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ZERO, SUNYA AND PURNA:
A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

ANIMISHA TEWARI

ABSTRACT: Due to apparent duality in this world, one has to face a lot of difficulties while
searching for the Truth. Our ego is the root cause for perception of duality and this in turn
leads to suffering. This suffering can only be extinguished by attainment of the Truth, i.e, non-
duality. However, in order to enable the finite intellect to comprehend the incomprehensible
non-duality, this undifferentiated whole is sometimes denoted by nothingness (Sunya) or
fullness (piirna). Non-duality is usually understood by the numeral ‘1’ which stands for unity
or oneness. The main aim of this paper is to show that non-duality is best represented by the
numeral ‘0°, Madhyamika $tunya (advaya) and Upanisadic purna (advaita). This paper also
attempts to touch upon the hitherto untouched and profound implications of zero in view of its
being a simultaneous indicator of nothingness as well as wholeness. It also humbly tries to
tackle the perpetual mathematical problem of ‘zero divided by zero’ and in this regard tries to
establish how the solution is consistent with the concept of non-duality. In a nutshell, this
paper’s endeavour is to approach the Ultimate Reality via threefold path: through the neutral
means of mathematical zero “0” as a concept, negative means of Madhyamika $tinya, and the
positive means of Advaita Vedanta’s purna.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Ultimate aim of human life is to realize the Truth, which is real at any time and
place.! In the search for the Truth about one’s existence, one constantly grapples with
the apparently dualistic notions of life & death, pain & pleasure, subject & object and
so on. These dualistic notions have no scope of synthesis by the intellect. As a matter
of fact, these dualistic approaches are the real cause of human suffering because “I”
(the subject) is different from the other (the object of I’s desire). Had this been all, there
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! The term ‘Truth’ in this paper is used in the sense of underlying Ultimate Reality, in contrast to the
“semantic” truth (i.e., the “semantic” relation between the linguistic truth bearer and the extra-linguistic
truth maker) as conceived in people’s pre-theoretic “way-things-are-capturing” understanding of truth.
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would’ve been no problem, however, it is a natural tendency of the “I”” ego, despite
aforesaid apparent duality, to achieve completeness by trying to unite with the external
objects, both psychological as well as material. Such a tendency of the illusory ego
actually comes from our Consciousness or Awareness which is an undifferentiated
whole. Now comes the real problem, i.e., representing this wholeness. This
undifferentiated whole is sometimes denoted by nothingness (sinya) or fullness
(piirna) according to various factors such as one’s tradition, one’s worldview, or stage
of one’s evolution. Our thoughts and languages arise from the intellect which itself
divides the whole into fragments in order to ensure protection of the body-mind
complex and to make sense of who we are and the world we live in. Although these
fragments may seem to make our life easier, they actually complicate it due to unlimited
constructions. It is like trying to see the world with muddy lenses or even trying to see
the entire sky from a window. Thus, it becomes an obligation to deconstruct everything
in order to realize the undifferentiated whole once again and free ourselves from
suffering, or in other words, attain liberation.

The first section “Zero” deals with the mathematical numeral and concept of 0. It
is a well-known fact that zero was discovered in India, but little is known about its
history and reasons for being conceived. After all, when ‘nothing’ is so insignificant,
why should anyone care about it at all. It is also the only neutral number and concept
as it can neither be positive nor negative. Without zero it is practically impossible to
think of how mathematics would’ve been today. Zero is also the major contributor to
the formation of our Digital or Virtual Reality, which can be compared to Advaita’s
Dream & Phenomenal Reality. Due to these shared characteristics of the zero with the
Ultimate, one can’t help but wonder about the role of zero in and as the Absolute.
Besides, zero also has profound mystical qualities as it is a simultaneous indicator of
nothingness and wholeness. Moreover, zero literally means siinya in Sanskrit/Hindi so
in order to avoid confusion in this paper, ‘zero’ strictly stands for the mathematical zero
while ‘§tinya’ stands for the Madhyamika sinya.

The next section is that of ‘sinya’ in Madhyamika Buddhism. In the search for the
Absolute, at least some of us will come across nothingness. Such an encounter involves
the risk of falling into nihilism - rejection of existence. Though the idea is interesting,
it doesn’t fall short of criticism. Madhyamika’s siznya which is frequently mistranslated
as nihilism tries to show how it is beyond that. As a strict adherent of
pratityasamutpada, It criticizes both the extremes of Being and Non-Being. Thus, care
should be taken before assuming that simya is establishing non-Being as the
fundamental reality.

The third section talks about the Upanisadic ‘piirna’, a corollary to Madhyamika
sinya. This pirna is best explained through the teachings of Advaita Vedanta which
is the epitome of Fullness. This too is misinterpreted as establishing the other extreme,
i.e, of ‘Being’ as the fundamental reality. Sankaracarya has very often been labeled as
‘pracchanna-bauddha’ or Crypto-Buddhist due to uncanny resemblance between
Advaita Vedanta and Madhyamika Buddhism. This paper is an attempt to show that
both these schools speak about the same Truth with different terminologies hence the
bad blood among both traditions is unnecessary. After all, for the seeker of the Truth,
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the main aim is to realize the Truth through whichever means is most suitable. Trying
to uphold a particular tradition as the ultimate renders it as dogmatic, disabling one to
attain Self-Realization.

The last section tackles the never-ending problem of zero divided by zero. It tries
to establish how this problem is not only solvable but also consistent with the subject
matter of this paper. Thus, the main aim of this paper is to approach the Ultimate Reality
via three different insights because ultimately, they merge into a homogeneous whole
which is both a beginning as well as an end. What is important is the journey undertaken
to reach back at the starting point which is also described by the famous Zen proverb:
“Before enlightenment, chop wood, carry water. After enlightenment, chop wood,
carry water”.

2. ZERO
2.1 HISTORY OF ZERO: AN INDIAN PERSPECTIVE

Zero as a number is the building block of various branches of mathematics especially
algebra, arithmetic, probability and calculus. In fact, all of our present mathematical
and technological advancements can be attributed to zero. The digital world heavily
relies on binary digits, a base 2 system consisting of numbers 0 and 1. The debate about
the invention or discovery of zero as a number has remained inconclusive due to
obliteration of historical records. However, the Indian contribution to zero as a number
cannot be denied. It may be relevant to refer to the famous quote by the Indian
mathematician B. Datta, “The arithmetic of zero is entirely the Hindu contribution to
the development of mathematical science. With no other early nations do we find any
treatment of zero.” (1).

The word ‘zero’ is a transliteration of Sanskrit ‘sinya’, which literally means void,
empty or nothing. According to the findings of Joseph (2008), ‘sinya’ was translated
into ‘sifr’ in Arabic by Al-Khwarizmi1 (c.780 A.D.), which too denoted nothing or
empty. He was intrigued by the Indian numeral system consisting of ten digits one to
nine, along with the tenth position occupied by the dot representation of zero, then
known as sinya-bindu. He was also instrumental in introducing the current Hindu-
Arabic number system, a base-ten decimal system to Europe. Around 1200 A.D,
Fibonacci (Leonardo of Pisa), an Italian Mathematician, further transliterated ‘sifi” into
‘zephirum’ or ‘zefiro’ in his book Liber Abaci. As this number gained immense
popularity for making tedious calculations simpler, it was banned by the religious
authorities due to its threatening negative connotations as well as the impossibility of
existence of non-existence. However, the people continued to use it for calculations in
secrecy and thus came the English words ‘cipher’ (code), ‘nought’ (nothing) and ‘zero’
into being.

