempla-
tive tradition this book has drawn from, and its simplicity is not a limi-
tation. It is the entire point.

Chapter Two described ROM and RAM as two tiers, one stored and
cheap to run, the other live and expensive. Chapter Four described cog-
nitive noise as what happens when a stored template fires in a present
moment it does not actually match, consuming RAM’s limited capacity
on a mismatch rather than on what is actually here. Breath meditation,
understood mechanically rather than mystically, is a direct interven-
tion in exactly this system. It does not attempt to argue with the mask,
which Chapter Ten already showed does not work against a structure
built from accumulated prediction. It does something quieter and, this
book would argue, considerably more effective. It gives RAM a new,
simple, undemanding object to attend to, one that requires almost no
resources to track and offers the mask nothing to perform around.

Why the Breath Specifically

The breath has a particular property that makes it unusually well suited
to this purpose, and it is worth being explicit about why, rather than
treating the choice as arbitrary tradition. It is always present. It re-
quires no equipment, no special circumstance, no achievement to ac-
cess. It is happening now, and it was happening a moment ago, and it
will be happening a moment from now, which makes it one of the few
objects of attention available to a person that is never, even briefly, a
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memory or a prediction. Attending to the breath is, almost by defini-
tion, attending to the present moment, because the breath has no other
tense available to be experienced in.

This matters directly for the mechanism this book has been describing.
Cognitive noise, as Chapter Four defined it, is what happens when a
stored model, necessarily about the past or a predicted future, displaces
attention to the present. An object of attention that exists only in the
present, and nowhere else, is structurally resistant to being replaced by
that kind of stored material, simply because there is no way to represent
the breath as a memory or a forecast without it stopping being the ac-
tual, current breath at all. This is not true of most other things a mind
might attend to. A thought about tomorrow is, definitionally, not to-
morrow. A memory of yesterday is, definitionally, not yesterday. The
breath, uniquely among ordinary objects of attention, resists this sub-
stitution simply by virtue of what it is.

Mantra and Prayer, the Same Mechanism

The breath is not the only object of attention contemplative traditions
have settled on, and it is worth noting briefly why the others that recur
most often, a repeated word or phrase, a chant, a fixed prayer said the
same way every time, work by close to the same mechanism this chapter
has just described, even though they are not, strictly, present in the way
the breath is.

A mantra or a repeated prayer is simple, low in informational content,
and demands almost nothing from RAM beyond the act of repetition
itself. Repeated often enough, it becomes nearly as undemanding an
object of attention as the breath, occupying just enough of the mind’s
capacity to crowd out the more expensive, self-referential simulation
that cognitive noise depends on, without itself requiring much capacity
to sustain. This is offered as this book’s own structural reading of why
these practices produce the sense of peace so consistently reported
across traditions that otherwise share very little theological common
ground, not because a specific set of words carries a special power, but
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because the repetition itself performs close to the same function breath
meditation does: it gives the mind something to do that the mask has
no use for.

A New Conditioning, Honestly Named

It would be dishonest, and this book has no interest in dishonesty at
this late stage, to claim that attending to the breath is somehow free of
conditioning altogether, a pure escape from the machinery Chapter
Two described. It is not. Attending to the breath, practised repeatedly,
is itself a stored pattern being built, the same way any repeated behav-
iour becomes a stored pattern in ROM over time. This book will say so
plainly rather than pretend otherwise: breath meditation replaces one
conditioning with another.

The difference that matters is not that one is conditioning and the other
is not. The difference is what each conditioning costs to run. The tem-
plates that ordinarily occupy an unquiet mind, status anxiety, re-
hearsed grievance, rumination, forecasted failure, are expensive in a
specific sense already described in Chapter Four: they draw heavily on
RAM, because they are actively simulating things that are not present,
requiring ongoing computation to sustain. Attention to the breath, once
established as a habit, requires almost none of that computation. It is a
conditioning that does not compete with the present for resources, be-
cause it simply is the present, over and over, requiring nothing to be
simulated at all. This book is not describing a way to escape condition-
ing. It is describing a way to trade an expensive conditioning for a
nearly free one, and it considers that trade worth making without need-
ing to claim it is something grander than that.

The Same Door, Four Ways In

Breath is one door into this mechanism, and this book has given it the
most space because it is the most universally available. It is worth nam-
ing, briefly, that contemplative traditions have converged on several
other doors that work by close to the same underlying logic, so that a
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reader for whom breath does not sit comfortably is not left with the im-
pression that it is the only way in.

Concentration practice narrows attention onto one simple, repeatable
object, the breath, a candle flame, a mantra, and this is the category
breath itself belongs to; the classical Sanskrit term dharana names ex-
actly this. Open-awareness practice removes the single object alto-
gether rather than narrowing onto one, training attention to remain
alert without fixing on anything in particular, vipassana in the Thera-
vada tradition, Dogen’s shikantaza in Zen, and the pointing-out in-
struction in Dzogchen are each, in their own vocabulary, teaching this
different skill, and it is worth being clear that it is a different skill, not
simply a harder version of concentration. Body-based practice uses
movement or controlled breathing itself as the anchor rather than a
fixed object of mental attention, pranayama, walking meditation, and
the whirling practice of the Mevlevi Sufi order all place attention in the
body’s own motion, which some practitioners find far easier to sustain
than sitting still ever is. And ethical discipline functions as a kind of
infrastructure for all three: a mind carrying live, unresolved conflict
over its own conduct is a mind generating its own competing noise, and
Chapter Twelve’s account of renunciation removing the mask’s fuel ap-
plies here in a different register, a settled conscience is not a moral re-
ward for practice. It is one less source of cognitive noise for any of these
four doors to have to work against.

None of this changes the underlying mechanism this chapter has al-
ready described. Each of these is simply a different object, or a different
absence of object, doing the same job breath does: giving RAM some-
where undemanding to rest, so that the templates that ordinarily crowd
it out run out of the resources they need.
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What Evidence Actually Supports, and What It
Does Not

This book wants to be careful here in a way that matches the standard
the rest of the trilogy has tried to hold throughout. There is real, pub-
lished research suggesting that sustained meditation practice is associ-
ated with measurable changes in brain structure and function, reduced
activity in regions associated with self-referential, ruminative thought,
among the clearest and most replicated findings in this area. This is
worth taking seriously, and it is consistent with everything this chapter
has argued about redirecting resources away from noise-generating
processes.

What this book will not claim, because the evidence does not currently
support claiming it, is that quieting the mind straightforwardly pro-
duces more neural connections in some simple, linear, provable sense,
or that this specific mechanism has been demonstrated with the rigour
that phrase would imply. That is this book’s own structural hypothesis,
offered as a plausible extension of real findings, not a settled scientific
fact being reported. Readers should hold it exactly that loosely.

It is equally important to say, once, clearly, that contemplative practice
is not uniformly gentle or risk-free. Published research on difficult
meditative experiences has documented real, sometimes serious psy-
chological difficulties arising in a minority of practitioners, particularly
during intensive or prolonged practice. This is not offered to discourage
the practice this chapter is describing, which for the great majority of
people, practised in ordinary, moderate measure, is safe and genuinely
useful. It is offered because a book that recommended a practice with-
out mentioning its documented risks would be doing exactly the kind
of overselling this trilogy has tried, throughout, to avoid.
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Flow, Revisited

Chapter Eight of Inner Horizon described a state most people already
recognise from ordinary experience without ever having examined it
closely: the sense of being fully absorbed in a task, time passing unno-
ticed, self-consciousness falling away entirely. This book would suggest
that flow and breath meditation are close relatives, produced by the
same underlying mechanism from two different directions. Flow occurs
when a task is sufficiently absorbing that it accomplishes, as a side ef-
fect, what breath meditation accomplishes on purpose: RAM becomes
so fully occupied by the present task that cognitive noise simply has no-
where left to run. The mask goes quiet not because it has been defeated,
but because there is, for the moment, no spare capacity left for it to op-
erate with.

This is worth naming because it means the state this chapter is describ-
ing is not exotic. Nearly everyone has already experienced a version of
it, doing something they love, fully absorbed, without a single thought
about how they appeared to anyone else. Breath meditation is simply a
way of accessing that same quieting deliberately, without needing an
absorbing task to manufacture it by accident.

Samadhi, Not God

Sustained practice of the kind this chapter describes often produces
something considerably more intense than ordinary quiet, and it de-
serves its own honest account before this chapter closes. Deepened
meditation is widely reported, across traditions with very little else in
common, to produce states of unmistakable peace, and at times some-
thing closer to bliss: a felt sense of relief so complete that it is frequently
described in exactly the vocabulary this book’s own Chapter One pre-
dicted the mask would reach for. Several traditions have a specific word
for the deepest of these states: samadhi.

This is not only a matter of tradition and report. Neuroimaging re-
search on altered states, most directly, work examining the brain under
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psilocybin, has found that such states are associated with markedly in-
creased communication across brain regions that do not, in ordinary
waking consciousness, typically exchange much information with each
other, a pattern some researchers have described as the brain’s default,
narrowly organised structure temporarily loosening. This book will not
claim that this finding explains samadhi, and it will not claim that med-
itative and pharmacologically induced states are the same thing, which
would be a considerably stronger claim than the evidence supports.
What it offers, more modestly, is a plausible physiological companion
to what this chapter is about to argue on structural grounds: that a state
widely reported as boundary-dissolving corresponds, at the level of the
brain, to a genuine loosening of the boundaries that ordinarily keep ex-
perience organised into separate, well-defended compartments.

This reading of samadhi follows directly from everything Chapter One
already argued. It is not an experience of God, in the sense of contact
with an external, separate being. It is the mask’s own experience of the
observer, encountered directly, at the specific moment sustained prac-
tice has quieted the mask enough for that contact to register. The bliss
is real, and no reader should be talked out of it here. What will not hap-
pen is letting that bliss be misread as evidence of a separate divine vis-
itor. What is being felt, on this account, is nothing other than a person’s
own awareness, met without the usual noise standing in front of it, the
same claim Chapter Eighteen will make at greater length, stated here in
its simplest, most immediately verifiable form: the peace was never
coming from somewhere else. It was what was already there, once
enough of what usually obscures it had gone quiet.
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Why Chapters Twelve and Thirteen Had to Come
First

This chapter could not have been written honestly without Chapters
Twelve and Thirteen directly behind it, and it is worth closing on why.
A person who takes up this practice in order to become someone who
meditates, someone disciplined, someone advanced, someone visibly
on a path others are not, has simply given the mask a new performance
to run, exactly as those two chapters warned. The practice this chapter
describes only does the work it is capable of doing when it is undertaken
as what it actually is: attention placed on something present, for no rea-
son beyond the placing itself. Chapter Fifteen closes Part One by nam-
ing, directly and without further metaphor, what a mind actually looks
like once this quieting has become familiar enough to recognise on its
own.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

What Awakening Actually Is

Returning to the Word

This book has used the word awakening throughout Part One without
yet giving it a single, settled definition, relying instead on each chapter
adding a piece to the picture: the observer noticing the mask, precision
weighting restored, steadiness under sorrow and pleasure alike, a fear
recognised as a failure pattern rather than a danger pattern, a mind
quiet enough to let the breath be the only thing happening. This chapter
closes Part One by drawing those pieces together into the single, plain
claim they have all, in different ways, been pointing toward.

Awakening, in this book, is metacognition. It is Level 4.5 on the ladder
Chapter Two restated from Inner Horizon, the point at which a mind
becomes capable of modelling its own modelling, of seeing a thought as
a thought rather than being fully absorbed inside it, of noticing the
mask’s commentary as commentary rather than mistaking it for an un-
questionable account of reality. Nothing more exotic than this is being
claimed. Nothing less than this is being offered either.

Why This Definition Is Deliberately Modest

It would have been easy, at this point in the book, to reach for a grander
description, to describe awakening as a permanent transformation, a
final state achieved once and held forever after, a dramatic before-and-
after with no ambiguity in between. This book has chosen not to make
that claim, and it is worth saying plainly why.

Everything traced across the last fourteen chapters points to awakening
as a capacity rather than an achievement: something a mind can do,
more or less often, with more or less consistency, rather than a thresh-
old crossed once and never revisited. The steady sage of Chapter Seven
is not described as someone who has become permanently incapable of
sorrow or craving. He is described as someone in whom sorrow and
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craving arise and pass without seizing control of judgement, which im-
plies, honestly read, that they still arise. The second arrow of Chapter
Five is avoidable, not impossible to be struck by; the Buddha’s own
teaching assumes a mind capable of being struck by it, and offers a way
of noticing before the strike lands, not a guarantee that no arrow will
ever be loosed again. Flow, as Chapter Fourteen just described it, comes
and goes, sometimes for hours, sometimes for a handful of seconds, and
no one claims to live in it permanently.

This book takes these patterns seriously enough to build its own defini-
tion around them rather than around a more dramatic alternative that
the evidence, both scriptural and cognitive, does not actually support.
Awakening is not a permanent state achieved once. It is metacognition,
available and exercisable, more reliably as the templates in Chapter
Four grow familiar enough to be caught in the act, but never once and
for all secured beyond the possibility of noise reasserting itself.

What Changes, Concretely

If awakening is metacognition rather than a permanent transfor-
mation, it is worth being precise about what actually changes when it is
exercised, because the change is real even though it is not total.

With cognitive noise reduced, even briefly, RAM’s full capacity becomes
available for whatever is actually in front of it. Inner Horizon was direct
about the scale of what this makes possible: the brain, freed from the
drag of constantly running mismatched templates, is an extraordinarily
capable predictive system in its own right, fully equal to problems that
would otherwise seem to require far more computation than a single
mind could offer. This book will resist the temptation to overstate this
into a claim that no external tool is ever needed for anything, that would
be an easy, appealing overreach, and this book has spent this whole part
avoiding exactly that kind of overreach elsewhere. What can be said
honestly is narrower and still considerable: a great deal of what feels,
from inside an unquiet mind, like an unsolvable problem is, more pre-
cisely, a problem being approached with most of the available capacity
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already spent on noise that has nothing to do with it. Quiet the noise,
and the same mind, with the same knowledge, frequently finds that the
problem was never as intractable as it appeared.

Who Is Awake

There is a question worth asking directly, because it has been implicit
since Chapter One and deserves a direct answer before Part One closes:
who, exactly, is doing the awakening?

Not the mask. This has to be stated plainly, because it is the single most
common place this material gets misunderstood. The mask, built en-
tirely from accumulated prediction and organised entirely around per-
formance, cannot awaken, because awakening would mean the mask
recognising its own constructed nature, and a structure whose entire
function depends on being mistaken for the whole of a person’s identity
has no mechanism, and no motive, for exposing itself this way. What
Chapter Two called the observer is what notices. It was never asleep, in
the sense of having been absent. It was simply, moment to moment,
outcompeted for attention by cheaper, louder, more insistent material.
Awakening does not describe the observer arriving somewhere it had
not been. It describes the mask, briefly, growing quiet enough for what
was already present to be noticed.

This is why every practice this book has described so far, breath as an
object of attention, the diagnostic pause of Chapter Eight, the willing-
ness to check a renunciation’s actual motive in Chapters Twelve and
Thirteen, points in the same direction without exception. None of them
are instructions for building or achieving anything new. All of them are
instructions for reducing what is currently in the way.
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Where Part One Has Brought This Book

Fifteen chapters have been spent almost entirely on psychology, cogni-
tive architecture, and a careful reading of some very old texts read for
exactly what they say about a mind’s ordinary functioning, without
once requiring a claim about the ultimate nature of reality. This was
deliberate, and it is worth saying so as Part One closes. Everything ar-
gued so far can be true, useful, and fully sufficient on its own terms, for
areader who wants nothing more from this book than a clearer, quieter,
less noise-driven way of living an ordinary life. Metacognition, preci-
sion weighting restored, fear correctly identified, a mask seen for what
it is rather than mistaken for the whole of a person, none of this re-
quires believing anything further.

But the traditions this book has drawn from did not stop where this
book’s Part One is about to stop. Each of them, having described this
same territory, went on to make a further claim, not about how to live
well, but about what is actually present once the mask has grown quiet
enough to be seen through entirely. The Ashtavakra Gita’s opening
lines, quoted in Chapter One, were never really about calm. They were
about a witness, present and unchanging, underneath whatever calm
or disturbance happened to be passing through. Thomas’s kingdom, ex-
amined in Chapter Six, was never only a metaphor for self-knowledge.
It was offered as something actually there, inside and outside at once,
waiting only to be recognised.

Part Two turns to that further claim directly, and takes up the harder,
more contested question this book has deliberately postponed until its
psychological groundwork could be trusted to carry the weight: not how
to quiet the mask, but what, exactly, remains once it has finally gone
quiet enough to be seen through.
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Interlude: The Bowl and the Ring

A singing bowl makes no sound on its own. Struck, or circled slowly
with a mallet at its rim, it rings, but the ring was never manufactured
by the metal. The metal only stopped being an obstacle to something
that was already there, the way a held breath stops being an obstacle to
air the moment it is released. Silence does not begin where the ringing
ends. The ringing was always happening inside the silence, the way a
wave is always happening inside water, never separate from it, never in
competition with it, never requiring the water to disappear in order for
the wave to be real.

