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For the subject of this essay I have taken Oriental metaphysics. Perhaps it would have 
been better to have said simply metaphysics unqualified, for in truth, pure metaphysics, 
being essentially above and beyond all form and all contingency, is neither Eastern nor 
Western but universal. The exterior forms with which it is covered only serve the 
necessities of exposition, to express whatever is expressible. These forms may be Eastern 
or Western, but under the appearance of diversity there is always a basis of unity, at least, 
wherever true metaphysics exists, for the simple reason that truth is one. 

If this be so, what need is there to deal specifically with Oriental metaphysics? The 
reason is that in the present intellectual state of the Western world metaphysics is a thing 
forgotten, generally ignored and almost entirely lost, whereas in the East it still remains 
the object of effective knowledge. Thus it is to the East that one must look if one wishes 
to discover the true meaning of metaphysics; or even if one's wish is to recover some of 
the metaphysical traditions formerly existing in a West that was in many respects much 
closer to the East than it is today, it is above all with the help of Oriental doctrines and by 
comparison with them that one may succeed, since these are the only doctrines in the 
domain of metaphysics that can still be studied directly. As for these, however, it is quite 
clear that they must be studied as the Orientals themselves study them, and one must 
certainly not indulge in more or less hypothetical interpretations, which may sometimes 
be quite imaginary; it is too often forgotten that Eastern civilizations still exist and still 
have qualified representatives from whom it is possible to inquire in order to discover the 
exact truth about the subject in question. 

I have said "Eastern metaphysics" and not merely Hindu metaphysics, for doctrines of 
this order, with all they imply, are not to be found only in India, as some people believe, 
who, moreover, barely grasp their true nature. The case of India is by no means 
exceptional in this respect; it is precisely that of all civilizations that possess what might 
be termed a traditional basis. On the contrary, what is exceptional and abnormal is 
civilizations without such a basis, and to tell the truth, the only one known to us is that of 
the modern West. To take only the principal Eastern civilizations: The equivalent of 
Hindu metaphysics is found in China (in Taoism) and is also to be found elsewhere in 
certain esoteric schools of Islam; it should be understood, however, that this Islamic 
esotericism has nothing in common with the overt philosophy of the Arabs, which is for 
the most part Greek-inspired. The only difference is that except in India these doctrines 
are reserved for a relatively restricted and closed elite. This was also the case in the West 
in the Middle Ages, in an esotericism comparable in many respects to that of Islam and as 
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purely metaphysical as the Islamic one; of this the moderns, for the most part, do not 
even suspect the existence. In India it is not possible to speak of esotericism in the true 
sense of the word, because there is no doctrinal dualism of exoteric and esoteric; it can 
only be a matter of natural esotericism, in the sense that each goes more or less deeply 
into the doctrine and more or less far according to the measure of his abilities, since there 
are, for certain individualities, limitations that are inherent in their own nature and that 
are impossible to overcome. 

Naturally, forms differ from one civilization to another, but though more accustomed 
myself to the Hindu forms, I have no scruple in employing others when necessary if they 
can contribute to the understanding of certain points; there are no objections to this, since 
they are only different expressions of the same thing. Once again, truth is one, and it is 
the same for all those who, by whatever way, have attained to its understanding. 

This said, it should be made clear in what sense the word "metaphysics" is used, all 
the more so since I have frequently had occasion to state that everyone does not 
understand it in the same way. I think the best course to take with words that can give rise 
to ambiguity is to reduce them, as far as possible, to their primary and etymological 
meaning. Now, according to its composition, this word "metaphysics" means literally 
"beyond physics," taking the word "physics" in the accepted meaning it always had for 
the ancients, that is, as the science of nature in its widest sense. Physics is the study of all 
that appertains to the domain of nature; metaphysics, on the other hand, is the study of 
what lies beyond nature. How, then, can some claim that metaphysical knowledge is 
natural knowledge, either in respect of its object or with regard to the faculties by which 
it is obtained? There we have a complete misconception, a contradiction in terms; and 
what is more amazing, this confusion affects even those who should preserve some idea 
of the true metaphysics and know how to distinguish it clearly from the 
pseudometaphysics of modern philosophers. 