Interestingly, the notion of zero has been in existence even before it was conceived
as a number and operated upon. This notion led to the independent origin of positional
notation in many cultures which helped in determining larger magnitude using place-
values. The non-positional notation may be said to involve the Roman numerals. They
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were non-positional because the system didn’t determine the value of a number based
on its position. For instance, V in XV or XLVII stands for 5 despite its position unlike
the 2 denoting 200 in the value 205 or 20 in 28. Hence even a simple calculation such
as V + VI = XI was a tedious feat. The earliest use of zero as placeholder is evident in
the Babylonian system, a sexagesimal (60) base. Since there was no symbol for it, they
used two slanted wedges to depict no magnitude, else 4 4 would’ve coalesced into 44.
(Gironi 2012, 7). The Egyptians too used the hieroglyph ‘nfi’, meaning complete, to
represent no magnitude. Meanwhile, Mayans used a mixed base of 20 and 18 where
they only employed zero for counting and placeholder purposes and not calculations.
They only required three symbols: a dot for one, bar for five and a snail shell for zero.
(Joseph 2008)

India’s zero, parallel to the Mayans, has had a multipurpose status of placeholder,
concept, numeral etc. owing to the system of base 10. Due to only ten digits, it was
possible to write any number as a combination of those digits. The earliest usage of
zero as ‘symbol’ for chanda metrics is evident in Chandah-siitra of Pingala (200 B.C).
The first use of sinya as a proper dot symbol ($§linya-bindu) in calculations along with
a full-fledged place-value notation appears in the Bakhshali manuscript on a piece of
birch bark (c. 200 A.D). Aryabhata I (476 A.D) used alphabetical notation kha (aka
sinya, akasa, pirna, randhra) to denote blank space in his work Dasagitika; This was
further clarified by Bhaskara I (c. 600 A.D) in his commentary wherein he states that
Kha in ‘khadvinavake’ stands for siznya which means the eighteen places marked by
sunya. (Datta & Singh 1962, 64-66). Zero was only used as positional notation till then
to specify the place values in hundreds, tens, units place within a decimal base.
Moreover, numbers were usually written in the same way as they were spoken or with
names of colors instead of being denoted by symbols. The first symbol for zero as a
circle is evident in the Gwalior inscription (876 A.D) consisting of a circle in the unit
place of 270. (Gironi 2012, 8).

Datta (1927) observes that the first operation of addition and subtraction of a
number with zero is found in Varahamihira’s parsica-siddhantika (505 A.D) which
shows that it was accepted as a number. Moreover, it was only in Brahmagupta’s
brahmasphutasiddhanta (628 A.D) that the property of zero w.r.t addition, subtraction
and multiplication and division was propounded correctly except for the sole operation
of division with zero as denominator. He states that the quotient of a number divided
by zero is zero (kha-cheda, literally, ‘having zero as the denominator’) and that of zero
divided by zero is also zero. (Datta 1927, 168-169). It was Bhaskaracarya (or Bhaskara
II) who made some changes in this operation as well as introduced the concept of
infinity in his /ilavati and bija-ganita (1150 A.D). According to Bhaskara, for any finite
number ‘x’ divided by zero, the quotient is infinity (Kha-hara). Therefore, x/0 =
infinity. He also compares infinity with God and maintains that kha-hara (x/0) remains
as it is even on addition or subtraction by a finite quantity similar to how the process
of creation or destruction has no effect on the infinite God. There is also some hint of
infinitesimals in his work Lilavati since he states that the product of a number and zero
is kha-guna which would mean that the division of kha-guna with zero is the number
itself. (170, 174-176). Although deemed incorrect, these results do hold true in the case
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of limiting function in calculus, but Bhaskara never explicitly used such terminology.
In fact, this issue of division by zero still stands unsolvable and is considered undefined
in case of a number divided by zero; indeterminate in case of zero divided by zero.

Despite such a rich history, zero was completely accepted as a full-fledged number
in algebra only around the 16th or 17th century. Zero has paved a way for the advanced
branch of mathematics called calculus which was developed independently by Newton
and Leibniz. This further developed the ideas of the infinite and the infinitesimal. John
Wallis gave the symbol for infinity ‘0’ in 1657 and shared the same view as Bhaskara
that a number divided by zero is infinity. Meanwhile the concept of infinitesimal deals
with extremely minute quantities very close to zero yet not zero. L’Hospital’s Rule in
limits does away with indeterminate forms like 0/0, co/c0 by using derivatives until these
forms disappear in order to solve the equation. Yet these advancements have only made
it possible to further solve equations which consist of these undefined and
indeterminate ‘forms’ like: number/0, 0/0 and oo/ etc., but do not provide any solution
to these forms themselves. (Baruk¢i¢ & Baruk¢i¢ 2016). Another interesting aspect of
calculus is that while the differential calculus tries to study the rate of change, analyzes
the whole into infinitesimally small parts, reminding one of Buddhist philosophy; the
integral calculus tries to assimilate the infinitesimally small parts once again to
understand the original whole, thereby, reminding one of the philosophy of Advaita
Vedanta.

2.2 CONCEPTION OF ZERO: PHILOSOPHICAL IMPLICATIONS

The conception of mathematical zero as a number owes much of its origin to the
philosophical understanding of sinya in Indian Philosophy. Although it may
automatically make one think of Madhyamika’s sinya, there is much more to it. Indian
Logicians were already accustomed to the notions of abhdva (negation) and
anupalabdhi (non-apprehension). The later Nyaya-Vaisesika’s gave an ontological
status to abhava by including it as the 7th padartha which arose from the denial of
other 6 padarthas. Buddhist logicians accept anupalabdhi (non-apprehension) as a
characteristic mark of inference (anumana). Absence for them is neither a real entity
nor a separate means of knowledge (pramana) because the absent Jar would have been
perceivable if it were present on the floor. But since it is not, it can only be inferred.
Meanwhile, Bhatta-Mimamsakas and Advaita Vedanta accept anupalabdhi as a
separate and valid means of knowledge (pramana) for apprehending non-existence.
They hold that absence of Jar on the floor is neither perceived nor inferred; rather it is
known through anupalabdhi (non-apprehension) itself.

Furthermore, the concept of zero in the philosophical sense of void or nothingness
has been programmed into our Being since the very Creation. The Nasadiya Sukta of
Rgveda (RV 10.129), one of the oldest Creation Hymns, discusses about it in the
following verses: “nasad dasin no sad asit tadanim”, At that time, neither non-existence
nor existence was there; “fucchyenabhv apihitam yad asit”, ‘That” which came to be
enveloped in nothingness. It is interesting to note that one of the ways in which
‘Amarakosa’, a Sanskrit lexicon by Amarasimha, defines Sinya or zero is as tuccha
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(insignificant, trifling). (Datta 1927, 167). At the same time, zero was also referred to
as purna (fullness) by some ancient scholars, the reasons for which shall be clear in
third section. Therefore, mathematical zero was denoted by both sinya and pirna, as
both emptiness and fullness respectively.