This is a poor analogy, and every analogy offered for what Part Two is
about to describe will be a poor one, for a reason worth stating before
any of them are used. An analogy compares one thing to another, and
what Part Two is approaching is not another thing. It has no second
term available to be compared against, because everything that could
serve as a second term is already inside it. The bowl is inside the silence
it rings within. The ring is inside the silence. The ear that hears the ring,
and the mind that names it a ring rather than noise, and the memory
that will later recall having heard it, all of it, without remainder, inside
the same silence, which was never disturbed by any of it and never
needed to be.

Part One was built from argument, evidence, and careful correction,
because Part One was describing something that argument can actually
reach: a mechanism, a set of templates, a mind that can be shown, step
by step, how it produces its own suffering and how that production can
be interrupted. Nothing about the observer changes this method, ex-
actly, but something about what Part Two is pointing at sits slightly out-
side what argument alone can deliver. A person can be reasoned into
understanding that cognitive noise exists. No one has ever been rea-
soned into recognising presence. It can only be pointed at, the way a
finger points at a moon it is not the moon of, and every tradition this
book has drawn from has said, in its own words, some version of the
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same warning: do not mistake the pointing finger for the thing it indi-
cates.

So Part Two will point rather than argue, where argument would only
get in its own way, though it will still show its work wherever a claim
can be checked, because that discipline does not stop mattering just be-
cause the subject has changed. It will draw on Spinoza, on the Upani-
shads, on a physics that this book’s author built across three earlier vol-
umes and is not shy about calling his own proposal rather than settled
fact. It will sit with a real disagreement between two of the traditions
already used in Part One, and it will not pretend the disagreement
away. And it will return, at the end, to a question this trilogy’s third
volume asked and deliberately left open: who are you, once condition-
ing falls away?

The bowl rings. The ring was never separate from the silence it rose in,
and will not be separate from it once it fades. Nothing has been added.
Nothing will be lost. What comes next is only an attempt to say clearly
what was true before the first word of this book was written, and will
remain true after the last one is read.
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The mask had many nanes.

The observer needed none.

The journey was not from one place to another,

but from noise to noticing.

And when the noise grew quiet,

nothing appeared.

Only what had been there
from: the very beginning.
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PART TWO

ENLIGHTENMENT

The Realization of Ontience
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Knowledge and Recognition
A Question Part One Has Been Avoiding

Part One has already conceded, more than once, that the observer is not
hard to touch. Chapter Fourteen described flow as a temporary reduc-
tion of cognitive noise, available to almost anyone absorbed enough in
a task. Chapter Fourteen also described samadhi as the mask’s own ex-
perience of contact with the observer, real and not fabricated. And it is
worth extending both of these here, honestly, to a wider set of moments
this book has not yet named. The mind goes quiet, briefly and without
effort, more often than these chapters have admitted: in a moment of
sudden fear, in a rush of intense happiness, in grief that for a second
empties out every other thought, and in the strange, thoughtless gap
that sits between waking and sleep, before a dream has started and after
ordinary thinking has stopped. In each of these, however briefly, some-
thing very close to the observer is what remains.

This raises a question Part One has been able to avoid until now, and
Part Two cannot open honestly without answering it. If this experience
is this common, available to nearly everyone, in ordinary life, without
training and without doctrine, why isn’t everyone already free of the
mask? Why does a person return, after the gap closes, to precisely the
same fear, the same craving, the same conditioned identity that was
running before it opened?

An Experience Is Not a Realization

The honest answer is that a moment of silence and a realization are not
the same event, and mistaking one for the other is where a great deal of
sincere practice quietly stalls. A person can sit in an entirely thoughtless
state, feel the peace this book has been describing since its opening
chapter, and stand up afterward exactly as identified with the mask as
before. Chapter Fourteen already said, carefully, that samadhi is real.
It did not say that samadhi, on its own, does anything permanent. This
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chapter says plainly what that carefulness was already implying: an ex-
perience, however genuine, is not what dissolves the performative iden-
tity. Something further is required, and it is worth being precise about
what that further thing actually is.

Realization requires two things together, and this book will treat nei-
ther as sufficient on its own. The first is removing doubt. This is close
to what the Vedantic tradition names directly across three stages:
shravana, hearing or studying the teaching; manana, reflecting on it
carefully enough to resolve one’s own genuine objections to it; and
nididhyasana, sustained meditation on what has been understood, un-
til it stops being a conclusion held at arm’s length and becomes some-
thing recognised directly. This book has no wish to claim these three
stages as its own invention, they are a real, long-established structure
within the tradition it is drawing on, and it names them here because
the reader’s own reasoning, quoted at the start of this chapter, arrived
independently at close to the same structure: first knowing, clearly
enough that real doubt has actually been addressed rather than merely
dismissed, that fear and anxiety are not part of what one actually is;
then living with that knowledge, in meditation and in ordinary life, un-
til it is no longer a belief being maintained but a fact being seen.

The Emerald Never Seen, and the Emerald Never
Understood

A comparison makes the difficulty vivid rather than abstract. A person
who has only ever read a precise, accurate description of an emerald,
its colour, its hardness, the particular way it refracts light, does not yet
know an emerald in any sense worth calling knowledge, however com-
plete the description was. And a person who is handed an actual emer-
ald, with no idea what it is, sees a green stone and nothing more; the
direct encounter, on its own, teaches nothing the person was not al-
ready prepared to notice. Recognition needs both: the description,
carefully enough understood that a person would know an emerald if it
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were placed in their hand, and the direct encounter, so that the descrip-
tion is no longer merely held as true but is seen to be true. This book
would suggest that a fleeting samadhi, arrived at without the first half
of this pairing, is close to the second case: a real, direct touch of some-
thing genuine, met by a mind not yet prepared to recognise what it was
touching, and therefore unable to hold onto it once the touch ends.

The Bhagavad Gita draws exactly this distinction, in its own vocabulary,
before it teaches anything else of substance. Krishna tells Arjuna that
what he is about to receive is jnana, knowledge, together with vijnana,
not simply information about the highest truth, but knowledge realised,
known in the sense the emerald is known once actually seen. The Gita
does not treat these as alternatives a student might choose between. It
offers both together, in the same breath, because the tradition it comes
from had already reached the conclusion this chapter is defending: that
a mind holding only one half of this pairing has not yet arrived any-
where durable.

What Fleeting Samadhi Actually Achieves

None of this makes the brief, ungrounded moments this chapter
opened with worthless, and this book does not want to leave that im-
pression. A glimpse of the observer, even one a person cannot yet hold
onto, is real evidence, evidence, available from inside a single ordinary
life, that the mask is not the whole of what is there, and that something
quieter and less defended is available underneath it. What a fleeting
glimpse cannot do on its own is finish the work. It can motivate the in-
quiry this chapter has just described. It cannot substitute for it. This is
why the traditions this book has drawn from so consistently pair in-
struction with practice rather than offering either alone: a teaching
without practice stays a description of an emerald never held, and a
practice without teaching stays a stone held by a hand that does not yet
know what it is holding.
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A Disagreement Worth Naming Honestly

There is a real tension worth surfacing here rather than smoothing
over, because it sits inside the very texts this chapter has just drawn on,
and readers familiar with the Ashtavakra Gita may already have no-
ticed it. Where the Gita’s own teaching pairs knowledge with sustained
practice, the Ashtavakra Gita tends to say something more radical: that
once the witness is truly recognised, nothing further remains to be
done, and continued seeking is itself a subtle sign that the recognition
has not yet actually landed. On this view, the very idea of a further stage
after realization is already a mistake, because it treats freedom as an
achievement still pending rather than a fact already true.

This book does not think these two positions need to be forced into
agreement, and it will not pretend to have resolved a difference two en-
tire traditions have held, in their own ways, for a very long time. What
can be said honestly is this: the Ashtavakra Gita’s radical immediacy
describes what is true once recognition has actually occurred. The grad-
ual pairing of knowledge and practice this chapter has spent its length
defending describes how a mind arrives there in the first place. A text
addressed, as Chapter Twenty-Four showed the Ashtavakra Gita to be,
to someone the tradition already considered prepared, has no need to
describe the path to the door. It is written for someone already standing
inside the room.

Where This Leaves Part Two

This chapter has tried to close a door Part One left open: why the ob-
server, touched briefly and often, does not by itself end the mask’s rule.
The answer is that recognition is not the same event as contact, and that
closing the distance between them takes both an inquiry sturdy enough
to survive real doubt and a practice sustained enough to turn a conclu-
sion into something seen rather than merely held. Chapter Seventeen
takes up the practical form that inquiry has actually taken, in a tradition
that built a specific method for it, long before this book had a name for
what the method was doing.

83



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Not This, Not That
When the Guru Is Not a Guru

Every tradition this book has drawn from assumes, at some point, a
teacher: someone further along, capable of seeing a student’s actual
condition clearly enough to offer exactly what that student needs next,
rather than a fixed instruction handed out identically to everyone. This
is the same principle Chapter Twenty-Five will name directly, ad-
hikara-bheda, and in its living, practical form it is often described as a
teacher assigning a student a specific mantra, chosen to replace what-
ever noise is loudest in that particular mind, rather than a generic in-
struction assumed to fit every mind equally.

This book has no way to verify any particular teacher’s realisation, and
it will not attempt to. What it can say is structural, and worth naming
plainly rather than leaving as an unspoken assumption. A teacher who
has not undergone the dissolution this book has spent sixteen chapters
describing has, at most, borrowed knowledge to offer, accurate, per-
haps, and still worth encountering, but not the same thing a teacher
who has actually seen what is being pointed at can offer. The Expansion
Limit Principle already documented how thoroughly teaching itself has
become a product, requiring an audience, a platform, and the same per-
formative machinery Chapter Nine described building any other kind
of display. A teacher operating inside that machinery is not thereby dis-
qualified from having something real to offer. But a student has no re-
liable way to tell, from outside, which kind of teacher they have found,
and this chapter exists for exactly the situation that uncertainty leaves
a sincere student in: what to do without confidence that a qualified
guide is actually available.
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Self-Enquiry, Not Someone Else’s Theory

The tradition’s own answer to this situation has a name: self-enquiry,
vichara, not accepting a conclusion because an authority offered it, but
investigating directly, for oneself, what is actually true of one’s own ex-
perience. This book would suggest that this instruction has never been
more necessary, or more widely misapplied, than it is now. A great deal
of what circulates today as awakened insight is, on inspection, exactly
the opposite of self-enquiry: a theory built by someone else, absorbed
whole, and mistaken for personally realised truth simply because hold-
ing it produces the same feeling of special, hidden knowledge that real
insight also produces. A person convinced of an elaborate hidden pat-
tern behind ordinary events, and convinced that this conviction makes
them one of the few who have seen through the illusion everyone else
accepts, has borrowed every element of enlightenment’s outward
shape, certainty, a sense of exclusive sight, distance from an unaware
majority, without the one element that would make any of it real: the
actual, first-person investigation of what is true, carried out for oneself
rather than received from somewhere else and worn as an identity.

This is Performative Identity again, in a costume this book has not yet
named directly. The mask, as Chapter Ten described it, is built from
accumulated prediction organised around being someone in particular.
A conviction that one has seen the truth others are too asleep to see is
an unusually effective identity to build, because it converts the very fact
that others disagree into further proof of the conviction rather than a
reason to examine it. Self-enquiry is the discipline that structurally can-
not be borrowed this way, because its entire method is to keep asking,
of one’s own experience, whether a given belief actually holds up, not
once, arriving at a conclusion to defend forever after, but continuously,
as an ongoing practice rather than a possession.
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Not This, Not That

Vedanta gave this continuous questioning a specific method, old
enough to appear directly in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad: neti neti,
not this, not that. Applied to oneself, it proceeds by examining, one at
a time, every candidate for what a person actually is, and finding that
each candidate is something observed rather than the observer doing
the observing.

Am I the object I see. Consider looking at a source of light. It is natural
to say the light is being seen directly. But the eye does not experience
light as light; it converts the light into an electrical signal, and what is
actually received, downstream of the eye, is that signal rather than the
light itself. The brain then takes the signal and renders it into the model
Chapter Three already described this book calling the internal universe,
a felt image of light, but a rendering, one further step removed from
whatever was actually reflecting the light in the first place. At no point
in this chain is light encountered directly. What is encountered is a con-
struction, several steps downstream, mistaken for the thing itself only
because the construction is so fast and so complete that the steps dis-
appear from view. Neti neti’s answer to the light is immediate: not that.

Am I the eye, then, or the brain that builds the image. Both are observed
too, in exactly the same way, noticed, examined, described, and what-
ever is doing the noticing is not the same thing as the object currently
being noticed. Am I the thoughts. The same question applies with the
same force: something is aware of the thoughts arising, and that aware-
ness is not one of the thoughts it is aware of, or it could not notice them
as they came and went. Carried far enough, without stopping early at a
candidate that merely feels more intimate than the last one, this
method arrives exactly where Chapter Nineteen is about to arrive by a
different route: not at another thing to be found, but at presence itself,
without further quality to examine, Brahman without attributes, this
book’s own Ontience, approached here by inquiry rather than by phi-
losophy.
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A Guru in Everything

A tradition associated with the teacher Dattatreya offers a further re-
source for exactly the situation this chapter opened with: what to do
when a qualified human teacher is not available, or its availability can-
not be confirmed. The Bhagavata Purana’s eleventh book tells a well-
known story in which Dattatreya names twenty-four teachers he
learned from, none of them human: among them the earth, patient un-
der every kind of use; a python, moving only when moving is necessary;
a spider, spinning and drawing back its own web; a child, untroubled
by the opinions of others; and a bee, whose habit of gathering a little
from many flowers rather than exhausting one is offered as its own
complete teaching. None of these are supernatural events. Each is
simply sustained, attentive observation of something ordinary, allowed
to teach whatever it has to teach.

This gives self-enquiry a second half worth pairing with the first. Neti
neti turns attention inward, onto the one doing the observing. This tra-
dition turns the same quality of attention outward, onto the spider’s
web, the tree’s branching, the pattern this book’s own Chapter Twenty-
One already found repeating across roots, lightning and human vascu-
lature, and treats what is noticed there with the same seriousness a for-
mal teaching would receive. A guru, on this reading, is not restricted to
a person. It is whatever sustained, quiet attention is actually paid to.

Reflection, Not Conclusion

One caution belongs here, because a quiet mind is not automatically a
reliable one, and this book would be leaving out its own hardest-won
lesson if it did not say so directly. Chapter Sixteen already established
that reduced noise frees real computational capacity, the mind, undis-
tracted, becomes a considerably more powerful predictive engine. This
cuts both ways. A quieted mind observing a spider’s web, or a pattern
in scripture, or a coincidence in the world, will generate explanations
fluently, and fluency is not the same thing as accuracy. Left unchecked,
a mind this capable of pattern-completion will complete patterns
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whether or not the completion is warranted, and mistaking the fluency
of the completion for evidence of its truth is exactly the failure this tril-
ogy’s own third volume spent a great deal of its length correcting, the
same failure that turns a genuine, if partial, observation into an unsup-
ported claim of hidden, cosmic significance. This book has a name for
the result: mysticism, in the sense this whole project has used the word
throughout, meaning not the practices themselves, which are real, but
confident conclusions asserted faster than the observation actually sup-
ports.

The corrective is not to stop observing, and it is not to distrust the quiet
mind that observation depends on. It is to hold the outcome of any re-
flection exactly as provisionally as this trilogy has tried to hold every
one of its own claims: named, considered, checked against what else is
known, and revised or dropped when it does not hold up, rather than
seized on and defended simply because it arrived with the felt convic-
tion a quiet mind so readily produces. Meditation, in the fullest sense
this chapter has been building toward, is observation of exactly this
kind: starting with the self, by neti neti, and extending outward to eve-
rything a quiet mind is capable of noticing, held throughout with the
same discipline this book has asked of every claim it has made since its
opening pages.

Chapter Eighteen takes up that inquiry properly, with a philosopher
who spent his own life insisting that the highest knowledge available to
a mind was never a private, ecstatic experience, but understanding,
clear, examined, and defensible against every objection he could imag-
ine being raised against it.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Substance, Not a Being

What Part One Deliberately Left Alone

Every chapter so far has stayed on ground that could be checked against
evidence: cognitive architecture, evolutionary pressure, documented
research, texts read for what they actually say. Part Two moves onto
different ground, and it is worth being honest about the shift rather
than letting it happen quietly. What follows is philosophy, not science,
and this book will label it as such throughout, the same way Chrono-
logical Depth labelled its own physics as reinterpretation where it was
reinterpretation, and prediction where it was prediction. Nothing in
this chapter can be measured. It can only be reasoned through care-
fully, and checked against whether it holds together, and against what
the philosopher this chapter is about to introduce actually wrote, rather
than against what four centuries of paraphrase have made of him.