But, one might say, if this word "metaphysics" gives rise to such confusion, would it 
not be better to abandon it and substitute something more suitable? Plainly, this would 
not be advisable, since, by its formation, this word meets the exact requirements; also, it 
is hardly possible because Western languages have no other word equally adapted to this 
usage. Simply to use the word "knowledge," as is done in India, because this is indeed 
knowledge par excellence and that which alone can be dignified by that name, is out of 
the question, for it would only make things more confusing for Occidentals who 
habitually associate knowledge with nothing beyond the scientific and rational. Also, is it 
necessary to concern ourselves with the abuse to which a word is put? If we rejected all 
such, what would be left? Is it not sufficient to take precautions to avoid 
misunderstandings and misrepresentations? We are not any more enamored of the word 
"metaphysics" than of any other, but since a better term cannot be suggested to replace it, 
we will continue to use it as before. 

Unfortunately one comes across people who claim to "judge" that which they do not 
know and who, because they apply the name "metaphysics" to a purely human and 
rational knowledge (which for us is only science or philosophy), imagine that Oriental 
metaphysics is no more and no other than that; from which they arrive logically at the 
conclusion that this metaphysics cannot in reality lead to any particular results. They fail 
to see that it is an effective guide just because it is something quite other than they 
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suppose. What they envisage has really nothing to do with metaphysics, since it is only 
knowledge of a natural order, an outward and profane scholarship; it is not of this that we 
wish to speak. Can one then make "metaphysical" synonymous with "supernatural"? We 
are prepared to accept such an analogy, since if one does not go beyond nature—that is to 
say, the manifest world in its entirety (and not only the world of the senses, which is only 
an infinitesimal part of it)—one is still in the realm of the physical. Metaphysics is, as we 
have already said, that which lies beyond and above nature; hence it can properly be 
described as "supernatural." 

But an objection will undoubtedly be raised here: Is it possible to go beyond nature? 
We do not hesitate to answer plainly: Not only is it possible, but it is a fact. Again it 
might be said, is this not merely an assertion; what proofs thereof can be adduced? It is 
truly strange that proof is demanded concerning the possibility of a kind of knowledge 
instead of searching for it and verifying it for oneself by undertaking the work necessary 
for its acquisition. For those who possess this knowledge, what interest can there be in all 
this discussion? Substituting a "theory of knowledge" for knowledge itself is perhaps the 
greatest admission of impotence in modern philosophy. 

Moreover, all certitude contains something incommunicable. Nobody can truly attain 
to any knowledge other than by a strictly personal effort; all that one can do for another is 
to offer him the opportunity and indicate the means by which to attain the same 
knowledge. That is why it would be vain to attempt to impose any belief in the purely 
intellectual realm; the best argument in the world could not in this respect replace direct 
and effective knowledge. 

Now, is it possible to define metaphysics as we understand it? No, for to define is 
always to limit, and that with which we are concerned is, in itself, truly and absolutely 
unlimited and cannot be confined to any formula or any system. Metaphysics might be 
partly described, for example, by saying that it is the knowledge of universal principles, 
but that is not a definition in the proper sense and only conveys a rough idea. Something 
can be added by saying that the scope of these principles is far greater than was thought 
by some Occidentals who, although really studying metaphysics, did so in a partial and 
incomplete way. Thus when Aristotle envisages metaphysics as a knowledge of being 
qua being, he identifies it with ontology; that is to say, he takes the part for the whole. 
For Oriental metaphysics, pure being is neither the first nor the most universal principle, 
for it is already a determination. It is thus necessary to go beyond being, and it is this that 
is of the greatest significance. That is why in all true metaphysical conceptions it is 
necessary to take into account the inexpressible: Just as everything that can be expressed 
is literally nothing in comparison with that which surpasses expression, so the finite, 
whatever its magnitude, is nothing when faced with the infinite. One can hint at much 
more than can be expressed, and this is the part played by exterior forms. All forms, 
whether it is a matter of words or symbols, act only as a support, a fulcrum for rising to 
possibilities of conception that far outstrip them; we will return to this later. 

We speak of metaphysical conceptions for lack of any other term whereby to make 
ourselves understood, but it is not to be concluded from this that there is here something 
comparable to scientific or philosophic conceptions; it is not a question of any 
"abstractions," but of attaining an intuitive and immediate suprarational knowledge. This 
pure intellectual intuition, without which there is no true metaphysics, has, moreover, no 
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connection with the intuition spoken of by certain contemporary philosophers, which is, 
on the contrary, infrarational. There is an intellectual intuition and a sensible intuition; 
one lies beyond reason, but the other is situated on its hither side; the latter can know 
only the world of changing and becoming, that is to say, nature, or rather, an inferior part 
of nature. The domain of intuition, on the contrary, is the province of eternal and 
immutable principles; it is the realm of metaphysics. 

 
 
SOURCE: The Sword of Gnosis, edited by Jacob Needleman, Arkana, 1986 
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