Apart from Indian philosophy, another ancient philosophical system which
continues to influence the modern world is that of Greek philosophy. Ancient Greek
philosophers tried to decipher nature in a rationalistic framework as they believed that
the ability to reason was unique to humans. Due to their stringent adherence to reason
and logic, they were not open to the idea of void or nothingness. Intellect cannot
decipher nothingness because in saying something is nothing, it already is, thus,
contradictory. Nor did they require zero in calculations as they were keener about
geometry than arithmetic. However, some Greek philosophers like Anaximander,
Parmenides, Plato and Aristotle did grapple with the idea of nothingness but dismissed
it due to its lack of reference in the physical world along with their own fixations for
an immutable Truth. (Grandy 2016). Parmenides argued against non-Being through the
dictum “ex nihilo nihil fit” (Nothing comes out from Nothing). This implies that Being
(Plenum) is all there is so even change is unreal because it necessarily presupposes a
void, which is impossible. Aristotle postulated “horror vacui” (nature abhors vacuum)
in his Physics. (Logan 1979). At the same time Boyer (1943) argues that Aristotle in
Physics indirectly conceived of zero as a number and also dealt with its division
operation stating its impossibility. However, this impossibility made motion in void a
contradiction, thereby, leading to the rejection of the possibility of nothingness. The
atomists - Leucippus and Democritus were the first to accept the presence of something
like a void which made the movement of atoms possible, however they didn’t go in-
depth into it.

Aristotle also laid down the axioms of The Law of Excluded Middle and The Law
of Non-Contradiction which form two out of three fundamental laws of classical logic.
The law of noncontradiction states that a proposition cannot be simultaneously true and
false, ~ (p " ~p) whereas the law of excluded middle states that a proposition can either
be true or false with no middle solution, (p v ~p). The law of excluded middle outrightly
rejects the existence of zero which can be said to be a middle ground between the
negative and positive integers since zero by itself is neither positive nor negative and
has no properties of its own. These laws also depict the inherent dualistic notions
prevalent in that period. This can be contrasted by the Indian Logicians acceptance of
fourfold alternatives (catuskoti) wherein, a proposition, apart from being True, False,
can be simultaneously both true and false as well as neither true nor false. The last
alternative has also been used in Nasadiya Siikta as already mentioned above. This will
be taken up in the next section in detail.

Finally, as Logan (1979) argues, it must be the intuitive insight of Indian
Philosophy over the logical attitude of the western philosophy that led to the discovery
of zero. (27). Thus, this further alludes to the fact that deep rooted philosophical
thinking influenced the formulation of zero as a number in India, even if indirectly!

This understanding of mathematical zero leads us towards philosophical $tinya
which gives us more insight into the underlying Ultimate Reality.
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3. SUNYA
3.1 BUDDHISM

In order to understand sinya it is important to get acquainted with the basic teachings
of Buddhism that was founded by Gautam Buddha, born Siddhartha Gautam (c. 600
BC). He observed that life is gripped with suffering and set on a journey to find a way
to get rid of it. Although Buddha himself never wrote anything, the main teachings
(saddharma) ascribed to him are the Four noble truths and the doctrine of dependent
origination. the four noble truths (arya satya) are: duhkha (there is suffering), duhkha
samudaya (there is a cause of suffering), duhkha nirodha (there is a cessation of
suffering), duhkha nirodha gamini pratipat (there is a path leading to the cessation of
suffering). These four truths briefly describe the totality of the nature of human
existence which is suffering itself as well as a way to eliminate it.

The doctrine of Dependent Origination or Pratityasamutpada is the Buddhist
Theory of Causation which is a middle way (madhyamda-pratipat) between the two
extremist views of causation. It ensues the second and the third noble truth. The
extreme views comprise of eternalism (sasvatavada) which maintains that cause and
effect are identical, giving rise to a permanent entity; and nihilism (ucchédavada)
which holds that cause and effect are different, reducing everything to nothingness.
Meanwhile, the middle path holds that one cause is dependent on another cause for its
production which then manifests as effects. so, there is only a psychophysical entity
(paricaskandha) against the notion of an eternal soul. this gives rise to the no-soul
doctrine (nairatmyavada or andtmavada) as well as the doctrine of momentariness
(ksanikavada). Pratityasamutpada is the twelve spoked wheel of causation which
explains samsara, the cycle of birth and death, as the cause of suffering and Nirvana
as the cessation of suffering. Everything has a cause, eliminating which will eliminate
the effects, thereby eradicating suffering altogether. The twelve spokes (nidana) are:
avidya (Ignorance), samskara (Karmic impressions), vijiiana (Consciousness), nama-
ripa (Name and form), sadayatana (Six sense organs including mind), sparsa
(Contact), vedana (Sense experience), trsna (Thirst/desire), upadana (Clinging to
desire), bhava (Will to be born), jati (Re-birth), jara-marana (old age and death). Each
link is the cause of the succeeding link which traps one in sarisara due to the root cause
of avidya (ignorance). This chain can be broken by eradicating the Ignorance which is
only possible by realizing the mutual interdependence of everything.

Various interpretations of these teachings have led to different -yana’s (vehicles)
in Buddhism, the main ones being the Hinayana (The Little Vehicle), Mahayana (The
Great Vehicle). The Hinayana consists of the Sautrantika and the Sarvastivada
(Vaibhasika) schools, while the Mahayana consists of the Vijianavada (Yogacara) and
Madhyamika (Stinyavada) school of Buddhism.
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3.2  NAGARJUNA’S SUNYA

The basic tenets of the Madhyamika School were already present in the
Prajiiaparamita sitra of Mahayana, which were systematically propounded by
Nagarjuna (200 A.D) in his fundamental text Milamadhyamakakarika (The Root
verses of the Middle Way). It roughly consists of 450 verses and is divided into 27
chapters. Nagarjuna is also known as the second Buddha by the followers of
Madhyamika school due to his interpretation being the closest to Gautam Buddha’s
own teachings who himself sought the middle way. Although not all Buddhists
(especially those of Hinyana tradition) agree with this claim. Madhyamika school
further flourished through the works of his disciple Aryadeva and commentators
Candrakirti, Buddhapalita and Bhaviveka.

Siinya, as mentioned above, literally means void, nothing, emptiness. However, the
proper translation in this context is usually held by modern interpreters to be ‘de-void’ .
It may come across as a surprise to the skeptics that siznya doesn’t mean nihilism but
that this emptiness directs one to a non-dual reality (Advaya). Sometimes Sinya is
synonymously used with sinyata (emptiness), but the addition of ta-pratyaya may
make it seem as an abstract concept which enables one to mistranslate it as a distinct
view (Sinyata-dysti) and further into nihilism. Siinya refutes all other views (drsti) but
it itself cannot be refuted as it is neither a philosophy nor a doctrine (drsti-sinyata).
This is why it is slightly inappropriate to call it siznya-vada as well. What then is sinya?
Well, siinya is sinya of sinya, i.e, an emptiness of emptiness. This makes it impossible
to conceive Sinya as an ontological or substantial entity. This is also in stark contrast
to Parmenides dictum “ex nihilo nihil fit” mentioned above, which states nothing
comes out of nothing. When nothing is considered synonymous with s#nya in this
context, it shows that emptiness can very well come out of emptiness without changing
anything. Interestingly, while refuting the dharmas, five skandhas, four noble truths,
dependent origination and even Nirvana; Buddha and Nagarjuna claim that these are
all ultimately sinya.