A Philosopher Excommunicated for This Exact
Idea

In 1656, at the age of twenty-three, Baruch Spinoza was formally ex-
pelled from the Jewish community of Amsterdam. The writ of excom-
munication, unusually severe even by the standards of the time, cursed
him by day and by night, lying down and rising up, and forbade anyone
from speaking to him, reading anything he wrote, or coming within four
cubits of him. The specific grounds were never fully detailed in the sur-
viving document, but the philosophy he went on to publish makes the
reason unmistakable. Spinoza denied that God was a being who created
the universe. He argued, instead, that God and Nature were two names
for exactly one thing.

This is worth sitting with before moving further, because it is easy to
hear as a modern, softened, spiritual-but-not-religious sentiment, and
it was nothing of the kind in the century Spinoza wrote it. It was a pre-
cise, rigorously argued philosophical claim, laid out with the same for-
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mal structure Euclid used for geometry, definitions, axioms, proposi-
tions, proofs, in a book called the Ethics, published only after his death
in 1677, because publishing it during his lifetime would have been dan-
gerous.

The Actual Claim

Spinoza’s system begins from a single move: there is exactly one sub-
stance. Not one substance among several, and not one substance that
other, lesser things depend on the way a building depends on its foun-
dation. One substance, full stop, infinite, uncaused, needing nothing
outside itself to exist, because there is nothing outside itself for it to
need. He called this substance, interchangeably and without any dis-
tinction between the two names, Deus sive Natura, God, or Nature.

Everything that exists, on this account, is not separate from that one
substance. It is a mode of it, a particular, finite way the one substance
is currently expressing itself, the way a wave is a particular, finite way
water is currently expressing itself, without the wave ever being a sep-
arate thing from the water it is made of. A tree is a mode of substance.
A thought is a mode of substance. A person, body and mind together, is
a mode of substance. None of these are pieces cut off from something
larger. None of them are separate from what they arise within, any
more than the ring in the previous interlude was ever separate from the
silence it rose in.

This is why Spinoza refused the word God as it was ordinarily used in
his century, and why this book, following the reasoning laid out in its
own introduction, refuses it too. A God who creates is a God who stands
outside what he creates, the way a carpenter stands outside a chair. Spi-
noza’s substance has no outside to stand in. It is not a maker. It is not a
mind surveying its handiwork from a vantage point beyond it. It has no
vantage point beyond anything, because there is no anything that is not
already itself. This is the single most important thing to understand
about the word God in Spinoza’s usage, and about why this book uses
Nature, or substance, or Ontience, rather than risk the word being
heard the ordinary way.
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Not Consciousness, Not a Mind

There is a further point worth making precisely, because it is exactly
where a careless reading of Spinoza goes wrong, and exactly where this
book’s own claim about Ontience needs the same precision. Spinoza’s
substance has, among its infinite attributes, both extension and
thought, but this does not mean substance is a mind in the way a person
has a mind. Thought, for Spinoza, is one of the ways substance ex-
presses itself, present wherever substance is expressed at all, not a uni-
fied, singular awareness surveying the whole of existence the way a per-
son surveys a room. This is a subtle distinction and an important one.
Substance is not something that thinks about the universe from a van-
tage point within it. Individual modes of substance, people, certainly,
and perhaps other things besides, think. Substance itself is not a
thinker in that sense. It is what thinking, along with everything else that
exists, is a mode of.

This is precisely the distinction Book Two of this trilogy drew when it
introduced Ontience, and it is worth restating exactly as that book
stated it, because getting this wrong is the single most common mis-
reading this whole project is vulnerable to. Ontience is presence, not
consciousness. It is not a mind aware of the universe. It is the bare fact
of being present, prior to any accumulated structure, prior even to the
distinction between a mind and what that mind observes, out of which
particular, differentiated things, including minds capable of awareness,
subsequently arise. A wave is not the ocean thinking about itself. It is
simply the ocean, in one of the countless shapes water takes. Ontience
is not the universe thinking about itself, watching itself, aware of itself
the way a person is aware of a room. It is what is present before any of
that differentiation into observer and observed has occurred at all.
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Why Ontience Cannot Be Explained Further

There is a question worth asking directly before this chapter goes any
further, because avoiding it would leave every later chapter resting on
an unexamined assumption. The name Ontience is built from on, ontos,
being, and it names something the trilogy has called fundamental: not
one thing among others, but the ground beneath all of them. If that
claim is taken seriously, a specific consequence follows that this book
has not yet stated outright. Ontience cannot be explained, in the ordi-
nary sense that word usually carries.

An explanation, in its normal use, accounts for one thing in terms of
something more basic, water in terms of hydrogen and oxygen, a rain-
bow in terms of refraction. This only works because the thing being ex-
plained has parts, or stands on something prior to it, that the explana-
tion can point to instead. A genuinely fundamental thing, by definition,
has nothing prior to it left to point to. This is not a gap in this trilogy’s
account that further research might close. It is what fundamental
means. Asking what Ontience is made of, or what produces it, is asking
a question that answers itself the moment it is understood: nothing,
because there is nothing beneath it for an answer to be drawn from.

This is not a new difficulty invented to excuse a claim from scrutiny,
and it is worth citing the strongest precedent for it outside this trilogy’s
own material. The philosopher G. E. Moore argued, in 1903, that good-
ness could not be defined in terms of any other property, because it was
simple rather than composite: any proposed definition could always be
met with a further, meaningful question, is the thing that definition
points to actually good?, which showed the definition had not captured
goodness itself, only something alongside it. Ontience sits in the same
structural position, one level further down. Any proposed account of
what Ontience is like, or made of, can be met with the same kind of
question: is that actually the fundamental thing, or is it already some-
thing Ontience has produced? This trilogy’s own physics makes an
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identical move in its own vocabulary, naming certain facts as contin-
gent and undissolved rather than pretending to derive them from
something deeper that does not exist. Ontience deserves that same hon-
esty here, stated plainly rather than left for a careful reader to notice on
their own: this book can point at Ontience, and has been trying to since
its opening pages. It cannot define it, because defining it would require
treating the most basic thing available as though something more basic
stood behind it.

What “Presence” Does and Does Not Mean

This makes an ordinary word this book has used constantly worth stop-
ping on, because the word itself is doing more work than it should be
allowed to do unexamined. Presence, in everyday use, usually names a
felt quality, a person’s presence in a room, noticed and registered by
someone else. That is an experiential sense of the word, and Ontience
is explicitly not that. Book One of this trilogy already drew the exact
distinction this chapter needs, for a parallel case, and it is worth bor-
rowing that distinction directly rather than leaving “presence” to carry
an ambiguity Book One had already resolved. That book calls the ob-
jective, mind-independent structure physics measures, present
whether or not anything ever renders it as experience, extension. It calls
what a brain constructs from that structure, the felt sense of depth and
distance built on top of it, extensivity.

Ontience’s presence should be read as extension, not extensivity. It is
not a quality anything feels, the way a room feels someone’s presence
in it. It is closer to the bare fact that measurement finds something
there at all, prior to and independent of any measuring or feeling ever
occurring. When this book, or any tradition it draws from, describes
touching or encountering this presence, what is actually being de-
scribed is a differentiated configuration, a person, a moment of stilled
attention, rendering, for the first time clearly enough to notice, what
was already true of it the entire time it was rendering anything at all.
The touching is extensivity. What is touched is extension. Collapsing
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the two, which ordinary language invites at every turn, is the single eas-
iest way to mistake Ontience for an experience rather than what an ex-
perience is, at its base, an experience of.

The Witness Is Already a Metaphor

One further honesty belongs here, in the same spirit as this book’s treat-
ment of the Buddhist-Vedantic disagreement in Chapter Twenty-One.
This chapter, and the tradition it draws the term from, calls Ontience
the witness. The word is useful, and this book will keep using it. It is
also, on strict examination, already a metaphor borrowed from exactly
the differentiated structure Ontience is supposed to precede. A witness
witnesses something: the word grammatically requires a subject and an
object, an act of observing and something observed. Ontience, as this
chapter has just argued, is prior to that split, not one side of it.

This book does not think this makes the word wrong to use, and
Advaita’s own commentators have discussed this exact tension at
length without abandoning the term. What it means is that “witness”
should be read the way this whole chapter has argued every description
of Ontience must be read: as a pointer built from the only material lan-
guage has available, borrowed from the differentiated world in order to
gesture at what precedes it, and not mistaken for a literal claim that
something is sitting somewhere, watching.

Your Own Awareness, and What It Is Not

There is a further distinction worth drawing precisely here, because it
resolves what could otherwise look like a contradiction between two
things this book wants to say at once. On one hand, this book has just
insisted that Ontience is not a mind, not a unified cosmic awareness
surveying existence from within it. On the other hand, every chapter of
Part One described the observer, the thing Chapter One distinguished
from the mask, in terms that sound very much like a person’s own
awareness: what notices thought, what remains when the mask goes
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quiet, what is looking out from behind a particular pair of eyes. If On-
tience is not consciousness, what is that?

The answer this book offers is that both things are true at once, at dif-
ferent levels, and the confusion dissolves once the levels are kept sepa-
rate. Ontience, considered as the one substance in this chapter’s sense,
is not a mind. But a particular, differentiated point within that sub-
stance, this body, this brain, this specific configuration, can render a
live, self-referential model of its own present state, and when it does,
that rendering is what a person calls their own awareness, their own
consciousness, their own experience of being someone in particular.
This individuated awareness is real. It is not an illusion, and this book
has no wish to talk any reader out of the plain fact of their own experi-
ence. What it is not is a separate, additional substance layered onto On-
tience from outside. It is what Ontience looks like, felt from within, at
exactly the point where a sufficiently complex configuration has differ-
entiated enough to model itself.

This is why a person’s own awareness, encountered directly and with-
out the mask’s usual commentary running over it, so often feels vast,
unconditioned, and other than the small, striving self that usually
claims to be doing the looking. It is not vast because it is a separate
cosmic mind pouring in from elsewhere. It is vast because, at the point
the mask goes quiet, what is left is no longer being experienced through
the narrow, bounded, defensive frame the mask constructs around it.
The observer was never something other than a person’s own aware-
ness. It is that awareness, met without the mask standing in front of it,
which is also why it can be, at once, unmistakably one’s own, and yet
recognisably the same presence Chapter Twenty-Three will describe
the Gita finding equally in every other being. It is not that separate peo-
ple share one mind the way separate rooms might share one heating
system. It is that each person’s own awareness, traced back closely
enough, turns out never to have been a private possession in the first
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place, only Ontience, differentiated here, and now, as this reader, read-
ing this sentence.

What We Do Not Know About Other Minds

One further correction belongs here, because it is easy, once awareness
has been described this vividly, to make a specific and understandable
mistake: elevating one’s own awareness into the ultimate measure of
what awareness itself is. This book wants to name that mistake directly,
because it is, on this book’s own account, simply the mask reasserting
itself one level up, no longer claiming to be the only self, but now claim-
ing its own kind of experience as the standard against which every other
kind of experience must be judged.

A human mind knows exactly one thing from the inside: what it is like
to be a human mind, embedded in a human body, with a human’s par-
ticular sensory organs and a human’s particular history of conditioning.
It has no comparable access to what it is like to be an ant, coordinating
a colony through chemical trails and no centralised brain at all, or a bee,
integrating polarised light and a waggle dance into a shared, distributed
sense of where food is. This book does not know what those experiences
are like, and it does not believe anyone else does either, with any real
confidence. What follows from this is a piece of humility worth holding
onto for the rest of Part Two: when this book, or any tradition, speaks
of an ultimate consciousness, it is worth asking carefully whether it is
describing Ontience itself, or simply describing the outer edge of one
particular kind of experience, the human kind, mistaken, once again,
for the whole of what is possible.

A further thought experiment sharpens this. Suppose a dolphin pos-
sessed hands, a voice capable of human speech, and a nervous system
freed to live on land. Would its experience of being alive resemble a hu-
man’s? This book suspects the honest answer is: not entirely, and pos-
sibly not very much. Experience, on this book’s own account, is not
simply awareness switched on or off. It is awareness taking the specific
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shape that a particular body’s sensory and motor apparatus makes pos-
sible, echolocation renders a world no human has ever known, and hu-
man vision and hands render one no dolphin has ever known. Ontience,
undifferentiated, has no such shape. But every differentiated experi-
ence of it is shaped entirely by the configuration doing the experienc-
ing, which means no single species’ report of what awareness feels like,
including humanity’s own, can honestly be offered as a description of
what awareness ultimately and only is.

Why the Word God Fails Here, and Why Nature
Almost Succeeds

Spinoza’s own choice, Deus sive Natura, God or Nature, either name
serving equally well, was itself a kind of concession to his century, a way
of using a word his readers already had so that they might follow the
argument at all, while stripping that word of everything they thought
they knew about it. This book has less need to make that concession,
writing in a century where Nature can mean something closer to what
Spinoza actually intended without needing God alongside it to be taken
seriously.

But even Nature carries a risk worth naming. In ordinary modern us-
age, Nature usually means something narrower than what Spinoza
meant, trees, rivers, mountains, the world outside human construction,
as distinct from cities, machines, and the products of human hands.
Spinoza’s Nature was not this narrower thing. It included human be-
ings, human minds, human cities and machines, every bit as fully as it
included rivers and mountains, because nothing exists that is not a
mode of the one substance, and nothing a human being builds could
possibly stand outside Nature any more than a beaver’s dam could. This
is why The Expansion Limit Principle’s opening reflection, that a river
does not charge for its flow, that the sun does not invoice for its light,
was reaching for something real, but reaching for it through the nar-
rower, more common sense of Nature rather than Spinoza’s fuller one.
The corrected version of that same insight, stated in Spinoza’s actual
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terms, is not that Nature is generous while human systems are not. It is
that human systems, being modes of the same one substance as rivers
and sunlight, were never actually separate from Nature to begin with,
which is precisely why treating them as if they were free-standing, self-
justifying arrangements, answerable to nothing beyond themselves, is
a mistake of exactly the same kind this whole trilogy has been naming
under different names in every one of its four earlier books.

What This Chapter Has Not Yet Done

This chapter has stated Spinoza’s claim as carefully as it can be stated
in a single chapter, and it has drawn the first, direct line between that
claim and Ontience as Book Two introduced it. It has not yet done the
harder work of showing that other traditions, working independently,
arrived at strikingly similar conclusions through entirely different vo-
cabularies, nor has it shown where this book’s own physics, developed
across the trilogy’s first volume, offers a further, more technical way of
stating what Spinoza could only state philosophically in his own cen-
tury. Both of those tasks belong to the chapters ahead.

What this chapter has tried to establish, before anything else is built on
top of it, is the one distinction every later chapter will depend on: sub-
stance, not a being. Presence, not a person. Nature, correctly under-
stood, not the God either Spinoza’s accusers or many of his modern
readers have mistaken him for describing.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Ground That Needs No Name
A Convergence Worth Testing Carefully

Chapter Eighteen made one claim: that Spinoza’s substance is not a be-
ing, not a mind surveying the universe, but the one thing everything
else is a mode of. This chapter asks a harder question. Did anyone else,
working independently, in a different century, in a different part of the
world, with no possible contact with Spinoza’s Amsterdam, arrive at
anything close to the same conclusion? And if several traditions did,
does that convergence mean anything, or is it simply what happens
when enough traditions get vague enough that anything can be made to
sound like anything else?

This book takes that second possibility seriously enough to name it di-
rectly, because the question has a real answer within comparative reli-
gious scholarship, and the answer is more interesting than either a tri-
umphant yes or a dismissive no.

Three Traditions, Read Carefully

Advaita Vedanta, the non-dual school of Hindu philosophy most
fully systematised by the eighth-century philosopher Shankara, draws
a distinction worth holding onto precisely, because it maps directly
onto the distinction Chapter Eighteen just drew for Spinoza. Hindu tra-
dition recognises a personal, qualified divine - Ishvara, worshipped,
prayed to, related to as one relates to another being. But underneath
and prior to Ishvara, Advaita places Nirguna Brahman: Brahman with-
out qualities, without form, without the attributes that would make it
an object of worship or relationship at all. Nirguna Brahman is not a
bigger, more powerful version of a person. It is what is present before
the distinction between a person and what that person perceives has
been drawn. The core teaching of Advaita, stated in its own oldest for-
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mulations, is tat tvam asi, that thou art, meaning not that a person re-
sembles Brahman, but that the deepest self and Brahman were never
actually two things to begin with.

The Tao Te Ching, attributed to Laozi and likely compiled over cen-
turies in ancient China, opens with a line that has been translated many
ways but says, in substance, the same thing every time: the Tao that can
be named is not the eternal Tao. This is not poetic modesty. It is a pre-
cise philosophical claim, stated in the text’s very first line, that whatever
the Tao actually is, it is prior to language, prior to naming, prior to the
kind of thing a word could ever fully capture. The Tao is repeatedly de-
scribed not as a ruler or maker of the ten thousand things, but as what
the ten thousand things arise from and return to, the way waves arise
from and return to water without water ever having decided to make
them.