3.2.1 THE TWO TRUTHS

dve satye samupasritya buddhanam dharmadesana /
lokasamvrtisatyam ca satyam ca paramarthatah //
ve’nayor na vijananti vibhagam satyayor dvayoh /

te tattvam na vijananti gambhiram buddha-sasane //*?

Truth has two aspects instead of four: loka-samvrti-satya (conventional) and
paramartha-satya (Absolute). (Sharma, 1996, 47). The purpose of this so-called
distinction is not to downplay the empirical reality in the face of some Absolute Reality.
Samvrti, which means covering, is still a conventional truth because without it one

2 MMK, XXI1V, 8-9, See Kalupahana (1986) for sanskrit verses
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cannot reach the Absolute. It is like a journey which takes us to our destination and is
equally important and real in a way. However, one shouldn’t take this empirical reality
to be the only truth, nor is it supposed to be transcended per se as there is no division
of higher or lower realm in the Madhyamika philosophy. The empirical can only be
negated from the ultimate standpoint so one needs to get to the ultimate in order to deny
the phenomenal reality. This is why si#nya shouldn’t be misunderstood as nihilism.
Nagarjuna also maintains that one needs to understand this distinction of the two truths
in order to understand Buddha’s Saddharma.

From an empirical perspective of avidya (ignorance), sinya is pratityasamutpdda
itself, that is to say, it is akin to Relativity. Nagarjuna accepts the middle path but feels
that it too has to be given up. Objects are devoid of self-existence, i.e, svabhava-sinya
or nihsvabhdva. For instance, a ‘Book’ does not have any self-existence (svabhava) of
its own; it is dependent upon an author, minimum page numbers, the content, the type
of information, binding, target audience and so on. The essence ‘book’ does not have
any svabhdva and is, therefore, sinya. If the book were asinya then it would have
existed eternally and independently of the above-mentioned factors. If the book were
sunya in the nihilistic sense, then it would have never been able to come into existence
nor been readable.

Moreover, there is another lesser-known aspect of siinya;

aparapratyayam santam prapanicair aprapancitam /
nirvikalpam anandartham etat tattvasya laksanam // >

From an ultimate perspective of prajiia-paramita (direct intuition), Sinya is non-
dual Reality or Truth (advaya tattva), tranquil (santam), devoid of all plurality and
suffering (praparica-sinya), inexpressible (anirvacaniya), indeterminate (nirvikalpam),
infinite (ananartham), beyond four categories of thought (catuskoti-vinirmukta) and
nirvana itself.

Thus, the conventional Truth is svabhava-sinya (devoid of self-existence) while
the Ultimate Truth is praparica-sinya (devoid of plurality). (Sharma 1996, 42). This
paper is mainly concerned with this latter perspective, i.e., praparica-sinya.

3.2.2 PRAPANCA-SUNYA

The opening verses of Milamadhyamakakarika states “yah pratityasamutpadam
praparicopasamam sivam.”* Pratityasamutpada is referred to as “prapaficopasamam”
and “S$ivam”, i.e., non-dual (devoid of plurality) and blissful ($ivam). Sinya is
Pratityasamutpada from an empirical point of view. Therefore, sinya is non-dual and
blissful.

3 MMK, XVIII, 9
4 MMK, Dedicatory Verse
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That sinya is non-dual shall be clear from Nagarjuna’s use of the Madhyamika’s
destructive as well as constructive dialectic. In destructive dialectic,® he employs
catuskoti or tetra-lemma (four-cornered alternatives) according to which only four
views are possible in any category of thought. Catuskoti refutes everything by bringing
out the inherent absurdity in views through the method of reductio ad absurdum
(prasanga). The four alternatives are:

It Is (sat),

It Is Not (asat),

It Both Is and Is not (ubhaya)

It Neither Is nor Is not (anubhaya)

b=

The first two alternatives of affirmation and negation are primary as they
correspond to the problem of identity and difference respectively. Meanwhile, the other
two alternatives are their derivatives with the third being a conjunctive affirmation and
fourth being a disjunctive denial of identity and difference. (Sharma, 1996, p. 23).
Buddha himself used this method in devising Pratityasamutpdada as a middle way
where the two extremes consisting of eternalism and nihilism correspond to Being and
Non-Being, respectively. However, in doing so He supposedly put forth his own
doctrine of universal flux (dharma) which according to Hinayana tradition ought not
be defied. Nagarjuna pointed out that dharma is misinterpreted by them as universal,
but it is, in fact, only a means to understand sinya and hence unreal (dharma-
nairatmya).

Through the destructive use of dialectic, Nagarjuna negates all four alternatives to
bring forth sinya underlying within. Thus, saying that Sinya is either absolutism or
nihilism fails the very purpose of the dialectic. Moreover, two extremes are to be
reconciled through non-dualism. Raju (1954) compares how the negation of the four
alternatives applies to the mathematical zero as well. That “0” is positive is false, that
it is not positive (i.e., negative) is false; it is both positive and negative is false; and
lastly, it is neither positive nor negative is also false. In this way “0” is similar to
Nagarjuna’s sinya. Since the fourfold negation applies to everything, the resulting
plurality of the phenomenal world is Sinya. Praparica-sinya is then beyond these four
alternatives of thought (catuskoti-vinirmukta).

How is ‘prapafica’ to be interpreted?

karmaklesaksayan moksah karmaklesa vikalpatah/
te praparicat praparicas tu Siunyatayam nirudhyate// ©

Praparica is generally accepted by Madhyamika scholars as the conceptual or
ideological proliferation which leads to defilements of thoughts (vikalpa) in addition to
inherent contradictions in our own viewpoints. These defilements lead to suffering and

3> See Sharma 1987, 89 for destructive dialectics
* MMK, XVIII, 5
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drive us away from the Truth. In this regard, praparica is broadly accepted to be either
an “activity” of conceptualisation, the “objects” of conceptualisation or the
‘instruments’ as concepts themselves. (Saito 2019). Moreover, Kalupahana (1986)
translates prapafica as ‘obsession’ with objects supposedly having svabhava which
ceases in $tinyata. All in all, this interpretation of prapaiica is a cognitive interpretation
undertaken to do away with metaphysical realism. Matilal (1987) adds an anti-realism
element to Madhyamika as he thinks that it doesn’t deny the external reality but our
conceptions of a metaphysical reality.

However, according to Sharma (1996), prapaiica when taken as ‘empirical
existence of plurality’ rather than just a ‘conceptual proliferation” brings into light the
underlying non-dualism (advaya). This can be seen from the following verse:

praparicayanti ye buddham praparicatitam avyayam /
te praparicahatah sarve na pasyanti tathagatam //
tathagato yat svabhavas tat svabhavam idam jagat /
tathagato nihsvabhavo nihsvabhavam idam jagat //7

The Buddha is beyond plurality of existence (praparica-sinya) and can only be
grasped by one who has transcended plurality and realized non-duality. That is to say,
Buddha cannot be grasped by those who are trapped in this pluralistic empirical world
and dualistic notions of “I”, “Mine” etc., while seeing Buddha as an “Other”
Enlightened Being, distinct from themselves. Buddha, who is the Tathagata (Suchness)
can only be revealed through the lens of non-dualism (advaya). Empirically, whatever
is the svabhava of the Tathagata is also the svabhava of “this world” (idam jagat) but
since the Tathdgata is devoid of self-existence (svabhava-sinya), so is this world. As
already pointed above, svabhava-siinya is the empirical perspective of siinya. However,
this understanding is still an intellectual understanding as Reality is above the
categories of intellect. It is our intellect followed by thoughts and speech which lead to
subject-object duality. This duality further leads to plurality reducing everything into
having an independent existence, and this eventually leads to suffering as already
discussed above. Destructive dialectics satisfies the intellect by employing logic and
reasoning to attack the phenomenal. This is not the end as the intellect too needs to be
transformed into intuition (praj7id) in order to realize the Ultimate non-dual Reality.
The intellectual understanding paves the way for direct intuition of non-dual awareness
to dawn upon us which is devoid of all pluralities (praparica-siinya).

It may, thus, be said that svabhdva corresponds to Subject (Identity) while
prapariica corresponds to the Object (difference). Addition of sinya in front of these
terms implies transcendence of subject-object duality into non-dualism. T. Murti (1955)
also observes that the main role of Madhyamika dialectic is to purify one’s intuition by
removing impurities so that the non-dual prajiia may dawn upon us. When this prajia
can see the Truth in its totality, for instance seeing the flower, the mountains etc., via
pure awareness, that is the moment we attain the Absolute Truth. This is the

7 MMK, XXII, 15-16
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constructive aspect of the Madhyamika dialectic.® He also says that advaya is the
epistemological approach towards non-dualism since its main aim is purification of
intellect more than anything.

Stinya understood in the sense of prapafica-$iinya directs us to a lesser-known
interpretation of the ‘word’ $tinya, i.e, pturna (fullness). According to S. Rinpoche
(2005), to understand $iinya and piirna one needs to recognise what and how much is
to be negated in order to deconstruct the intellect. If everything is negated, one is bound
to fall into nihilism and if nothing is negated then one automatically falls into
eternalism. The amount to be negated then corresponds to the middle path which is best
depicted by both $iinya and piirna. Siinya is pirna and piirna is $tinya and the numeral
zero represents as well as means both.

4. PURNA
4.1 ADVAITA VEDANTA

The Upanisadic philosophy advocates the notion of piirna to establish the Ultimate
Reality. Piirna, which literally means full, whole, complete, perfect etc, is usually taken
as an antithesis of sinya. These two terms are in such stark contradiction to the intellect
that synthesizing them is beyond the question. It is our intellect which discriminates
pirna and sinya as two opposites, otherwise these two are the two aspects of the same
coin. The view that siinya is the beginning while piirna is the end goal is correct only
if we assume linear progression of events. However, Indian philosophy has always
accepted a cyclic progression of events which constitutes neither any beginning nor an
end. This is best represented by the symbol of mathematical zero “0”. Since there is no
beginning nor an end but only this present moment which holds the power to liberation,
pirna and sianya coalesce into one other turning an intellectual impossibility into an
Intuitional Reality.

The teachings of the Upanisads along with the Brahma Sitras and the
Bhagavadgita (Prasthanatrayt) constitute the essence of the Indian philosophical
school of Vedanta. Vedanta means the goal or end of the Vedas. It summarizes the
creamy portion of the Vedas as well as the Upanisads. Brahman, the Ultimate Reality,
is the central theme of the Upanishads. Various understanding of Brahman and its
relation to the world has led to different schools of Vedanta like Advaita Vedanta,
Visistadvaita, Dvaita, Dvaitdadvaita and so on. This paper shall focus on the
interpretation of Adi Sarkardcarya (c. 700 A.D.) whose commentary upon the
Brahmasutra and systematization of the Upanisadic philosophy constitutes the school
of Advaita Vedanta. Advaita Vedanta is “logically the most consistent and spiritually
the most advanced philosophy of India”. (Sharma,1996, 96). Advaita means non-dual,
That which is “not-two”. It is most commonly translated as ‘monism’ due to its
propagation of an inherent unity in diversity. However, this is a mistranslation because
as a matter of fact the category of monism automatically presupposes the possibility of

8 See Sharma 1987, 97 for constructive dialectic
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another. The Upanisads frequently emphasize upon Brahman as “one without a
second”. The intellect analyzes the whole into parts for the sake of simplicity but in
doing so it considers the parts as the ultimate. Thus, when advaita talks about the unity
or oneness of all pluralities, it is not agreeable to the intellect which subsequently levies
criticisms. This paper posits that non-dualism is best represented by “0” instead of “1”".

Advaita Vedanta distinguishes three levels of satta or reality. The pratibhasika-
satta or illusory reality operates on the level of dream which is considered ‘real’ as long
as we are asleep. Yet they are non-real, i.e, neither real nor unreal. It consists of dream
or illusory objects which are mostly subjective to the experiencer. For instance, mirage.
The falsity of this reality vanishes after waking up. The vyavaharika-satta operates on
the level of the spatiotemporal phenomenal world. It consists of sense experiences and
world-objects which have a more objective nature since they are shared by multiple
experiencers. For instance, River Ganges. The phenomenal world relies on the trinity
of the knowledge, knower and known. There is a subject which is the experiencer, an
object which is experienced, and the resulting experience forms the knowledge. The
plurality of existence in the vyavaharika-satta is brought forth by Maya or Avidya
(Ignorance), which is a power of Brahman Itself. The falsity of this phenomenal world
too disperses when its nature of superimposition is realized just like that of waves
superimposed on the ocean. And lastly, the paramarthika-satta or the Absolute Reality
operates on the level of consciousness. Here, the subject-object dualities, pluralities
merge into pure non-dual awareness. Brahman is the knowledge, knower and known,
all at once. “Brahma-Satyam Jagan-Mithya Jivo Brahmaiva Naparah” states that
Brahman is the only Truth, the world is an illusion, and the Individual self is no
different from the Self or Brahman but identical.

By now one may question what is this Brahman? This question is redundant
because Brahman cannot be trapped into the limits of definitions. It is to be intuited in
Its wholeness (purnatva). Yajiavalkya, in his dialogue with Gargi, discusses the views
of the knowers of Brahman. who employ “neti-neti” or “not this, not this” to eliminate
all the descriptions associated with It. Brahman is never seen, heard, felt etc., but is the
Witness-Consciousness. It is neither a dream-object nor a sense-object, rather It is the
witness of all the objects. It is the seer and hearer Itself. Brahman is the Self within all
of us, It is the highest of all Truths. (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 3.8.11).