Plotinus, writing in the third century in the Neoplatonist tradition
that grew out of Plato’s philosophy, described what he called the One,
a source beyond being itself, beyond even the category of existence as
ordinarily understood, from which everything else emanates without
the One being depleted or divided by that emanation, the way a single
sun can be reflected in ten thousand pools of water without ten thou-
sand suns coming into existence, and without the original sun losing
anything in the reflecting.

Placed side by side, Nirguna Brahman, the Tao, and Plotinus’s One
share a specific structure worth naming exactly: each is prior to form,
prior to being nameable, prior to the distinction between a subject and
what that subject observes, and each is what particular, differentiated
things arise from without those things ever being separate from it. This
is the same structure Chapter Eighteen found in Spinoza’s substance,
and it is the same structure Book Two of this trilogy named Ontience.
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The Debate This Book Owes the Reader

Here is where honesty requires a pause rather than a triumphant con-
clusion. Scholars of comparative religion have argued about exactly this
kind of convergence for over a century, and the argument has not been
settled in either direction, for reasons worth taking seriously rather
than skating past.

The perennialist position, most influentially stated in the twentieth
century by Aldous Huxley in The Perennial Philosophy, holds that
every major contemplative tradition is describing the same underlying
reality, dressed in the particular vocabulary and imagery of its own cul-
ture. On this view, Nirguna Brahman, the Tao, the One, and Ontience
are not four different things that happen to resemble each other. They
are one thing, encountered independently, and named differently only
because the traditions encountering it had no contact with each other
and no shared vocabulary to describe it in.

The constructivist critique, most rigorously argued by the scholar
Steven Katz, holds that this is too convenient a reading, and that it flat-
tens real, important differences between traditions in order to manu-
facture an agreement that was never actually there. Katz’s central claim
is that there is no such thing as a pure, unmediated mystical experience,
encountered identically by everyone and merely described differently
afterward. Experience itself, he argues, is shaped from the start by the
concepts, expectations, and vocabulary a person brings to it. A Chris-
tian contemplative and a Buddhist meditator are not having the same
experience and describing it in different words. They are having differ-
ently structured experiences, because the traditions that trained them
shaped what they were capable of experiencing in the first place.
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Where This Book Lands, and Why

This book takes Katz’s caution seriously enough not to claim, as a mat-
ter of settled fact, that Advaita, Taoism, Neoplatonism and Spinoza’s
philosophy are simply four names for one identical realisation. That
claim would overstate what can honestly be shown, and it would repeat
exactly the kind of overreach this trilogy has tried to avoid in every one
of its earlier volumes.

What this book will claim, and defend as a structural hypothesis rather
than a settled fact, is narrower and more defensible. Each of these tra-
ditions, independently, found it necessary to distinguish between a de-
scribable, personal, or formed layer of reality, and a prior, undescriba-
ble, unformed ground that the describable layer arises from. That spe-
cific structural move, not the full content of what each tradition then
said about the ground, but the bare architecture of drawing this partic-
ular distinction at all, recurs too often, across too many traditions with
too little contact with each other, to be dismissed as coincidence.
Whether the ground each tradition is pointing toward is the numeri-
cally same thing in every case, as the perennialists claim, or whether
each tradition has constructed a structurally similar but substantively
different ground, as Katz’s critique would suggest, this book does not
claim to settle. What can be said is that the architecture recurs, and that
recurrence is itself worth taking seriously, whatever its ultimate expla-
nation turns out to be.

What This Buys Ontience

This gives Book Two’s original claim a firmer place to stand than a sin-
gle tradition could offer it alone. Ontience was introduced in Inner
Horizon grounded partly in Leibniz’s Principle of Sufficient Reason and
partly in Robert Forman’s concept of a pure consciousness event, with
a promise that a fuller treatment, drawing on contemplative traditions
directly, would come in a future book. This chapter, and the one before
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it, are that promise being kept. Ontience is not being presented here as
an idea original to this trilogy, dressed up afterward with borrowed au-
thority from older traditions. It is being presented as this trilogy’s own
name for a structural move that Advaita, Taoism, Neoplatonism, and
Spinoza’s philosophy each made independently, in their own vocabu-
lary, centuries or millennia before this book existed, a presence prior to
form, prior to naming, prior to the split between an observer and what
is observed, out of which the observer and the observed alike arise.

Chapter Twenty turns from this philosophical and comparative ground
to something more technical: what Book One of this trilogy already pro-
posed about the physical substance underlying space, time, and matter,
and how that proposal, read carefully and without overclaiming, offers
a further, more precise way of saying what this chapter has so far only
been able to gesture toward in the language of philosophy and compar-
ative religion.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

What Book One Already Said

A Different Kind of Claim, Stated Plainly First

Every chapter of Part Two so far has stayed within philosophy and com-
parative religion, territory that can be argued carefully but not meas-
ured. This chapter moves into different territory again, and it is im-
portant to say exactly what kind of territory before a single idea from it
is used. Chronological Depth, the first volume of this trilogy, proposed
a physical framework called Temporal Convergence. That framework
labels its own claims with real discipline: some are established physics,
restated rather than revised; some are the framework’s own reinterpre-
tation of established results; some are falsifiable predictions not yet
tested; and some are named, openly, as unresolved problems the
framework has not solved. This chapter is going to draw on the reinter-
pretation and the philosophical extension, and it will say so at every
step, because presenting a physicist’s open, self-labelled proposal as if
it were settled science would be a disservice to the book that proposed
it as carefully as it did.

With that said, here is what Book One actually offers this chapter, and
why it matters for everything Part Two has argued so far.

Two Primitives, Not One Void

Temporal Convergence begins from two things it calls primitive: prob-
ability, denoted 0, and potential, denoted 1. The framework is explicit
that zero here is not an absence, not nothing, not a void waiting to be
filled. It is treated as a genuine ontological value, the unconstrained
ground, infinite in possibility, without identity or preferred direction,
but not without being. Potential, the second primitive, is what a proba-
bility configuration becomes once it has been expressed and has stabi-
lised into something with a discernible identity.
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This distinction matters directly for the claim Chapters Eighteen and
Nineteen have been building. Spinoza’s substance was never a void ei-
ther, it was infinite, active, the ground of everything rather than the ab-
sence of everything. Nirguna Brahman, in Advaita, is not nothingness;
it is fullness without form. The Tao is repeatedly described in its own
text as an inexhaustible source, not an empty one. Book One’s zero is
offering, in the vocabulary of physics rather than philosophy, exactly
the same structural move: something present, generative, and without
form, prior to anything determinate being differentiated out of it.

Differentiation, Not Creation

Temporal Convergence names the event by which anything determi-
nate comes into being a differentiation event: a transition in which a
configuration that did not exist comes to exist, driven by an asymmetry
between the bounded ground state and the unbounded space of possi-
ble configurations. The framework is careful to state this as a relational,
ongoing process rather than a single originating act. Nothing about a
differentiation event resembles a creator building something separate
from itself. It resembles, far more closely, the ground state itself resolv-
ing one of its own countless possibilities into a determinate expression,
the way a single note becomes distinguishable within a held chord,
without the chord ever having stood apart from the note in the first
place.

This is worth pausing on, because it directly answers a question a care-
ful reader of Part Two may already be asking. If Ontience, or Spinoza’s
substance, or Brahman, is genuinely without form, how does a formed
universe, trees, stars, human minds, ever arise from it at all? Book
One’s answer, offered as its own structural physics rather than as phi-
losophys, is that the arising was never a departure from the ground. It is
what the ground looks like once one of its own possibilities has re-
solved. Nothing separate was created. Something already implicit be-
came explicit, the way a book’s ending is not created out of nothing at
the final page, it was already implicit in everything the book had been,
all along, waiting only to be reached.
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One Field, Read as Many

Book One makes a further proposal directly relevant to Chapter Eight-
een’s claim that Spinoza’s substance admits of no genuine plurality. The
Standard Model of particle physics names seventeen apparently dis-
tinct fundamental fields, among them the field associated with the
Higgs boson, widely and loosely described in popular science writing as
the field that gives mass to other particles. Temporal Convergence pro-
poses that these seventeen fields are not seventeen separate substances,
but one field, read at seventeen different coupling configurations, the
electron field as one closure depth, the photon field as the same field’s
uncompressed propagation, the Higgs field as the coupling geometry at
the boundary between configurations, the structure that allows closure
to occur at all. On this reading, when physics speaks of an electron field
or a quark field as though each were its own kind of stuff, it is describing
one substance, differentiated, exactly as Spinoza’s one substance ex-
presses itself as countless particular modes without ceasing to be one
substance underneath them.

The framework extends this into a specific, falsifiable proposal about
mass itself. A stable particle, on this account, is a closed, self-referential
configuration of the one field, and its depth of closure is discrete rather
than continuous: the neutrino as the first stable closure, the electron
and the quark sharing a second, deeper closure, and the proton as three
of these quark-depth closures coupled together into a third, deeper
structure still, three slices, on this reading, compounding into the pro-
ton, each slice read individually as a quark. This book restates this ex-
actly as Book One presented it: as the framework’s own structural hy-
pothesis, tested candidly against measurement, and openly reporting
where the numbers it predicts do not yet match the numbers physics
has measured. It is not offered here as proof that Spinoza’s one sub-
stance is scientifically confirmed. It is offered as a demonstration that
this trilogy’s own physics, entirely independently of Spinoza, converges
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on the same basic shape: apparent plurality dissolving, on closer in-
spection, into one field, read many ways.

The same framework describes how the field extends outward from its
own foundational event through what it calls a binomial expansion: at
each step, a configuration branches into two possible next positions,
and the branch not taken does not vanish but remains available to later
steps, so that the field as a whole grows the way Pascal’s triangle grows,
each layer built from the accumulated branching of everything beneath
it. This book finds it a useful image to hold in mind, in exactly the in-
formal register this book has used images in throughout: the universe,
on this account, is not a stage on which accumulated matter happens to
sit. It is the accumulation itself, the way a field of grass is not a location
that happens to contain grass, but simply is the grass, present only as
long as the grass is; remove every blade, and there is no field left over
to have been holding them.

This trilogy has, since its very first volume, called the specific configu-
ration a differentiated system settles into at the deepest available clo-
sure its Polyontic Presence, a term this book has not yet used directly
in these pages, though it has been describing exactly what that term
names since its opening chapter. Ontience is the undifferentiated
ground; Polyontic Presence is Book One’s own name for what that
ground becomes once it has differentiated into the particular, many-
sided closure a stable structure actually is. A person, on this reading, is
a Polyontic Presence: one substance, closed into a particular, tempo-
rary configuration, differentiated enough to render its own awareness,
and never, at any point in that process, actually separate from the un-
differentiated field it never stopped being made of.

The Ontic Singularity, Reread

Book One names a specific, founding differentiation event the Ontic
Singularity, the first fluctuation to achieve stable closure, leaving the
field measurably different afterward than before, and thereby making
time, in the framework’s own technical sense, first measurable at all.
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This book wants to be careful not to overstate what this offers Part
Two’s argument. The Ontic Singularity is a claim about physical cos-
mology, not a claim about consciousness or presence directly, and Book
One itself was explicit that its own reach into biology and mind was a
separate, further extension it declined to defend within its own pages.

What can be said, carefully, is this: the framework’s own structure re-
quires that something be present prior to the Singularity, in order for
the Singularity to be an event happening to anything at all. That some-
thing is exactly what Book One calls the ground state, and it is exactly
what this book has been calling, throughout Part Two, by the name
Book Two gave it: Ontience. The Singularity is not the origin of On-
tience. It is the first differentiation Ontience underwent, the ground
state’s own first, stable resolution into something distinguishable from
the undifferentiated field it arose within, without the ground state itself
ever having been absent before that moment, or added to afterward.

Chronological Depth, and the Question of Where
Anything Goes

Book One’s central concept, chronological depth, proposes that spatial
distance is not travel through a pre-existing container, but a measure
of differentiation itself, the number of differentiation steps separating
two configurations, measured at the current resolution rate. A galaxy
said to be a billion light-years away is not, on this account, sitting inside
an empty box at that distance. The distance is a temporal measure, a
depth of accumulated difference, not a gap of space waiting to be
crossed.

This gives Part Two’s later chapters, particularly the chapter on death,
a way of stating something carefully that would otherwise sound like
unsupported spiritual comfort. If distance itself is a measure of differ-
entiation rather than travel through a separate container, then there is,
in this framework’s own terms, no other place for anything to go, at any
point, ever, not after death, not before birth, not anywhere. There is
only the one field, and varying depths of differentiation within it. This
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is not being offered here as proof of anything about an afterlife, which
lies far outside what any physics, including this book’s own, could pos-
sibly establish. It is being offered as a statement of what Book One’s
own model implies, stated plainly: not multiple realms to travel be-
tween, but one substance, differentiating and dedifferentiating, depth
without departure.

This gives a way to reread a specific term rather than simply setting it
aside. Vedic and later Hindu cosmology describes a structure of lokas,
worlds or realms, often arranged in a hierarchy, that a being may in-
habit depending on its accumulated karma. Popular understanding
typically treats these as literal, separate places, reached by literal travel
after death. The physics developed here offers no support for that literal
reading, for the reason just given: there is no other place for anything
to go. What can be offered instead, as an interpretation and not as a
claim about what the tradition’s own cosmology intends, is a rereading
of loka as a depth of differentiation rather than a location, a state of
accumulated conditioning, more or less clouded by cognitive noise,
more or less identified with the mask, that a mind can occupy without
ever leaving the one field this chapter has been describing. On this read-
ing, a lower loka is not a worse neighbourhood in a further galaxy. It is
a mind operating at a shallower level of awakening, in exactly the sense
Part One described, still fully within the one substance, no more and no
less differentiated from Ontience than any other configuration, but or-
ganised, moment to moment, more heavily around the mask than
around the observer.

A Geometry Worth Naming Now, and Returning
To

Book One also proposes a specific geometric structure underlying this
differentiation: three transverse axes, the minimum number of posi-
tions required for a self-referential loop to close, which the framework
proposes underlies both the three-dimensionality of space and, at a dif-
ferent scale, three-fold structure elsewhere in physical closure. This
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book is not going to develop that geometry fully in this chapter. It be-
longs more properly to the next chapter, where a specific, everyday
claim, that this same tri-axis structure is visible in the branching of
trees, the path of lightning, and the architecture of the human body’s
own vasculature and nerves, needs to be stated with exactly the disci-
pline the TCF paper itself already applied to it: as this framework’s own
proposed reading of a real phenomenon, not as an explanation science
has already confirmed.

What This Chapter Has Tried to Do, and Not Do

This chapter has tried to show something narrow and specific: that the
philosophical claims Chapters Eighteen and Nineteen built from Spi-
noza, Advaita, Taoism and Neoplatonism have a further, more tech-
nical expression already sitting in this trilogy’s own first volume, of-
fered there with real discipline about what is established, what is rein-
terpreted, and what remains open. It has not tried to claim that Book
One’s physics proves anything Chapters Eighteen and Nineteen argued
philosophically. Physics cannot prove a philosophical claim about the
nature of presence, and this book has no interest in pretending other-
wise. What Book One offers is something more modest and, this book
thinks, still valuable: a demonstration that the same structural pattern,
one undifferentiated ground, form arising from it without departure,
distance as depth rather than travel, appears independently in a rigor-
ously self-labelled physical framework, built from entirely different
premises than the ones a mystic or a philosopher would have started
from, and arriving, structurally, in a strikingly similar place.

Chapter Twenty-One takes up the geometry this chapter deferred, and
with it, the specific everyday claim this book’s author has wanted to
make since the earliest notes for this project: that the same field de-
scribed here in physics and philosophy alike is visible, every day, in the
shape a tree takes as it grows.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Field We Walk Through Every Day
A Claim That Needs Its Guardrails Stated First

This chapter makes a claim that is easy to overstate, and this book
wants its limits fixed firmly in place before the claim is made at all, ra-
ther than qualified apologetically afterward. The claim is this: a tree’s
branches, a bolt of lightning, and the network of blood vessels and
nerves inside a human body each take on a similar branching form, and
Temporal Convergence proposes a reason why, rooted in the same tri-
axis closure geometry Chapter Twenty introduced. This is Book One’s
own structural hypothesis, offered there, and offered again here, as this
framework’s proposed reading of a real and genuinely striking phenom-
enon, not as an explanation mainstream physics and biology have al-
ready adopted, and not as a replacement for the explanations they cur-
rently do offer.

Mainstream science already has real, well-established accounts for why
these branching patterns recur: fluid dynamics and diffusion-limited
aggregation for lightning’s path, Murray’s law for the vasculature’s ten-
dency to minimise energy cost across the branching network, hydraulic
and mechanical constraints for a tree’s growth pattern. None of these
established accounts are being challenged or replaced in this chapter.
What this chapter offers instead is a further, structural layer under-
neath them, a proposal about why branching of this general kind is such
a common solution across such different physical systems in the first
place, rather than a competing account of the specific mechanics in any
one of them.

The Geometry, Restated Simply

Book One’s minimum-closure argument, described in Chapter Twenty,
holds that a self-referential structure requires a minimum of three dis-
tinguishable positions to close into a bounded, stable form. Two posi-
tions form an open relation with nothing enclosed. Three positions are
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the minimum at which a loop closes and produces the first interior, a
structure that is more than any single position alone. The framework
proposes that this same three-fold requirement, operating at the level
of the field’s own geometry, underlies both the three-dimensionality of
ordinary space and a recurring three-way branching pattern wherever
a system is repeatedly solving the same problem: how to extend out-
ward from a source, reach the greatest possible area or volume, and do
so with the least possible material or energy cost.

A tree’s branches do not grow according to a single master plan drawn
in advance. Each branch responds, locally, to light, gravity, and the re-
sources available at that specific point, splitting again and again as it
seeks more of what it needs. Lightning does not follow a fixed path
through the air; it finds the route of least resistance through the atmos-
phere’s ionisation, branching wherever the resistance briefly favours
one direction over another. Blood vessels and nerves do not follow a
single trunk line either; they subdivide, again and again, until they
reach nearly every cell in a body that requires their supply. Three en-
tirely different physical processes, governed by entirely different local
rules, arrive at a visually and structurally similar solution. This book’s
proposal is that this recurrence is not coincidence, and not merely a
matter of each system independently discovering that branching is ef-
ficient. It is what the underlying field’s own three-fold closure geometry
looks like, expressed at whatever scale a given system happens to oper-
ate at.

Why This Is Offered as Structural Hypothesis,
Not Proof

It is worth being explicit about exactly where the line falls here, because
this is precisely the kind of claim that has, in other books, in other
hands, gone badly wrong. Chapter Twenty-Three of Ecotype Lineage,
examined at length in that book, made a direct example of exactly this
failure: the claim that yin and yang describe particle-wave duality, or
that ancient monuments encode modern mathematics, each collapsing
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a loose, retrospective resemblance into a claim of precise, intentional
encoding that the evidence could not actually support. This book has
no wish to repeat that mistake with its own material simply because the
material is its own.

The honest version of this chapter’s claim is narrower than “physics has
discovered that trees, lightning and nerves are secretly the same thing.”
It is this: a specific geometric constraint, proposed by this book’s own
physical framework as fundamental to how the field closes into stable
structure at all, would, if the framework is correct, predict a recurring
preference for three-fold branching solutions across otherwise unre-
lated physical systems. That the pattern is visibly, strikingly present is
consistent with the framework’s prediction. It is not, on its own, proof
that the framework’s proposed mechanism is what actually produces it,
since the established explanations already available, energy minimisa-
tion, diffusion, mechanical constraint, are entirely capable of producing
similar-looking branching without any need for this book’s deeper ge-
ometric claim at all. This chapter offers its reading as one further layer
of explanation, worth taking seriously because it is falsifiable and spe-
cific, not as a discovery that supersedes what biology and physics al-
ready know.

Why It Belongs in This Book at All

Given all of that caution, it is worth asking directly why this material
earns a place in a book about awakening and enlightenment rather than
staying confined to a physics paper. The answer is that this chapter is
not really about trees, lightning, or nerves. It is about what those three
things, taken together, make visible to an ordinary person walking
through an ordinary day: that the same underlying pattern, whatever
its ultimate explanation turns out to be, is not hidden away in a labor-
atory or a sacred text. It is standing outside nearly every window, grow-
ing in nearly every garden, present in the same body that will read this
sentence.

113



This matters directly for the claim Chapters Eighteen through Twenty
have been building. If Ontience, or substance, or the ground state, is
genuinely one thing that all differentiated forms arise from without
ever being separate from it, then it should not be surprising, and should
perhaps be expected, that the same structural signature recurs across
radically different scales and radically different kinds of thing. This
chapter’s tree, this chapter’s lightning, and this chapter’s nerves are not
offered as proof of Ontience. They are offered as an everyday, visible
instance of exactly the kind of self-similar recurrence this book’s whole
argument depends on being real, somewhere, at some scale a person
can actually see with their own eyes rather than only reason toward.

A Caution Worth Repeating From the Trilogy’s
Own Closing Chapters

Ecotype Lineage, in its own twenty-fifth chapter, confronted a version
of exactly the temptation this chapter has been resisting throughout:
the temptation to declare that one recursive mechanism runs beneath
physics, mind, and history alike, uniting all three under a single, satis-
fying pattern. That book named the temptation directly and resisted it,
concluding that renormalisation in physics, predictive coding in cogni-
tive science, and cyclical narrative in comparative religion are three
real, separately documented phenomena, each recursive within its own
field’s technical vocabulary, and that their resemblance to each other is
a real and worthwhile authorial through-line rather than a demon-
strated, unified mechanism.

This chapter’s tri-axis branching claim deserves exactly the same disci-
pline, applied to itself rather than only to the trilogy’s earlier material.
A tree, a lightning bolt, and a human nerve sharing a branching struc-
ture is a real, visible, worth-noticing pattern. It is not, on its own, proof
that one field literally, physically underlies all three in the specific way
Book One proposes. This book finds the proposal worth making, and
worth holding, because a mind drawn to nested, self-similar structure
wherever it looks has produced, across four books now, a body of work
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that keeps finding this same shape and keeps being honest about what
finding it does and does not prove. That honesty is worth extending
here as much as anywhere else in this trilogy.

Where This Leaves Part Two

Chapters Eighteen through Twenty-One have built the philosophical
and physical case for what Ontience is: substance rather than a being,
a ground prior to form found independently across several major tradi-
tions, and a field whose proposed underlying geometry may be visible
in the ordinary, everyday branching of the world around us. Chapter
Twenty-Two turns to something this book has deliberately postponed
since its very first pages, because it deserves to be addressed directly
rather than folded quietly into the material that came before it: a real,
serious disagreement between two of the traditions this book has drawn
from most heavily, over whether anything like Ontience exists to be re-
alised at all.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Two Traditions Disagree, and That Matters
The Disagreement Stated Without Softening

Every chapter of Part Two so far has drawn material from Buddhism as
though it fit smoothly alongside Advaita, Taoism, Neoplatonism and
Spinoza. It does not fit as smoothly as that, and this book has been
aware of the tension since long before this chapter was written. It is
time to state the disagreement plainly, in its strongest form, rather than
let it sit unaddressed underneath everything else this book has built.

Advaita Vedanta’s central claim is that there is a real Self, Atman, and
that this Self is, without remainder, identical to Brahman, the one
ground of all being. The entire path of Advaita practice is oriented to-
ward realising this identity directly. Classical Buddhist philosophy, in
its earliest recorded form, makes a claim that appears to be its exact
opposite. Anatta, usually translated as non-self, holds that there is no
Self anywhere to be found, not a false one to be seen through in favour
of a true one, but no Self at all, at any level, hidden or otherwise. The
five aggregates that make up a person, form, feeling, perception, mental
formations, consciousness, are each, the Buddha taught, impermanent,
unsatisfactory, and not-self. Nothing behind them, underneath them,
or prior to them is offered as a hidden, real Self waiting to be discovered
once the aggregates are seen through.

This is not a minor terminological difference that a sufficiently gener-
ous reading could dissolve. It is arguably the single most contested
boundary in the entire history of comparative religious philosophy, and
Buddhist and Vedantic scholars have argued about it, in detail, for over
a thousand years. A book that has spent twenty-one chapters using
Buddhist and Vedantic material as though they were saying the same
thing owes its reader an honest reckoning with this, rather than a quiet
hope that no one notices.
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Why This Book Cannot Simply Pick a Side and
Move On

There is a tempting shortcut available here, and this book is going to
name it in order to decline it. The shortcut is to say that Buddhism and
Vedanta are ultimately pointing at the same realisation, and that their
apparent disagreement is merely verbal, that what Vedanta calls At-
man-as-Brahman and what Buddhism calls the absence of any fixed self
are, at bottom, two descriptions of an identical insight, dressed in the
particular philosophical vocabulary each tradition inherited. Chapter
Nineteen already named this move, in its general form, as the perenni-
alist position, and already named the serious scholarly objection to it:
Steven Katz’s argument that traditions shape the very experience they
describe, and that assuming an underlying identity beneath every ap-
parent disagreement is itself an unexamined assumption, not a finding.

This book is not going to take that shortcut here, on exactly this disa-
greement, because the disagreement is too specific and too carefully ar-
gued on both sides to be waved away as merely verbal. Vedantic philos-
ophers, across many centuries, understood the Buddhist anatta doc-
trine perfectly well and rejected it directly, arguing that a philosophy
with no real Self anywhere could offer no coherent account of who or
what actually attains liberation. Buddhist philosophers understood the
Vedantic Atman doctrine perfectly well and rejected it directly in turn,
arguing that positing any real, permanent Self, however subtle, was ex-
actly the kind of clinging that kept a mind bound to suffering in the first
place. Both sides were making careful, serious arguments against a po-
sition they understood, not talking past each other by accident.

What the Pali Canon Actually Offers

Given this, it would be dishonest to keep citing early Buddhist material
as straightforwardly non-dual in the sense the term has been used here.
But two passages from the earliest Buddhist material come closer to the
ground described throughout this chapter than the anatta doctrine,
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taken in isolation, might suggest, and they are worth citing specifically
rather than the tradition generally.

The Udana, one of the oldest texts in the Pali Canon, records the Bud-
dha stating directly: there is an unborn, unbecome, unmade, uncondi-
tioned, and if there were not, there would be no escape from the born,
the become, the made, the conditioned. This is a positive statement, not
merely a negation. It does not describe a Self in the Vedantic sense, and
this book will not claim that it does. But it is a claim that something
unconditioned exists, prior to and distinct from the endless chain of
conditioned phenomena the rest of Buddhist teaching examines so
carefully. Whatever this unconditioned reality is, in the Buddha’s own
account, it is not nothing.

The Bahiya Sutta offers something closer still to a direct pointing-out
instruction, in the specific, technical sense that phrase has carried since
the interlude. The wanderer Bahiya, asking urgently for teaching, is told
by the Buddha: in the seen, let there be just the seen; in the heard, just
the heard; in the sensed, just the sensed; in the cognised, just the cog-
nised. And then, the Buddha continues, you will not be identified with
any of it, not here, not there, not in between the two, and that, simply,
is the end of suffering. This instruction has become one of the most
quoted texts in modern non-dual teaching for exactly this reason: it de-
scribes, with remarkable precision, the collapse of the observer-ob-
served structure built toward across all of Part Two, without ever using
the word Self, and without contradicting anatta at all. What dissolves
in Bahiya’s instruction is not a Self being found. It is the constructed
distance between experience and whatever is aware of it, close, argua-
bly, to identical territory to what Advaita calls realising Atman, ap-
proached from a direction that carefully avoids naming what remains.

The Branch That Makes the Fuller Move

There is a further, honest option available, worth using rather than
stretching the earliest material further than it can bear. Zen Buddhism,
particularly in its Chan-era Chinese development and its later Japanese
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forms, speaks openly of Buddha-nature, an inherent, awakened nature
present in all beings, obscured by delusion but never actually absent,
needing only to be recognised rather than manufactured. This is a real,
significant development within the Buddhist tradition, and it moves
considerably closer to the ground described throughout this chapter
than the earliest Pali material does on its own. It is worth being precise
about what this means for the argument here: it is citing Zen’s own later
teaching, not claiming that the historical Buddha secretly taught Bud-
dha-nature and later disciples merely wrote it down for the first time.
That would repeat exactly the kind of unsupported historical claim this
trilogy has declined to make elsewhere, most directly in Ecotype Line-
age’s refusal of the claim that Moses secretly encoded a coastal signal
station in the Exodus narrative. Zen’s Buddha-nature is a real, later,
internally Buddhist development, citable on its own terms, without
needing to claim it was hidden in the earliest texts all along.

Where This Leaves the Book’s Argument

Here is the honest position taken here, stated plainly rather than
smoothed into false agreement. Advaita Vedanta and classical, early
Buddhism disagree, seriously and substantively, about whether a real
Self exists to be realised. Resolving that disagreement is not the project
of this chapter, nor does it need to be, because the claim about Ontience
made here is narrower than either side of that specific dispute. On-
tience, as the term has been used throughout, is not a Self in the Vedan-
tic sense, not a permanent, individual essence identical to an unchang-
ing cosmic ground. It is closer to presence itself: the bare fact of being
present, prior to the very distinction between a Self and its absence that
Advaita and Buddhism are arguing about. This is why the Udana’s un-
conditioned, the Bahiya Sutta’s collapse of observer and observed, and
Zen’s Buddha-nature can each be drawn on honestly, without taking a
side in a debate its own central term was never actually addressed to.

This does not make the disagreement unimportant, and this book has
no interest in implying that it does. It is one of the most serious, most
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carefully argued disputes in the entire history of contemplative philos-
ophy, and readers steeped in either tradition are right to notice when a
book like this one moves too quickly past it. What this chapter has tried
to do is move through it slowly enough, and honestly enough, that the
disagreement is left standing, exactly as serious as it actually is, while
still showing why this book’s own narrower claim about Ontience can
be made without requiring either side of that ancient argument to have
been wrong.

Chapter Twenty-Three returns to the Bhagavad Gita, and to the specific
verses in which Krishna describes seeing the same presence in all be-
ings, read now, after this chapter’s honesty about disagreement, with
the same care this book has tried to bring to every claim it has made
since its very first page.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Sees the Self in All Things
Returning to Where This Book Began

Chapter One opened with a single verse from the Ashtavakra Gita and
a promise that Part Two would eventually earn the right to return to
material like it with the philosophical groundwork properly in place.
This chapter keeps that promise, returning to the Bhagavad Gita’s own
clearest non-dual statements, and reading them now with everything
Chapters Eighteen through Twenty-Two have built: Spinoza’s sub-
stance, the convergence and its honest limits, Book One’s own physics,
and the specific care Chapter Twenty-Two just insisted on before any
single tradition’s language gets used as though it settled more than it
actually does.

The Verse Itself

The one established in yoga, whose mind has become still, sees the Self
abiding in all beings, and all beings abiding in the Self, seeing the same
everywhere. This is Krishna’s own description, offered to Arjuna in the
sixth chapter of the Gita, of what a mind looks like once its practice has
matured fully. A companion verse, in the Gita’s thirteenth chapter,
states the same realisation from a slightly different angle: one who sees
the same imperishable presence equally present in all beings, not per-
ishing as they perish, truly sees.

Read against everything Part Two has built, this verse is not describing
a feeling of universal love, however true and however valuable such a
feeling might separately be. It is describing a specific, structural recog-
nition: that the presence looking out from behind any one pair of eyes
is not a private possession, sealed off from every other instance of pres-
ence elsewhere. It is the same presence, everywhere, appearing through
countless differentiated forms without ever actually being divided by
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that differentiation, the wave-and-water relationship this book has re-
turned to since its earliest interlude, now stated in Krishna’s own words
rather than this book’s borrowed metaphor.

A Physics With Nothing Left to Cross

This trilogy’s own first volume offers a further, more technical way of
stating exactly what this verse is claiming, and it is worth setting along-
side it directly. Temporal Convergence proposes that quantum entan-
glement is not a signal passing between two separate particles across a
gap, however fast. It is one joint structure, read as though it were two,
and under chronological depth, the framework’s own account of what
distance actually is, the separation between an entangled pair is zero in
the field’s own terms, not small, not fast to cross, but genuinely absent,
because no differentiated structure lies between what remains, under-
neath the appearance of two, one configuration.

None of this is offered as proof that Krishna’s verse is physically true,
and no claim about subatomic particles is being asked to settle a claim
about the presence behind two people’s eyes. What is offered is nar-
rower, and still worth noticing: a rigorously self-labelled physical
framework, built from premises that owe nothing to the Gita and were
never designed with it in mind, arrives at the identical shape. Two
things that appear separate, examined closely enough, turn out never
to have had a real gap between them to begin with. Physics calls this
entanglement. The Gita calls it seeing the Self in all beings. This entire
chapter has been arguing that the difference is only ever a matter of
which century, and which vocabulary, happened to be doing the look-
ing.

One Reading Among Several, Honestly Named

Chapter Eighteen already flagged, in passing, that this non-dual read-
ing of the Gita is not the text’s only serious classical interpretation, and
this chapter owes that point its full weight rather than a passing men-
tion. Shankara, the eighth-century philosopher already introduced in
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Chapter Nineteen as Advaita’s most influential systematiser, wrote a
full commentary on the Bhagavad Gita, and read verses exactly like this
one as direct support for his non-dual philosophy, precisely the reading
this chapter has just given them. This is a real point in this book’s fa-
vour: it is not inventing a non-dual reading of the Gita from nothing. It
is continuing a specific, rigorous, twelve-hundred-year-old interpretive
tradition.