Sankaracarya expounds the same idea in an elegant composition of six verses called
the ‘Nirvanasatkam’. After eliminating all possible descriptions using “neti-neti” in the
first five verses, he lays down the immediate spiritual experience (Prajiid) of Brahman
or Self in the following last verse:

aham nirvikalpo nirakararipo /

vibhutvdcca sarvatra sarvendriyanam //
na casangatam naiva muktirna meyah /
cidanandariupah sivo'ham sivo'ham //6//

The Brahman or Self is non-dual, unconditioned, Immutable, devoid of all
attributes and forms. Being omnipresent It pervades all the senses and is just the self-
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luminous Witness. It is detached from all worldly desires including the desire for
Liberation. The Self is never in bondage so there is nothing to be freed of either. The
only bondage is the superimposition of the individual self (jiva) on the Transcendental
Self which considers itself as a separate, real entity. Brahman is the only Reality, rest
everything is Its appearances (vivartavada). These appearances dissolve when the veil
of ignorance is removed. Brahman is the Sacchidananda or Existence-Consciousness-
Bliss. It is sivam or non-dual blissful awareness. It is pertinent to note that Nagarjuna
in his dedicatory verse of Madhyamika-karika also uses the adjective ‘Sivam’ for
pratityasamutpada which is Sinya from empirical point of view.

The Absolute or the Transcendental Reality doesn’t imply an “other-worldliness”
which is away from this phenomenal reality, accessible to the fated few. This Absolute
Reality is very much here in the ‘Now’ accessible ‘to” and ‘as’ each one of us. “Sarvam
Khalu Idam Brahma” (Chandogya Upanisad, 3.14.1) that is, “All this is, verily,
Brahman”. In fact, the Absolute Reality is immediately within our reach as compared
to the other two. Its only subject matter is that of Self-Knowledge. The teachings of
Advaita Vedanta can best be summarized by the four Mahdavakya of the Upanishads
which also represent the four Vedas each.” They are:

1. “Prajiianam Brahma” (Aitareya Upanisad 3.3, Rgveda) Consciousness or Pure
Awareness of the present moment is Brahman.

2. “Ayam Atma Brahma” (Mandukya Upanisad 1.2, Atharvaveda) This very Self
which is also called the Atman is Brahman.

3. “Aham Brahmasmi” (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 1.4.10, Yajurveda), “I am
Brahman or the non-dual consciousness” emphasizes the inherent divinity in man.
4. “Tat Tvam Asi” (Chandogya Upanisad 6.8.7, Samaveda), That thou art lays
down an inherent unity with otherness. Since I and You are that non-dual
consciousness, we all are non-dual consciousness.

All these mahavakya’s are essentially saying the same thing in different ways, that
is, All is non-dual, non-dual is All. This non-dual consciousness has no senses to
perceive, no mind to feel, nor an intellect to think. However, when the antahkarana
(inner instruments) are inundated by the Consciousness, the perceptions and feelings
arise which further enable the jiva (individual self) act accordingly.

The philosophy of Advaita Vedanta can be best understood by two analogies. The
first analogy is that of element water. Let the water in the ocean be Brahman. The water
in the rivers be the Atman and the individual rivers having name & form be the
individual self or jiva. Now these rivers are bound to merge into the ocean sooner or
later. The water in the river identifies itself through its name and form thereby
strengthening its [-Consciousness throughout. But where is the individual river? In
addition, the river is constantly flowing so what exactly constitutes the river. After a
series of speculations and eliminations on the question “Who am 1?7, the veil of
ignorance disappears, and the river realizes its true nature of being the water. This

® See Vedanta New York (2017) Mahavakya by Swami Sarvapriyananda

Comparative Philosophy 14.1 (2023) TEWARI



170

realization reveals the underlying atman. Now as its journey progresses and it merges
with other streams and rivers, its I-consciousness loses hold over it and it starts flowing
in a more blissful manner. As we have already seen above, this Afman is Brahman, so
it has attained liberation and is flowing as a jivanmukta (liberated while alive). It is still
alive as it is fulfilling its prarabdha-karma while showing the way to those trapped in
the vyavaharika-satta. Once it merges with the ocean, it reaches the final stage of
videhamukti (liberation after death). All that is there is a non-dual consciousness.

The second analogy is that of electricity. Let electricity be equivalent to Brahman,
the electrical energy required to power an appliance/device be atman and the electric
appliance itself be the jiva. Since electricity is produced mainly from solar, wind or
hydro energies, it is closer to Consciousness and human nature in a way. Each appliance
has different functions and requires different amounts of that same electrical energy in
terms of amperes and voltage to operate effectively, e.g., cooling, heating etc. The
energy consumption is also proportional to the wattage of the electrical appliance, i.e,
a heater requires more energy than a light bulb. Now the electrical energy required to
run the appliances/devices may initially associate itself with the appliance, forgetting
who It really is. After a series of reflection and introspection on “Who am 1?”, it starts
realizing its true nature. Also here the appliance cannot change itself, that is to say
‘evolve’ itself with this newly attained Self-Realization, hence, it will short-circuit if
the current drawn out is more than it can handle.

Somewhat similar case occurs with human beings. When the body is not prepared
to receive greater inflow of Consciousness, the mind short-circuits and leads to various
psychopathological disorders. However, the body and mind can evolve through
practices such as meditation, yoga the threefold discipline of: Sravana (Studying),
Manana (Reflection), Nididhyasana (Meditation on mahavakya). This journey consists
in the evolution of mind to Supermind.!® So when we say one’s consciousness is
evolving or expanding, it doesn’t mean that there is a change in the quantity of
consciousness; rather there is a change in how much consciousness our body-mind can
draw out or accommodate. Thus, the body-mind complex is an equally important
instrument that leads us to Self-Realization since the Truth cannot be revealed just like
that. This is also the main principle of Sri Aurobindo’s Integral (piirna) Yoga.

4.2 UPANISADIC PURNA

Piirna, being consistent with non-dualistic philosophy, refers to Nirguna Brahman as
It is already complete in Itself. This is evident in the Astavakragita, another text of
Advaita Vedanta, which discusses the nature of the Self, one’s true nature, as pirna.

atmda sakst vibhuh piirna eko muktascidakriyah /
asango nihsprhah $anto bhramatsamsaravaniva // !

10 Supermind is akin to Turiya (The Fourth), the fourth and the highest stage of deep sleep in which the
Absolute manifests itself and is the pure witness consciousness. See Mandukya Upanishad.

1 Astavakragita, 1.12, See Vivekananda Samiti, IIT Kanpur. (2017) Swami Sarvpriyananda on Ultimate
Truth (14:53)
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The Self/Atman or Brahman is Full, all-pervading, self-illuminating, tranquil,
actionless and desireless Witness consciousness or saksi. The Witness consciousness
is the one who experiences the world through the Antahkarana (inner instrument
consisting of ego, intellect, mind, memory) without itself being involved in it. All
actions are performed without identifying with a ‘doer’ (kartabhava). The agency or
doership over actions is an illusion of the samsara. This witness consciousness, the
purna is actually the witness of the sinya and vice-versa. There is really no difference
between sinya and piirna.