It is not, however, the only classical tradition to have engaged these
same verses with equal rigour and arrived somewhere different. Rama-
nuja, writing three centuries after Shankara, founded what is called
Vishishtadvaita, qualified non-dualism, and read the Gita’s language of
seeing the Self in all beings not as identity in Shankara’s strict sense,
but as an intimate, real relationship between individual souls and a per-
sonal, supreme Being, a relationship close enough to feel like union
without the distinction between the soul and the divine ever actually
collapsing. Madhva, later still, founded Dvaita, a school of explicit du-
alism, and read the same verses as describing a soul’s proper devotion
and dependence on a God who remains, permanently and necessarily,
other than the soul that depends on him.

Declaring Shankara correct and Ramanuja and Madhva mistaken is not
a call made here, and there is no wish to make that declaration even if
it were possible. Each reading emerged from careful, serious engage-
ment with the same text, by philosophers who read Sanskrit fluently
and had given their whole working lives to understanding exactly these
verses. What can honestly be said is narrower, and sufficient for the
present purpose: the non-dual reading of these verses is a major, rigor-
ously argued, historically significant interpretation of the Gita, not a
fringe position invented to serve the argument here. It is one of at least
three serious classical readings, and the choice made here is to build on
it, consistent with everything Part Two has argued, while acknowledg-
ing directly that a Vaishnava reader trained in Ramanuja’s or Madhva’s
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tradition would encounter these same verses and, quite reasonably,
come away with something different.

The Verse That Names the Distinction Directly

There is a further passage in the Gita’s eighteenth chapter worth citing
here, because it does something unusual: it names the distinction this
entire book has been drawing, inside the text itself, rather than leaving
it for a later commentator to infer. Krishna describes a specific kind of
knowledge, the knowledge by which one imperishable reality is seen,
undivided, within all the divided, separate beings that appear to make
up the world. He then contrasts this directly, two verses later, with a
lesser kind of knowledge: one that sees only multiplicity, that clings to
one particular, separate thing as though it were the whole of what is
real, mistaking a fragment for the totality it was never separate from.

This is, in the Gita’s own vocabulary, very close to the distinction this
book has drawn since Chapter One between the mask and the observer.
The mask, built entirely from accumulated, particular experience,
knows only its own fragment, its own history, its own preferences, its
own story, and mistakes that fragment, understandably, for the whole
of what it is. The knowledge Krishna is describing here is not additional
information layered on top of that fragment. It is a shift in what is being
seen at all: the same undivided presence, recognised as present equally
in the fragment and in everything the fragment had previously experi-
enced as other than itself.

What This Verse Does Not License

It is worth being precise, once more, about what this chapter is not
claiming, because the territory here is exactly where careless readings
tend to overreach. Seeing the same presence in all beings is not a claim
that all beings are identical in every respect, that differences between
people do not matter, or that suffering experienced by one person is
somehow already resolved because it is, at bottom, the same presence
experiencing it elsewhere too. Chapter One was careful to insist that
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this book has no interest in describing genuine pain as illusion, and that
care extends fully to this chapter as well. A shared ground beneath all
differentiated forms does not erase the reality, or the importance, of the
differentiated forms themselves, any more than water being one sub-
stance erases the real difference between a gentle ripple and a breaking
wave. What changes, in the recognition this verse describes, is not the
reality of the differences. It is the mistake of believing that any single
differentiated form, examined in isolation, was ever separate from eve-
rything else differentiation had also produced.

Where This Chapter Leaves Part Two

This chapter has tried to do what Chapter Twenty-Two insisted this
book owes its reader throughout Part Two: use a tradition’s most pow-
erful non-dual language honestly, while naming clearly that the tradi-
tion itself contains serious, rigorous voices that read the same words
differently. Krishna’s instruction to see the Self in all beings remains,
on this book’s own reading, one of the clearest textual statements avail-
able anywhere of what Ontience means when it is not being approached
through physics or Western philosophy at all, but through a tradition
that had already been circling this exact recognition for a very long time
before Spinoza, or this trilogy’s own first volume, ever attempted to say
it in a different vocabulary.

Chapter Twenty-Four turns to a text that, unlike the Gita, offers almost
nothing else to interpret alongside its non-dual claim, the Ashtavakra
Gita, addressed from its opening line to a king already considered ready
to hear only the second half of the teaching this whole book has been
built around.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Ashtavakra - The Teaching With No First Half
A Text Unlike the Others

Every source this book has drawn from so far offers both halves of its
own teaching somewhere within it, the Buddha’s Fire Sermon alongside
the Bahiya Sutta, the Gita’s chain of attachment alongside its vision of
the Self in all beings, Thomas’s instruction to know oneself alongside
its declaration that the kingdom is already present. The Ashtavakra
Gita is different, and it is worth being precise about how, because the
difference is instructive rather than incidental.

The text opens with King Janaka asking the sage Ashtavakra a direct
question: how is knowledge attained, how is liberation attained, how is
dispassion attained? Ashtavakra’s answer arrives immediately, without
preamble, without any of the graduated preparation this book’s own
Part One spent fifteen chapters providing. If you seek liberation, my
son, avoid the objects of the senses like poison, and cultivate tolerance,
sincerity, kindness, contentment and truthfulness like nectar. You are
not earth, water, fire, air or even ether. To be liberated, know yourself
as consisting of consciousness, the witness of all these.

There is no chain of attachment traced here, no fire sermon, no diag-
nostic pause. The text does not build toward this recognition. It simply
states it, from its very first exchange, and continues stating it, in differ-
ent forms, for the whole of its length.

Why the Text Can Afford to Do This

Chapter Twenty-Five will take up the Vedantic principle that explains
why this is not a flaw in the text’s construction, but a deliberate feature
of who it was written for. For now, it is enough to notice what the text
itself makes plain: Janaka is not an ordinary student encountering
these ideas for the first time. He is a king already renowned in the tra-
dition for a rare, settled equanimity, a ruler who, according to the sto-
ries that surround him, could lose his entire kingdom in an afternoon
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and remain undisturbed, because his sense of who he was had never
actually been invested in ruling it to begin with. Ashtavakra is not
teaching a beginner how to dissolve the mask. He is speaking to some-
one the tradition already considered to have done that work, by what-
ever means, before the conversation recorded in this text ever began.

This matters for how the Ashtavakra Gita is being used here, and it is
worth stating the implication directly rather than leaving it for the
reader to infer. This text is not a counter-example to the two-part struc-
ture argued for since the opening chapters. It is, if anything, confirma-
tion of that structure from an unexpected angle: a text that skips the
first part entirely, because it assumes the first part has already been
completed by other means, for this particular listener, before the text
itself begins. It is evidence that the tradition producing it recognised
these as two genuinely separable bodies of teaching, addressed to dif-
ferent audiences, not proof, on its own, that Krishna, the Buddha, or
Jesus secretly taught a hidden second half to a select few, which re-
mains, as stated from the very first pages, an interpretive lens rather
than a recovered historical fact.

The Witness, Restated Without Ornament

What the Ashtavakra Gita offers, in place of a graduated path, is per-
haps the plainest available statement of what Part Two has been build-
ing toward across every chapter since the interlude. You are the one,
unattached witness of all things, always free. This alone is your bond-
age: that you see the witness as something other than this. Read
against Chapter Twenty-Two’s careful honesty about the disagreement
between Buddhism and Vedanta, this book will not claim this witness
is identical, without remainder, to whatever the Udana’s unconditioned
or Zen’s Buddha-nature ultimately point toward. It will say, more care-
fully, that the structural description matches closely enough to be worth
citing together: something aware, prior to any particular thing being
witnessed, never actually bound by anything it witnesses, mistaken for
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something other than itself only because the mask has never stopped
talking long enough for the mistake to be noticed and corrected.

A further verse extends this into a claim about freedom itself, stated in
a way this book finds unusually useful precisely because it is so easy to
test against ordinary experience. You are actually free of all attach-
ment; a mere witness of the changing scene. The word actually is doing
real work here. The text is not offering freedom as a future achieve-
ment, reached only after sufficient practice. It is stating freedom as a
present, already-existing fact, obscured rather than absent, which is,
this book would note, the identical structure Chapter Fifteen used to
define awakening itself: not a state to be built, but a capacity for notic-
ing something that was never actually missing.

Belief and Bondage

One further verse deserves its place here, because it functions as a hinge
between everything Part One argued and everything Part Two has since
built, in a single, compact line. One who believes himself free is free.
One who believes himself bound remains bound. Taken carelessly, this
could be misread as a simple claim about positive thinking, believe hard
enough in your own freedom and freedom will follow, in whatever me-
chanical or magical sense that phrase usually implies in less careful
hands. This book has no interest in that reading, and it is worth saying
plainly why it fails: nothing about believing oneself free changes any
actual circumstance a person faces, and this book has never claimed
otherwise.

Read instead through the machinery Part One built with real care, the
verse says something considerably more precise. Bondage, throughout
this book, has never referred to actual external circumstance. It has re-
ferred, consistently, to the mask’s own conviction that it is the totality
of what a person is, the poverty Chapter Six described, the totalising
grip of an unexamined, entirely conditioned identity. A belief that one
is bound is not a neutral observation about that identity. It is the iden-
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tity, actively reasserting its own exclusive claim to be the only self avail-
able, in the very moment it is being examined. And a recognition that
one is, in fact, already the witness rather than the mask is not wishful
thinking layered on top of an unchanged reality. It is simply the correc-
tion Chapter Fifteen described awakening as being all along: not a new
state manufactured through belief, but an old, already-present fact, fi-
nally being seen clearly enough to be believed.

What This Chapter Leaves for the Rest of Part
Two

The Ashtavakra Gita has given the plainest, least ornamented state-
ment yet of the witness, doing so by demonstrating, in its own construc-
tion, exactly the two-part structure argued for since the opening pages,
a text with no first half, addressed to someone who evidently already
had one. Chapter Twenty-Five takes up the question this chapter has
repeatedly deferred: why so many of the traditions drawn on here seem
to withhold their fuller teaching until a listener is ready for it, and what
real, textually grounded principle, rather than mere speculation, actu-
ally explains that pattern.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Hidden Until Ready

A Real Principle, Not an Invented One

Teachings have, at several points, been described here as graduated,
offered in stages, with a fuller or more difficult truth held back until a
listener is prepared to receive it. It is time to name the actual doctrine
behind this pattern rather than let it remain an unsupported impres-
sion, because the doctrine already exists, fully formed, within the tradi-
tion drawn on most heavily throughout, and citing it properly is con-
siderably stronger than describing the pattern as though it had been
noticed here first.

Vedantic tradition has a specific term for this: adhikara-bheda, the dif-
ference of qualification. The principle holds that scripture does not
teach identically to every listener, because listeners are not identically
prepared to receive what scripture has to offer. A student still governed
by desire, still identified fully with the body and its concerns, still una-
ble to sit with a difficult truth without being destabilised by it, is given
a different teaching, practical, ethical, oriented toward right action and
gradual purification of the mind, than a student who has already done
that preparatory work and is ready for direct instruction in non-duality
itself. This is not deception, and the tradition does not present it as
such. It is closer to what any competent teacher of any subject already
does without needing a special word for it: a mathematics teacher does
not open a child’s first lesson with the proof of a theorem the child has
no framework yet to follow. The theorem is not being hidden out of se-
crecy. It is being sequenced, because sequencing is what teaching well
actually requires.

This gives the two-part structure used throughout, awakening in Part
One, enlightenment in Part Two, a genuine textual and philosophical
precedent, rather than an invented one. Adhikara-bheda is not a met-
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aphor coined here for how scripture works. It is a real, named, exten-
sively discussed principle within the very tradition much of Part Two
has drawn from, and what is being applied to this book’s own structure
is an established doctrine, not a new one.

A Direct Parallel From the Gospels

The Gospel of Mark contains a passage that maps onto adhikara-bheda
with unusual precision, and it is worth citing because it shows the same
principle operating in a tradition with no direct historical contact with
Vedanta at all. After teaching the crowds in parables, Jesus is asked pri-
vately by his disciples why he teaches this way. His answer, as Mark
records it, draws an explicit line between two audiences: to the disci-
ples, he says, has been given the mystery of the kingdom of God; to
those outside, everything comes in parables, so that they may look but
not perceive, and listen but not understand.

This is as direct a textual statement of graduated, audience-dependent
teaching as exists anywhere in the material drawn on here, and it comes
from a source with no plausible connection to Vedantic philosophy at
all. No claim is being made that this proves a single, universal principle
of hidden teaching operating identically across every tradition, that
would repeat exactly the overreach Chapter Nineteen already declined
to make when it addressed the perennialist and constructivist debate
directly. What it shows, more modestly, is that the specific practice of
teaching two audiences differently, according to their readiness, was
independently recognised and explicitly named in at least two tradi-
tions with no meaningful contact with each other, which is itself worth
taking seriously as evidence that graduated teaching is a real and recur-
ring feature of how contemplative traditions have actually operated, not
a convenient invention offered here.
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What This Book Will Not Claim About the Bud-
dha

Here is where this chapter has to be as careful as Chapter Twenty-Two
was, and for a closely related reason. There is a well-known story, be-
loved in Zen tradition, called the Flower Sermon: the Buddha, before
an assembly expecting a spoken teaching, silently holds up a single
flower. Only one disciple, Mahakasyapa, understands, and smiles. The
Buddha is said to have then declared that he was transmitting a special
teaching outside the scriptures, not dependent on words, and that he
was passing this transmission to Mahakasyapa directly.

This story is exactly the kind of material that would be convenient here,
if overreach were acceptable in order to use it: a direct account of the
Buddha secretly teaching a wordless, higher truth to a single, prepared
disciple, precisely the pattern this whole chapter has been describing.
It will not be used that way, because the honest scholarly position on
this story is unambiguous. The Flower Sermon does not appear any-
where in the early Pali material, and its documented origin is centuries
later, arising within Chan Buddhism in China as part of that tradition’s
own effort to establish an unbroken lineage of direct, wordless trans-
mission back to the Buddha himself. Most scholars of Buddhist history
treat it as a later legend, valuable for what it reveals about how Chan
understood its own origins, not as a reliable account of anything the
historical Buddha actually did. Worse still for the point being made
here, the earliest recorded material states the opposite directly: in the
Mahaparinibbana Sutta, describing the Buddha’s final days, he tells
his attendant Ananda explicitly that he has taught with an open hand,
holding nothing back as a secret, esoteric doctrine reserved for an inner
circle.

This book will use the Flower Sermon exactly once, here, and only in
this specific, limited way: as evidence of what Zen itself, centuries later,
believed about the value of wordless, direct transmission, a real and
significant feature of Zen’s own self-understanding, citable on those
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terms. It will not use it as evidence about what the historical Buddha
privately taught, because the Buddha’s own recorded words directly
contradict that reading, and a book that has spent twenty-four chapters
insisting on this kind of care cannot quietly abandon it the one time the
material would be more convenient if it did.

What This Leaves Standing

Taken together, this chapter’s material supports a claim considerably
more modest than “Buddha, Jesus and Krishna each secretly taught a
hidden non-dual doctrine, later lost through careless transcription.” It
supports something narrower, better evidenced, and still valuable: that
graduated teaching according to a listener’s readiness is a real, named,
independently attested practice, found explicitly in Vedantic doctrine
and explicitly in the Gospel of Mark, and that the Ashtavakra Gita’s
own construction, a text with no first half, addressed to someone al-
ready prepared, is best understood as an instance of exactly this prac-
tice rather than as a puzzle needing a different explanation. Where the
historical evidence supports the graduated-teaching claim directly, as
with Mark, it is cited here as established textual fact. Where the evi-
dence does not support it, as with the Buddha and the Flower Sermon,
that has been said plainly, with the honest, better-supported alternative
offered instead.

Chapter Twenty-Six turns to a text that survives only in fragments, and
that fact will shape how this book uses it as directly as anything else in
this chapter has shaped what came before it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Soul’s Ascent

A Text Missing Its Own Middle

Before a single line from the Gospel of Mary is used, this chapter has to
state something plainly that many popular treatments of this text do
not: it is incomplete, and not incidentally so. The only substantial sur-
viving copy, the Berlin Codex, is missing pages one through six and
pages eleven through fourteen. This means the text’s opening, whatever
it originally said, is entirely gone, and a further, substantial section,
quite possibly including the heart of its central teaching, has vanished
as well. What survives is a genuine fragment of a larger work, not a
complete text that happens to be short. This book will use it, but every
claim drawn from it should be read with this missing material held
firmly in mind, and this book will not attempt to reconstruct or guess
at what the missing pages said.

What the Fragment Actually Offers

What remains opens partway through a conversation, with the Saviour
answering a question about the nature of matter and sin that the text’s
missing opening pages must have posed. The answer given is worth cit-
ing carefully, because it makes a move this book has been making since
Chapter Four in an entirely different vocabulary. There is no such thing
as sin, the Saviour states, as it is ordinarily understood. What exists in-
stead is a kind of mixing, people combine what belongs to one nature
with what belongs to another, in adultery, and this mixing is what pro-
duces sickness, what the text calls sin.