The earliest occurrence of pitrna can be traced back to the Atharvaveda in a hymn
which mainly deals with ritualistic and philosophical speculations about the Supreme
Reality.

pirndtpirnamidyati piirndm pirnéna sicyate /
uté tadya vidyama yatas tat parisicydte// 1

From the full arises the full which in turn is also sustained by the Full. The source,
that is, the Full is but that Supreme Being (Brahman).

This verse seems to have had a major influence on the invocation verse of both
Isavasaya and Brhadaranyaka Upanisad mentioned below. This single mantra contains
the essence of both these Upanishads. Here, piirna is an allusion to Brahman thereby
describing the nature of the Ultimate Reality.

om pirnamadah pirnamidam purnatpirnamudacyate /
piirnasya pirnamadaya pirnamevavasisyate // 3

Om, THAT is the whole (pitrna), THIS is also the whole (piirna). Here, adah or
‘That’ means something remote which cannot be perceived through the senses but
intuition, i.e., the Ultimate Reality; Whereas idam or ‘This’ refers to something
perceptible by the senses and intellect, i.e, the phenomenal reality. Both are whole in
themselves but are not different from each other. From that wholeness of Ultimate
Reality emerges this wholeness of Phenomenal Reality but as an appearance. They
don’t have any causal relation. Thus, taking away wholeness from wholeness, i.e,
taking away the phenomenal reality from the Ultimate Reality (or vice-versa),
wholeness (pirna) still remains. For a moment when we take away the whole
phenomenal reality all there is left is siznya or nothing. This is one way to interpret this.
Advaita maintains that Existence is the only ultimate as it is real in all three dimensions
of time; so, all that is left is Existence in its wholeness (pirna) without names and
forms. Thus, everything is pirpa. When the phenomenal world arises out of or
dissolves into the Ultimate, there is no change in the quantity per se. This verse employs
higher mathematics which is accessible to our intuition (Osho 1980). When something

12 Atharvaveda, x.8.29, See Sharma 2005.
13 1§avasaya, Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, The Peace Chant
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is taken away from something, it is obvious that the remainder is less than the original
quantity. But here no matter which operation is performed, the net result is pirna. This
is comparable to the law of conservation of energy wherein energy can neither be
created nor be destroyed but can be converted from one form to another. So, it is
constant regardless of where and how it manifests.

Purna is popularly translated into infinity, for it is plausible to conceive the whole
as an infinite. This paper asserts that infinity does not stand for Brahman but rather the
power or infinite manifestations of maya (and maya is the power of Brahman itself).
Infinity and zero are the two aspects of the same Underlying Reality. Infinity is a huge
number that doesn’t end or rather we don’t know if it will end. Just because something
is endless doesn’t imply it is complete. It just means more constructions which take us
far away from the Truth. Similarly, through elementary mathematics we see that adding
infinity to infinity does give infinity; taking away infinity from infinity, infinity may
not remain. It is rather indeterminate since infinity is not a fixed number but only a
concept. Furthermore, there can be different sizes of various infinite sets. Thus, infinity
subtracted from infinity will not necessarily yield infinity but most likely a finite
number, depending on the circumstances. Meanwhile, 0 has already been given the
status of a numeral etc., along with a concept. It is further said that ‘Brahm’ means
expansion. Modern science also claims that the universe is expanding. Even if we
perform any operation on zero for an infinite number of times, the net result will always
be a zero. Advaita also says that creation, preservation, and destruction of this universe
is simply a play (/ila). This can most suitably be represented by the numeral 0 instead
of infinity, as there is no purpose or meaning in 0 yet it gives value to anything it is
attached to. Thus, Brahman or piirna or even siinya is most suitably represented by zero.

Over and above that, on substituting piirna with sinya or even 0 in this verse, the
meaning remains unchanged, viz,

om sinyamadah Sinyamidam sinyatsinyamudacyate /
Siinyasya Sunyamadaya sinyamevavasisyate // '

THAT is the nothing (siznya), THIS is also the nothing (sinya). With respect to
Madhyamika’s two truths, ‘That’ is the Paramartha while ‘This’ is Samvrti. From that
nothingness of paramartha emerges this nothingness of samvrti. Both are siinya from
different perspectives. Adding nothing to nothing gives nothing; Taking nothing from
nothing, nothing (sinya) still remains. This is exactly what the statement siinya is siinya
of siinya, or emptiness is empty of emptiness also means.

Similarly in the case of mathematical zero, That is 0, This is 0. On either addition
or subtraction of zero from zero, zero remains.

Thus, Brahman or non-dual consciousness can be referred to by either 0, sinya or
pirna.

!4 This verse is obtained by simply substituting $inya with pirpa in the invocation verse, pirnamadah
plirnamidam...etc.
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However, there is a slight problem. According to the above verse, the Addition,
subtraction, multiplication, and division of either 0, Sinya or pirna should be 0, sinya
or purna, respectively. Yet the division of zero by zero is accepted as indeterminate
and not zero. So does zero, like infinity, not represent pitrna in the verse? This paper
proposes it does as shall be clear in the forthcoming section.

5. NON-DUALITY: WHEN ZERO DIVIDES ZERO

The problem of division of zero by zero is relevant to the discussion at hand since
division is an operation which distributes something into equal parts. It is also a process
of repeated subtraction until we reach 0. Division by zero is an interesting problem in
mathematics which doesn’t have any conclusive solutions because the intellect is finite
and cannot make much sense of the concepts of zero and infinite. It is not that it cannot
be solved but the resulting answers, whatever it may be, always leads to contradictions.
In order to preserve the whole of mathematics the mathematicians have consensually
accepted all such forms as either undefined or indeterminate. Moreover, students of
mathematics and non-mathematicians are told to accept that such operations are not
permissible since they are meaningless.

On the other hand, this paper goes beyond mathematics and postulates that the
problem of division by zero is more of a philosophical problem rather than
mathematical one.

Let’s take 3 cases of division as discussed by KNIFONG & BURTON (1980):

Case (a): If we have to distribute 10 items to 5 people then how many times should
5 be subtracted from 10 to reach the remainder 0?7 The answer (quotient) is 2.

Case (b): If we have to distribute 10 objects to 0 people then how many times should
0 be subtracted from 10 to reach 0? This is tricky as we can compute 10-0-0-0-0-0-
0...... till infinity and still have 10 objects intact. The answer may seem to be infinity
but even after reaching infinity we will still have 10 objects. Since we can never reach
the remainder 0, this operation of x/0 cannot be defined, thus, it is undefined.

Case (c): If we have to distribute 0 objects to 0 people, how many times should 0
be subtracted from 0 to give 0? Since subtracting zero from zero any number of times
(beit0,1,2....... ) will result in 0, the answer is indeterminate.

On observing closely, case (c) clearly resonates with the invocation verse
“purnamadah  purnamidam  pirnatpurnamudacyate  purnasya  purnamadaya
purnamevavasisyate ’discussed earlier, i.e, if we divide a whole to 0 number of people
any number of times, we are still left with an undivided whole. However, since the
answer (quotient) can be any finite set of numbers the question arises how do we get
the quotient as a whole. One way to interpret this problem is to see the infinite set of
numbers (= the resulting quotients) as the infinite manifestation of maya, as already
mentioned above. So the resulting quotients, no matter what they are, are nothing but
maya, and the difference is but a superimposition.