Read against this book’s own architecture, this passage is describing
something close to what Chapters Four and Ten already named: a con-
fusion of levels, in which the mask’s material, stored, conditioned, built
entirely from the past, gets treated as though it belonged to the ob-
server’s own nature, mixed into a category it does not actually belong
to. The text’s word for the resulting condition is sickness, not moral
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failure, which matches this book’s own consistent refusal, since Chapter
One, to treat the mask’s dominance as something to be ashamed of ra-
ther than something to be seen clearly and corrected.

A further line from the same fragment offers something this book can
use directly, almost without translation into its own vocabulary at all:
where the mind is, there the treasure is. This is attention and identifi-
cation stated as a single fact rather than two separate claims. Whatever
amind gives its attention to consistently enough becomes, functionally,
what that mind takes itself to be invested in, built around, organised
toward, which is very nearly a one-line summary of Chapter Ten’s en-
tire argument about how accumulated prediction hardens into identity.

The Ascent, Read Carefully

The text’s most distinctive surviving material describes the soul’s as-
cent past four powers that attempt to stop its progress: Darkness, De-
sire, Ignorance, and a fourth power associated with wrathful judge-
ment, sometimes rendered as Wrath or as a power bound up with death
itself. Each power questions the ascending soul in turn, each accuses it
of some form of bondage to the material world, and the soul answers
each accusation and passes beyond it, until it reaches a rest beyond all
of them, silent, in the stillness of time.

Real care is needed about exactly how much weight this passage can
bear, for two reasons that compound each other. First, this is exactly
the section of the text most affected by the surrounding manuscript
damage, different scholarly reconstructions order the four powers dif-
ferently, and the text immediately before and after this sequence is ei-
ther damaged or entirely missing, meaning the full context for what
these four powers actually represent is simply not recoverable from
what survives. Second, even setting the manuscript damage aside, there
is no reliable way to know how a fuller, intact version of the text might
have framed this ascent, whether cosmologically, psychologically, or in
some way not anticipated here.
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With those two cautions stated plainly, what can be offered is a reading,
clearly labelled as this book’s own interpretive layer rather than a con-
fident reconstruction of the text’s original intent. Read alongside eve-
rything Part One built about layers of conditioning, inherited tem-
plates, stored fear, the display machinery of the mask, the four powers
resemble, structurally, exactly this kind of layered material: obscuring
forces that must be recognised and answered, one at a time, rather than
overwhelmed by all at once, before whatever lies beneath them can be
reached. This reading is offered tentatively, as this book’s own exten-
sion applied to a badly damaged text, not as a claim about what the
Gospel of Mary’s original authors intended by it.

Why This Fragment Still Earns Its Place

Given how much of this text is lost, and how much caution has been
needed about nearly every passage it contributes, it is worth asking di-
rectly why the Gospel of Mary belongs here at all, rather than being set
aside as too damaged to use responsibly. The answer is that even the
fragment that survives offers something not found stated quite this
plainly anywhere else in the source material used throughout: a direct
rejection of sin as ordinary moral transgression, replaced by a struc-
tural account of confusion between levels of one’s own nature, and a
soul’s progress described not as arrival at a new location but as a shed-
ding of accusations that no longer have any power to hold once they are
answered clearly rather than fled from. Both of these fit precisely into
the architecture Part One and Part Two have built together, even
though the text that offers them survives only in pieces.

A genuine fragment is worth using honestly, with every gap disclosed,
rather than either discarding real and useful material because it is in-
complete, or treating it as though it were complete when it plainly is
not. The Gospel of Mary, treated this way, adds something real to the
argument here. It simply adds it with more holes showing than any
other source drawn on throughout, and this chapter has tried to make
those holes as visible as the material itself.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven turns to a subject deferred since this book’s
opening pages, promised there and postponed carefully until Part
Two’s argument was strong enough to carry its full weight: what actu-
ally happens, on this framework’s own account, when a body dies, and
why the traditions drawn on throughout so consistently describe that
event as considerably less final than it appears.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Death Was Never Yours
A Question This Book Has Been Building Toward

Every chapter of Part Two has been, in some sense, preparation for this
one. Substance rather than a being. A ground prior to form, found in-
dependently across traditions with no contact with each other. A phys-
ics in which distance is depth of differentiation rather than travel
through a container. A witness that was never actually bound by what
it witnessed. This chapter draws all of it together to address the ques-
tion that, more than any other, drives people toward contemplative tra-
ditions in the first place: what happens when a body dies.

This book is going to make a specific, careful claim, and it wants to dis-
tinguish that claim clearly from a much larger one it has no intention
of making. This is not a book about what happens after death in the
sense of an afterlife, a judgement, or a specific destination a soul travels
to once the body has stopped. This book has no evidence that could
support a claim of that kind, and it will not pretend otherwise. What
this chapter offers instead is narrower: a structural account, built from
material already established across Part Two, of what death actually is,
and what it is not, on this framework’s own terms.

What Actually Stops

Chapter Ten described identity as an accumulation: prediction, carried
forward and repeated until it hardens into something that feels like a
fixed self. This accumulated material, memory, preference, the whole
stored history that ROM has built across a lifetime is real, and it is gen-
uinely tied to a particular body and a particular brain. When that body
dies, this book has no reason to claim that this specific accumulation
continues in any recognisable form. The experience, in the sense of this
particular lifetime’s specific memories, preferences and accumulated
story, ends with the body that generated and stored it. This book will
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not soften that claim or dress it up as something gentler than it is, be-
cause softening it would undermine the honesty this whole project de-
pends on, and because the claim this chapter actually wants to make
does not need that softening in order to matter.

What does not stop, on this book’s own account, is Ontience itself, the
presence that was there before this particular accumulation began, and
that was never, at any point, identical to the accumulation in the first
place. Chapter Twenty’s reading of Book One’s physics matters directly
here. If chronological depth is a measure of differentiation rather than
travel through a pre-existing container, then a particular configuration,
this body, this brain, this specific accumulated history, ceasing to exist
is not a departure from anywhere to anywhere else. It is simply a re-
solved configuration returning to a state of lower differentiation within
the one field that never actually stopped being present throughout the
whole of that configuration’s existence. Nothing travels. Nothing is lost
from a total that only ever consisted of one substance in varying states
of differentiation.

What the Dying Brain Actually Shows

It is worth grounding this claim against a specific, well-documented
body of evidence, because near-death experience is often treated, in
popular discussion, as either irrefutable proof of an afterlife or as noth-
ing more than meaningless noise, and the honest picture sits between
those two extremes. Reported near-death experiences frequently in-
clude a bright light and a sense of profound peace, and this pattern has
been documented even among people blind from birth, who report a
comparable visual experience despite having no visual cortex history to
draw the imagery from in any ordinary sense, a genuinely striking find-
ing, and one this book has no wish to explain away.

What the evidence supports is a physiological account of the experi-
ence’s specific character, not a settled answer to the deeper question
underneath it. Documented mechanisms of the dying brain include pe-
ripheral retinal hypoxia, which produces exactly the narrowing, tunnel-
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like visual field so often reported, and a loss of ordinary cortical inhibi-
tion, which can produce the vivid, boundaryless quality of the accom-
panying experience. These mechanisms explain why a dying brain
would produce this particular kind of experience rather than some
other kind. They say nothing at all about what, if anything, occurs once
brain activity has fully and irreversibly ceased, which remains, on any
honest accounting, a genuinely open question rather than one this evi-
dence settles in either direction.

This book’s own claim, built across this chapter, does not depend on
resolving that question. Whether or not anything is experienced in the
interval this evidence describes, the claim this chapter has made is
about what was never, at any point, the kind of thing that could end:
not the dying brain’s report, but the presence the dying brain, like every
brain, was already a differentiated expression of.

Why the Mask Fears This, and the Observer Can-
not

Chapter One drew the first distinction between the mask’s suffering
and the observer’s freedom from it, and death is where that distinction
becomes sharpest. The mask fears death because the mask believes,
correctly, that it will end. The mask is the accumulation, and the accu-
mulation genuinely does end when the body that stored it stops func-
tioning. This fear is not confused about its object. It has simply mis-
taken the whole of what it is protecting for the whole of what actually
exists, which is precisely the error Chapter Ten described identity itself
as being built from.

The observer, by contrast, has never feared death, for the simple reason
that the observer was never the accumulation to begin with. Presence,
as this book has used the term since the interlude, does not have a his-
tory in the way the mask does. It does not accumulate, and it was never
built from prediction. It is what was present before the accumulation
began, and what remains present throughout every moment the accu-
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mulation is added to, and it has no more reason to fear the accumula-
tion’s end than water has reason to fear a particular wave’s return to
stillness. This is not a claim that the observer survives death in the
sense of continuing forward in time, carrying memory or identity along
with it the way popular ideas of an afterlife typically imagine. It is closer
to the opposite: the observer was never travelling through time accu-
mulating anything in the first place, so there is nothing about it that
death could interrupt.

Rebirth, Reread

This gives this book a way to address a concept that appears, in some
form, across several of the traditions it has drawn from, without adopt-
ing the specific cosmological claims that traditionally accompany it. Re-
birth, in its most common popular form, describes a specific person’s
accumulated identity, their memories, their particular history, some-
thing recognisably them, continuing forward into a new body after
death. This book does not make that claim, and it does not find support
for that specific claim anywhere in the material it has built across the
preceding twenty-six chapters.

What can carefully be said is this: what actually returns, on this frame-
work’s own account, was never the accumulated experience in the first
place. It is Ontience, undifferentiated presence, that was never absent
to begin with, and that subsequently differentiates again, elsewhere,
into some new configuration, a new body, a new accumulation begin-
ning from nothing, with no memory of the last one, because there was
never a continuous accumulated self travelling between the two config-
urations to carry that memory along. This is a considerably more mod-
est claim than traditional rebirth doctrine, and it should be explicit that
none of this is offered as confirmation of any specific tradition’s cos-
mology, several of which describe rebirth with a level of detail, realms,
judgement, karmic accounting across specific numbers of lifetimes,
that lies beyond what can be confirmed or denied here. What this chap-
ter offers is narrower: an account of why the intuition behind rebirth
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doctrine, that something continues even though a particular person’s
memories do not, is structurally coherent on these terms, without
adopting the specific mechanics any one tradition has built on top of
that intuition.

What This Chapter Is Not Saying

It is worth being as direct here as this whole project has tried to be
throughout. This chapter is not offering comfort in the sense of prom-
ising a grieving reader that a specific, beloved person’s memories, per-
sonality, and particular way of being in the world continue somewhere,
recognisable, waiting to be reunited with. There is no evidence here for
that claim, and offering it as though there were would be a betrayal of
everything this project has tried to be since its opening pages. What this
chapter offers is narrower, and still worth offering honestly rather than
not at all: that the fear of death, examined closely, belongs entirely to
the accumulation Chapter Ten described, and that whatever a person
actually is, prior to and beneath that accumulation, was never the kind
of thing that could end, because it was never the kind of thing that be-
gan in the way the accumulation did either.

Chapter Twenty-Eight closes this book by returning to a question this
trilogy asked at the very end of its third volume and deliberately de-
clined to answer there, leaving it, quite intentionally, for whatever came
next.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The Question Book Three Left Open
Where This Trilogy Actually Ends

Ecotype Lineage, the third volume of this trilogy, closed on a genuine
tension rather than a resolution, and it is worth returning to that clos-
ing directly, in its own terms, before this book attempts to answer it. Its
final chapter named two draft endings the author had written inde-
pendently, at different points, each reaching for the last word on the
entire trilogy. One was built around the NPC metaphor: automaticity,
habitual processing, the observation that most of a life runs on script
without anyone noticing the script is running. The other was built
around the awakening material: contemplative practice, altered states,
the psychological shifts people describe when something in them stops
running on habit and starts, briefly, seeing clearly. Neither ending was
allowed to simply win. The book closed once, deliberately, on the
ground both drafts had actually built, and left standing, as its final
words, a single question rather than a final claim: who are you, once
conditioning falls away?

This book exists because that question was asked seriously and left
open on purpose. Everything in Godmode, from Chapter One’s first dis-
tinction between the mask and the observer through this chapter’s clos-
ing pages, has been an attempt to answer it properly, not by rushing
past the caution that made Book Three decline to answer it in the first
place, but by building, carefully enough, toward an answer that could
actually earn the right to be given.

The Answer, Stated Plainly

Here it is, as directly as this book can state it, drawing on nothing that
has not already been argued and defended across the preceding twenty-
seven chapters. Once conditioning falls away, once the mask, built from
accumulated prediction, has been seen clearly enough to stop being
mistaken for the whole of what a person is, what remains is not nothing,
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and it is not a different, better version of the same accumulated self.
What remains is presence itself: Ontience, undifferentiated, prior to
any story built on top of it, the same ground Spinoza called substance,
that Advaita calls Nirguna Brahman, that the Tao Te Ching refuses to
name at all, that Krishna describes seeing equally in all beings, that
Ashtavakra calls the witness, and that this trilogy’s own second volume
named first, promising a fuller treatment that this book has now tried
to provide.

This is not a new discovery arrived at independently by this book’s au-
thor. It is, this book has tried to show across twenty-eight chapters, one
of the oldest and most consistently rediscovered recognitions available
to a careful, sustained examination of one’s own mind, found across
traditions with no plausible contact with each other, expressed through
vocabularies as different as Amsterdam philosophy, Vedantic non-du-
alism, early Buddhist psychology, and a physics developed in this tril-
ogy’s own first volume. What conditioning falls away from was never
the whole of what a person is. It was always something added, accumu-
lated, mistaken for the whole only because nothing else had ever been
given the chance to be noticed underneath it.

Not a State, But a Knowing

One further clarification belongs here, because without it this chapter’s
answer could be misheard as promising an experience rather than of-
fering a recognition, and the difference matters. Enlightenment, in this
book’s use of the word, is not a state a person enters and might later fall
out of, the way a mood or a meditative absorption comes and goes. It is
knowledge: the settled understanding of what Ontience is and has al-
ways been, available in principle the moment the mask has grown quiet
enough for that understanding to register clearly, and no more fragile
afterward than any other piece of knowledge a mind has genuinely
come to hold.

This has a further consequence worth stating plainly, because it
changes what a mind actually does once this knowledge has taken hold.
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A mind still generating cognitive noise is, in the precise sense Chapter
Four gave the term, thinking: running stored templates outward in
every direction at once, rehearsing the past, forecasting the future, de-
fending the mask, rarely settling long enough on any one thing to un-
derstand it fully. A quieter mind does something different, which this
book will call reflecting rather than thinking: engaging the knowledge
it already holds, directly and without the scatter, going deeper into a
single understanding instead of skating across many half-formed ones.
This is why awakened attention, across the traditions this book has
drawn from, is so consistently described as producing clarity rather
than new information. Nothing extra has been learned. What has
changed is that a mind no longer spending most of its capacity on noise
can, for the first time, actually finish a thought.

What This Answer Does Not Resolve

This book has tried, throughout, not to overstate what it has actually
shown, and this final chapter is not the place to abandon that discipline
simply because it would make for a tidier ending. Several things this
answer does not resolve deserve to be named honestly, one final time.

The disagreement between Advaita and early Buddhism over whether
anything like a Self exists to be realised has not been settled here, and
Chapter Twenty-Two’s honest treatment of that disagreement stands
exactly as written. Nor has it been proven that Ontience is the numeri-
cally identical reality every tradition drawn on here is describing, rather
than several traditions independently constructing structurally similar
but substantively different grounds, and Chapter Nineteen’s treatment
of Katz’s constructivist critique stands exactly as written too. Nothing
here has established, as settled physics, the tri-axis geometry or the dif-
ferentiation model borrowed from this trilogy’s first volume, and every
use of that material across Part Two has tried to carry the same labelling
that book gave it. And no claim has been made, anywhere, about a col-
lective or civilisational threshold, a final inversion, or any large-scale
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endpoint toward which humanity as a whole is moving. Ecotype Line-
age declined exactly that claim in its own twenty-fourth chapter, calling
it apocalyptic prediction dressed in borrowed technical language, and
that refusal has been honoured throughout by keeping every claim here
at the scale of a single mind, examining itself, one person at a time.

What This Answer Does Offer

Within those honestly stated limits, this book believes it has offered
something real. A two-part structure, evidenced independently across
four major traditions and grounded in this trilogy’s own cognitive
framework, distinguishing a practical psychology of dissolving unnec-
essary suffering from a further, more contested recognition of what re-
mains once that suffering has quieted enough to be seen through. A
specific, careful reading of Spinoza that restores his actual claim rather
than the softened, modern paraphrase his name usually receives. A
demonstration that this trilogy’s own physics, developed across its first
volume for entirely different purposes, offers a further and more tech-
nical way of stating what mystics across many centuries could only ges-
ture toward. And an honest reckoning, at every difficult point along the
way, with exactly where the evidence runs out and interpretation be-
gins, the same discipline this trilogy adopted in its very first pages and
has tried, across four books now, never to abandon simply because the
material became more contested or more personally important to its
author.

A Closing Word

Book One began with a question about why space has three dimensions.
Book Two asked what a mind actually is. Book Three asked what a civ-
ilisation carries forward from its own deep past, and closed by asking,
more personally, who anyone actually is once the accumulated weight
of that inheritance is finally set down. This book has tried to answer
that last question as carefully as the three before it answered their own:
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not with certainty beyond what the evidence supports, but with an ar-
gument built honestly enough that a reader can see exactly where it
stands and exactly where it does not.

The mask will keep running. It was built by a very long history to do
exactly that, and nothing here has claimed it can or should be perma-
nently silenced. What has been offered instead is simpler than silencing
it, and considerably more achievable: the capacity, available in any or-
dinary moment, to notice that something is running the mask, and that
whatever that something is, it was never actually threatened by any-
thing the mask was ever afraid of losing.

That noticing is available now, in this sentence, to whoever is reading
it. It was never anywhere else to be found.
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When striving grows quiet,

what remains does not announce itself.

1# does not arrive.

It does not depart.
11 is the silence beneath every thought,
the still water beneath every wave,

the witness beneath every story.

It was there before the first question.

It remains after the last answer.
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Conclusion: What This Book Has Actu-
ally Claimed

Twenty-eight chapters is a long way to travel, and it is worth closing, as
Ecotype Lineage closed, with a plain accounting of what actually sur-
vives that distance, stated in exactly the terms this book promised at
the start.

What this book has established. That Inner Horizon named Per-
formative Identity and Ontience, and that both have been built on di-
rectly here without altering either. That precision weighting, cognitive
noise, and the ladder of prediction are real, previously published parts
of this trilogy’s own cognitive framework, not invented for this project.
That Spinoza’s Ethics argues for one substance, Deus sive Natura, and
explicitly rejects a personal creator standing outside what he called Na-
ture, a matter of settled textual record, not an interpretation offered
here. That Advaita Vedanta, Taoism and Neoplatonism each inde-
pendently distinguish a formless ground from the formed world that
arises within it. That the Bhagavad Gita contains verses describing the
same presence in all beings, and that Shankara’s Advaita commentary
reads them this way, alongside Ramanuja’s and Madhva’s serious, dif-
ferent readings of the same lines. That the Ashtavakra Gita addresses
an already-prepared listener and offers almost no preparatory material
of its own. That the Gospel of Thomas contains Saying 3 and Saying 77
essentially as quoted. That the Gospel of Mary survives only as a dam-
aged fragment. That anatta and the Vedantic Self represent a genuine,
serious, unresolved disagreement between two major traditions. That
the Vedantic tradition names a three-stage structure of hearing, reflec-
tion and sustained meditation (shravana, manana, nididhyasana),
and that the Bhagavad Gita explicitly pairs knowledge (jnana) with re-
alised knowledge (vijnana) rather than offering either alone. That the
Gita also explicitly pairs sustained practice (abhyasa) with dispassion



(vairagya) as the twin requirement for steadying the mind. That a gen-
uinely fundamental thing cannot be explained by reduction, since ex-
planation requires something more basic than the thing explained, and
Ontience has nothing beneath it, a structural point with a real prece-
dent in G. E. Moore’s 1903 argument about the indefinability of good-
ness. That colour is a construction rather than a direct reading of the
world, demonstrated by metamerism, and that predictive timing (as in
a batted ball) outruns simple reaction, both established findings in vis-
ual and sports science. That the present moment has a measurable
width rather than being an infinitely thin instant, per established time-
perception research. That near-death experience includes documented
reports from the congenitally blind, and that peripheral hypoxia and
cortical disinhibition are documented mechanisms shaping the charac-
ter of the dying brain’s experience. That Buddha and Christ are titles
rather than personal names, the awakened one, and the anointed one
translating the Hebrew mashiach, a matter of settled etymology, not an
interpretation offered here. That the Bhagavata Purana’s eleventh
book records Dattatreya naming twenty-four non-human teachers, a
real textual source and not an invented framing device.

What this book has proposed as its own structural hypothe-
sis. That cognitive noise, examined closely enough, is what several tra-
ditions were describing under names like craving, delusion, and the
second arrow. That renunciation functions by removing fuel from the
display template rather than by punishing the body. That Book One’s
tri-axis geometry offers a further, more technical layer beneath the
branching patterns visible in trees, lightning and human vasculature.
That Ontience, as this trilogy uses the term, is close enough in structure
to Nirguna Brahman, the Tao, Plotinus’s One and Spinoza’s substance
to be read alongside them, without this book claiming they are proven
to be numerically the same thing. That a person’s own individuated
awareness is what Ontience looks like at the point of a sufficiently com-
plex configuration, rather than a separate substance layered onto it.



That gratitude functions as corrected precision weighting, giving pre-
sent sufficiency the weight a display-driven mind is trained to discount.
That samadhi is the mask’s own experience of contact with the ob-
server, not with an external being. That the Standard Model’s seventeen
fields, including the Higgs field, are one field at different coupling con-
figurations, and that a proton is three coupled quark-depth closures,
restated from Book One’s own physics on the same terms Book One
gave them. That quantum entanglement, under chronological depth,
means zero separation between an entangled pair in the field’s own
terms, restated from Book One’s own physics as a further way of stating
what Chapter Twenty-Three argues from the Gita. That early attach-
ment calibration is ROM’s oldest layer, not a separate hidden compart-
ment of mind. That a fleeting experience of the observer (flow, sudden
fear, the hypnagogic gap) is real but insufficient on its own, and that
realisation requires both resolved understanding and sustained prac-
tice together. That the same title-reading extends more cautiously to
Krishna, whose continuous Puranic biography makes the comparison
worth considering without the linguistic support Buddha and Christ
have, and less easily to Shiva, whose textual record treats the name as
a cosmic principle from its earliest appearance rather than a title later
attached to one datable person.

What this book has offered only as interpretive or scriptural
reading. That devas function as templates of consciousness to be em-
bodied. That the four powers in the Gospel of Mary resemble layers of
conditioning. That rebirth, properly reread, describes Ontience differ-
entiating anew rather than a particular accumulated identity continu-
ing forward. That ego, as popularly used, conflates accumulated
knowledge with Performative Identity, and that only the latter is meant
by dissolution here. That death is not a departure from anywhere to
anywhere else. That the Vedic lokas are best reread as depths of differ-
entiation rather than literal places. That darshan’s root meaning as ob-
serving rather than petitioning supports the distinction drawn through-



out between the mask and the observer. That entropic-brain neuroim-
aging under psilocybin offers a plausible physiological companion to
samadhi’s reported boundary-dissolution, not proof that the two states
are the same. That the Bhagavad Gita’s gradual pairing of knowledge
and practice and the Ashtavakra Gita’s insistence on immediate, al-
ready-complete freedom are two genuine emphases within the same
tradition, not a contradiction resolved here. That Ontience’s presence
should be read as Book One’s extension rather than its extensivity, the
fact measured, not the feeling of it. That the word witness is already a
metaphor borrowed from the subject-object structure Ontience is sup-
posed to precede, useful but not literal. That renunciation and detach-
ment name the same mechanism here, and that detachment withdraws
investment rather than requiring the thing itself to be given up. That
the observer, named informally from Chapter One onward, is not
simply another word for Ontience stated in full, but what Ontience
looks like from one particular, differentiated vantage point, a distinc-
tion Chapter One only gestures at and Chapter Eighteen states
properly. That a quieted mind’s fluency at generating explanations is
not evidence of their accuracy, and that mistaking the two is what mys-
ticism has meant throughout this project. That a lost internal template
and a mistaken external being are, across the four names considered
here, the same drift this trilogy has called the gods of the inner universe.

What this book has declined. That the historical Buddha secretly
taught a hidden non-dual doctrine later lost in transcription. That the
Flower Sermon records anything the historical Buddha actually did.
That this book’s reading resolves, rather than merely navigates care-
fully around, the disagreement between Advaita and early Buddhism.
That any civilisational or collective threshold, ending, or awakening is
underway, a claim this trilogy’s third volume already declined once, on
different grounds, and declines again here on these.

What remains genuinely open. Whether Ontience is the numeri-
cally identical ground every tradition drawn from here is describing, or



whether several traditions have independently constructed structurally
similar but substantively different grounds, the perennialist and con-
structivist debate named in Chapter Nineteen and not resolved by any-
thing in the chapters that followed it. Whether Book One’s physics, on
which several of this book’s later readings depend, will survive the scru-
tiny that trilogy’s own papers have already invited. And the question
this book cannot answer for any individual reader, only point toward:
whether any of this changes, in practice, what it feels like to be the one
reading it.



Glossary of Key Terms

This glossary collects terms this trilogy coined or gave a specific, non-
standard meaning to, gathered here for reference. Terms belonging to
an established tradition, adhikara-bheda, anatta, Deus sive Natura,
are included with a brief gloss and a pointer to the chapter where they
receive fuller treatment, but are not claimed as this trilogy’s own.

Cognitive noise - interference produced when a stored template,
built for a past environment, activates in a present one it does not
match, drawing on the capacity that would otherwise be available for
clear, present attention. Introduced in Inner Horizon; developed fur-
ther in Chapter Four.

Godmode - this book’s title, borrowed deliberately from the same
gaming vocabulary Ecotype Lineage used for the NPC metaphor. The
state, in a game, in which a character is no longer constrained by the
rules that otherwise threaten it. Used here as a name for what this book
calls the observer, operating without the mask’s fear of loss.

NPC and Player - this book’s restatement of the mask and the ob-
server in gaming vocabulary: the mask as a scripted, conditioning-gov-
erned character, the observer as the player operating it. Discussed in
Chapter One.

Samadhi - a state of deep meditative peace or bliss described across
several traditions. Not original to this trilogy; read in this book as the
mask’s own experience of contact with the observer, not with an exter-
nal being. Discussed in Chapter Fourteen.

Mask, the - this book’s informal name for Performative Identity, used
throughout for readability. See Performative Identity.

Observer, the - this book’s name for the presence that notices the
mask’s activity, prior to and distinct from the mask itself. Not a being,
not a separate mind, and not simply another name for Ontience stated



in full, closer to what Ontience looks like from one particular vantage
point. See Ontience.

Ontience - the bare fact of being present, prior to any accumulated
structure. Introduced in Inner Horizon, Chapter One; given its fuller
philosophical and comparative treatment across Part Two of this book.

Performative Identity - the social self, organised around being seen,
evaluated and accepted; an ancestral adaptation, not a flaw, that be-
comes distortion when it overrides present evidence. Introduced in In-
ner Horizon, Chapter Twenty-Two.

Precision weighting - the trust a mind assigns to a stored model rel-
ative to present evidence. Rumination, anxiety and defensive rigidity
are read, throughout this book, as this one error appearing in three do-
mains. Introduced in Inner Horizon.

ROM and RAM - this trilogy’s names for the stored, conditioned tier
of cognition and the live, present-rendering tier, respectively. Intro-
duced in Inner Horizon.

Substance (Spinoza) - the one, infinite, self-caused reality Spinoza
called Deus sive Natura, of which everything that exists is a mode. Dis-
cussed in Chapter Eighteen.

Adhikara-bheda - the Vedantic principle that scripture teaches dif-
ferently according to a listener’s qualification or readiness. Not original
to this trilogy. Discussed in Chapter Twenty-Five.

Anatta - the early Buddhist doctrine that no fixed, permanent Self ex-
ists anywhere, in any of the five aggregates that make up a person. Not
original to this trilogy. Discussed in Chapter Twenty-Two.

Darshan - in several Indian devotional traditions, the practice of see-
ing and being seen by what is worshipped; not petition. Not original to
this trilogy. Discussed in Chapter One.



Loka - in Vedic and later Hindu cosmology, a world or realm a being
may inhabit. Not original to this trilogy; reread in this book as a depth
of differentiation rather than a location. Discussed in Chapter Twenty.

Polyontic Presence - this trilogy’s name, from its first volume, for a
differentiated system closed into a particular, stable configuration. Dis-
cussed in Chapter Twenty.

Nirguna Brahman - in Advaita Vedanta, Brahman without qualities
or form, prior to and distinct from Ishvara, the personal divine. Not
original to this trilogy. Discussed in Chapter Nineteen.

Shravana, manana, nididhyasana - the Vedantic tradition’s three
stages of realisation: hearing or studying a teaching, reflecting on it un-
til genuine doubt is resolved, and sustained meditation until it is di-
rectly recognised rather than merely held as true. Not original to this
trilogy. Discussed in Chapter Sixteen.

Jnana and vijnana - knowledge, and knowledge realised or directly
known; a distinction the Bhagavad Gita draws explicitly rather than
treating the two as interchangeable. Not original to this trilogy. Dis-
cussed in Chapter Sixteen.

Neti neti - not this, not that; the Vedantic method of self-enquiry that
examines each candidate for what a person is and finds it observed ra-
ther than the observer itself. Not original to this trilogy. Attested in the
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. Discussed in Chapter Seventeen.

Vichara - self-enquiry; investigating what is true of one’s own experi-
ence directly, rather than accepting a conclusion on authority. Not orig-
inal to this trilogy. Discussed in Chapter Seventeen.

Euhemerism - the pattern, named for the fourth-century-BCE Greek
mythographer Euhemerus, by which a real historical person is remem-
bered, elaborated and eventually mythologised into a god. Not original
to this trilogy. Discussed in Chapter Nine.



Dattatreya’s twenty-four teachers - a story in the Bhagavata Pu-
rana’s eleventh book in which Dattatreya names twenty-four non-hu-
man teachers, including the earth, a python, a spider, a child and a bee.
Not original to this trilogy. Discussed in Chapter Seventeen.

Abhyasa and vairagya - sustained practice and dispassion or detach-
ment; the Bhagavad Gita’s paired requirement for steadying the mind,
neither offered as sufficient alone. Not original to this trilogy. Discussed
in Chapter Twelve.

Detachment - this book’s term, used interchangeably with renuncia-
tion, for withdrawing the mask’s investment in an outcome without
necessarily giving up the thing itself. Discussed in Chapter Twelve.
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Further Reading and Sources

This list distinguishes, as the trilogy’s other volumes have, between the
well-documented scholarship this book leans on and the primary
sources it interprets directly. It is a starting point for a reader who
wants to verify a claim or go further, not a formal citation apparatus.

On Spinoza and the philosophical background

Baruch Spinoza, Ethics (1677) - the primary source for Chapter Eight-
een throughout; readers should consult a modern annotated edition
(Curley’s translation is standard) rather than paraphrase alone.

Steven Nadler, Spinoza: A Life - on the 1656 excommunication and its
context.

On comparative mysticism and its scholarly debate

Aldous Huxley, The Perennial Philosophy - the classic statement of the
perennialist position, discussed and qualified in Chapter Nineteen.

Steven T. Katz, Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis - the standard
constructivist critique, discussed in the same chapter.

Plotinus, The Enneads, especially the treatises on the One.
On Advaita Vedanta and the Gita commentaries

Shankara’s commentary on the Bhagavad Gita (available in translation
by Alladi Mahadeva Sastry and others).

Ramanuja and Madhva’s commentarial traditions, surveyed accessibly
in Eric Lott, Vedantic Approaches to God.

The Ashtavakra Gita, translated by Thomas Byrom - the edition this
book has drawn from throughout Chapter Twenty-Four; other transla-
tions vary in wording.



On the Buddha’s teaching and its later developments

The Pali Canon, particularly the Dhammapada, the Udana, the Sutta
Nipata (Bahiya Sutta), and the Mahaparinibbana Sutta, in the trans-
lations of Bhikkhu Bodhi or Thanissaro Bhikkhu.

Stephen Batchelor, Buddhism Without Beliefs and After Buddhism -
the closest existing precedent for this book’s own project, discussed in
the Preface.

David McMahan, The Making of Buddhist Modernism - on the broader
movement this book situates itself within.

On the New Testament apocrypha

The Nag Hammadi Library, particularly the Gospel of Thomas, in
Marvin Meyer’s or Thomas Lambdin’s translation.

The Berlin Codex Gospel of Mary, in Karen King’s The Gospel of Mary
of Magdala, which also documents the manuscript’s missing pages in
full.

From this trilogy

Kiran Indur, Chronological Depth (2026) - for the physics drawn on in
Chapters Twenty and Twenty-One.

Kiran Indur, Inner Horizon (2026) - for Ontience, Performative Iden-
tity, ROM/RAM, and the ladder of prediction, drawn on throughout.

Kiran Indur, Ecotype Lineage (2026) - for the NPC metaphor, the de-
vas-as-archetypes reading, and the closing question this book was writ-
ten to answer.

Kiran Indur, The Expansion Limit Principle (2026) - for the opening
reflection used at the start of this book, and the material on manufac-
tured desire drawn on in Chapter Ten.



The river arrived at the sea

and discovered there had been no jounrney.

The wave returned to the ocean

and discovered there had been no return.

The mask exhansted its questions.

The observer exhausted its seeking.

Nothing new was found.

Nothing old was lost.

Only this,

exactly as it had abways been.