We can also try to solve this through the proof of 1 =2

Let ‘a’ and ‘b’ be two numbers such that,
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a=b (1)
Multiply ‘a’ on both sides,

a’=ab ()
Subtract ‘b? from both sides

a’-b’>=ab-b’ 3)
(at+b)(a-b)=b(a-b) 4)
Divide by (a - b) from both sides

atb=Db (5)
Since a=Db,

2b=b (6)

Therefore, 2 =1

Kindly note that in the fourth step where we divide by (a - b) from both sides, the
operations performed henceforth are not valid in mathematics since (a - b) is 0 (since
the initial assumption was a = b). Therefore, from a mathematical point of view the
proof can no longer proceed since division by 0 is an undefined/indeterminate act
(discussed above in the three cases of division). As such, the conclusion that 1 =2 is
invalid in mathematics. However, for the sake of establishing the philosophical
parallels of zero, sinya and piirna presented in this paper, we hypothetically consider
with respect to the invocation verse that division by zero is indeed possible thereby
proving 1=2. Now if we further subtract 1 from both sides [1 - 1 =2 - 1] we get 0 =I;
and if we add 1 to both sides [ 1 + 1 =2 + 1 | we have 2 = 3. Similarly, by extension
we will have 3 =4 = 5 = 6 and so on. Thus, for any number x, we can say that x = 0.3

This shows that all numbers are equal and hence the resulting quotient will be zero
without resulting in indeterminacy. I shall call this resulting quotient, i.e., 0, a
‘philosophical 0° which incorporates the profound implications of Higher Truth of non-
duality within it.!

Therefore, we have a new philosophical solution to the old problem of division of
zero by zero altogether, that is;

zero divided by zero = non-dual consciousness

From a mathematical point of view, the above solution may come across as absurd
due to two reasons - division by zero is not possible due to its contradictory nature and
here since we assume that a =b, dividing by (a — b) takes the form of 0/0; and secondly,
each number obviously has different magnitude so equating them (0 =1=2....) is an
impossibility. The mathematicians have withdrawn from this absurdity by rendering it
undefined/indeterminate and feel there’s no need to revisit it. Even from a philosophical

15 Using the proof of 1 =2, I have proved that 0 =l and 1 =2=3=4...... etc. So, this means that all
numbers are equivalent to 0. Now when we try to solve 0/0, regardless of the number we take as the
quotient, the result will always be 0 (since any number multiplied by zero gives 0). And since all numbers
are equivalent to 0, the result of 0/0 will be 0.

16 Just as there are apparent distinctions in the empirical world which dissolve on realization of the non-
dual reality, the same happens in the case of numbers after realizing the profound power of 0.
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point of view, it is indeed an indisputable fact even with regards to the scope of this
paper that the numbers (a, b, c...) have different “apparent” magnitudes in the
phenomenal reality. However, it is not contradictory to say that these numbers are
indeed equal in Absolute Reality as everything is non-dual.!” The fact that all beings
are different only in name, form and function in this empirical reality, but only non-
duality prevails in the Absolute Reality - has already been established by Madhyamika
Buddhism as well as Advaita Vedanta in the above sections. This conclusion is further
consistent with the statement mentioned in the beginning of the paper that the Truth,
i.e., non-duality, is real at any time and place. Moreover, all numbers are relative to the
absolute, i.e, to ‘0’ in this case and get their meaning from this relativity. Further, zero
is also the only numeral that can change the value of any numeral depending upon
where it is placed, a concept essentially given by the positional notation system
discussed earlier. This is why the knower of non-dual Reality is able to transcend this
apparent absurdity without getting tangled in contradictions as they apprehend the
totality of the universe using prajia (intuition). It is therefore established that zero can
be substituted in the place of piirna in the invocation verse.

6. CONCLUSION

This paper takes three different approaches which lead to non-duality. All existence
(and non-existence) derives its meaning from the undifferentiated whole, i.e,
0/sinyal/purna. The Absolute is equivalent to 0 or siinya or piirna which are themselves
not any entity per se. Instead of saying non-duality is “one undivided by a second”, it
is best represented by ‘zero divided by zero’. Mathematics, like philosophy, may have
the potential to delve into the Absolute Realm if one is aware of the subtleties occurring
in the discipline. It is also important to note that Truth cannot and should not be
numbered. In saying that the Truth is One, we already presuppose the other, i.e, a non-
Truth, and this just leads to haphazard intellectualization. It is best represented by facets
of zero: sunya & piirna.

Silence is the best medium that can approach the Truth since the latter cannot be
verbalized to the extent that Truth has to be “realized” intuitively rather than being
“understood” intellectually. But for that realization to dawn intuitively, one needs to
transcend the intellect and this is precisely what various philosophical schools and
disciplines give in their own ways & means of approaching as well as referring to that
Truth. It must be understood in this context that the moment we try to capture the flow
of a river, we render it senseless and dead. Therefore, the better approach is to
appreciate the flow by becoming the flow rather than modifying or interfering with the
flow. This can only be achieved by a series of reflection and contemplation on one’s
Self using own experience as guiding light. In this background, one can comprehend

17 This conclusion is a pure philosophical solution to the problem of division by zero and in no means
tries to undermine the ability of mathematics. Philosophy is probably the only discipline which has the
power to speculate as well as inquire into the Absolute to some extent. Hence, this paper is moving
beyond the mathematical considerations and establishing this point for purely reflective/introspective
purposes.

Comparative Philosophy 14.1 (2023) TEWARI



176

why division by zero, Buddha’s silence on the avyakrta (14 metaphysical questions),
and the definition of Brahman are all indescribable and undefined. The mind and
intellect dysfunctions at such junctures and we conveniently render the indescribable
as being senseless, notwithstanding the fact that there is tremendous sense involved
therein.

Lastly, the analogy of the Nyagrodha (banyan) tree in the Chandogya Upanisad
(6.12)'8 finds its relevance here. In order to show how the world, full of names & forms,
emerges out of an undifferentiated whole, Sage Uddalaka asks his son Svetaketu to
bring a fruit of Nyagrodha tree and break it until it is no longer breakable. After
breaking the tiny seed, Svetaketu perceives nothing, i.e., Siinya. Yet this sinya is piirna
since a full grown Nyagrodha tree emerges out of that very nothingness which is
brimming with fullness. As mentioned earlier, the invocation verse of ISa and
Brhadaranyaka Upanisads state that when the phenomenal reality is taken away, all
that remains is pirna without any names and forms. Similarly, Nagarjuna states that
sinya is the negation of catuskoti, the 4 categories of intellect - is, is not, both is and is
not, neither is nor is not; it is advaya, “not-two”. Likewise, the application of Advaitin’s
neti-neti to all descriptions of Brahman shows that Brahman is above all categorization
of the intellect as well; it is advaita, “not-two”. The mathematical zero too cannot be
grasped by the intellect and it obviously is “not-two”. Thus, non-duality is established
as the merging point of zero, sinya and piirna.
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