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Understanding the Unconscious

Swami Dayananda Saraswati

Edited excerpt from Intelligent Living, ArshaVidya Research and Publications, Chennai, 2006

To be objective is what I call intelligent
living. I need to be objective in many areas.
And it is not enough that I understand this
in general, vaguely. I must look deeply into
certain areas that need to be understood,
ventilated, in order to live a life of
objectivity. There is a world available for
public appreciation, but I live in my own
world of fears, anxieties and projections.
Everybody is living in a bubble. We have
to prick this bubble and breathe fresh air.
Let us understand first the reason for this
subjectivity; then we will look into what it
takes to be objective.

Ignorance can be one factor involved in
subjectivity. Generally, that is the factor we
address when we teach Vedanta. We teach
‘what is’ so that you get clear knowledge
with reference to certain realities. This is
one thing. There is another factor, which is
psychological and cannot be dismissed.
Anyone who does not wish to address his
or her psychological issues because they are
very painful, dismisses the psychological
factor as merely psychological. Therefore,
we are going to address it.

Addressing the psychological factor

When one is born, there is total
helplessness. A human child is not as
simple as a calf. A calf is born, it struggles
and stands on its four legs. A human baby,
perhaps, was very safe and secure only
when it was not yet born. The baby’s body,
connected to the mother, having its own

heart, happily moving and floating inside,
was totally secure, perhaps for the only
period of time in its entire life. It is born
to start an independent life. What a start to
an independent life! To live independently
one must have everything that is necessary.
At least one must be able to beg. The
newborn baby cannot even beg, but it is
starting an independent life. The baby was
safe a minute before. It is unsafe now,
helpless, totally, since the cord is already
snapped. It has to start its journey, an
independent journey. Nothing is known.
The eyes are still closed, not yet open. It
starts its life with absolute trust in the
person whose hands pick it up. It is one’s
hundred percent trust. Maybe, vaguely,
while prenatal, the baby had heard the
voice of the mother. It hears the same voice
now. Perhaps there is a small disturbance
inside if the voice is different, because the
baby is given to somebody else. Only a
small disturbance, for it cannot afford to
question the person who nourishes it. It has
to completely deliver itself to this person
because it does not have the wherewithal
to survive. As an organism it is
programmed to survive; it has got that
instinct. It is the only goal in the beginning.
There is no other goal. If you were to ask
the baby, “What is the goal of life?” and if
it could answer, it would say, “I want to
survive.” It has no other goal. It is not going
to say, “I want to become the president of
this country.” Survival is the organism’s
untold story. It is the story of every
organism.
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A child’s total trust

The baby is helpless. It cannot even turn,
much less does it have any resources to
survive. It delivers itself to what I call trust.
Do you know what kind of trust? It is total

trust. You can have total trust only in
someone who is all-knowing. You cannot
place absolute trust in a person who is
fallible, bound by time, bound by ageing,
bound by disease and death. You cannot
totally trust that person who can create, but
can create only small things, and who also
says he cannot do anything else; much less
can you trust a person who can create but
cannot maintain what he creates. Perhaps
a person can create, can keep it going, but
cannot withdraw, cannot stop like some
people who do not know when to stop
talking. Well, that person you cannot trust.
One hundred percent trust in such a person
is not possible. You can only trust that
person who does not have any limitation
whatsoever, in terms of knowledge and in
terms of sakti, power. Whichever way you
look at that person, he or she has to have
total capacity; that person alone you can
totally trust.

However, innocence on the part of the child
makes total trust possible. Total trust is
necessary for that baby. It cannot afford to
distrust; it has got to trust and trust totally.
Total trust means trust that the trusted
person will nourish, will take care. That
person becomesIshwara, God, for that child
and on the lap of that person, it relaxes; it
goes to sleep. To the voice of the person
who rocks the cradle, or on the moving lap,
the child goes to sleep because it is safe. In
its awareness there is safety because of total
trust. Safety comes from trust.
Gradual erosion of the child’s total trust
A mother is trustworthy until her mobile
rings. Once upon a time the door was
knocked upon. Once upon a time the
telephone rang. That was all ‘once upon a
time’. Now the mobile rings and you are

away from the child. The child feels
deprived because there is inconsistency.
You are not around all the time. I want you
to understand this thoroughly. We cannot
afford to be ignorant of a few things. We
need to know. Inconsistency causes
disturbance to the child. In its awareness,
the mother has to be around. As the baby
grows, it also recognises the other familiar
voice of a different frequency that was
heard while it was pre-natal, sometimes in
the morning and evening. Sometimes it is
heard after ten days. Even that is a soothing
experience and gives a sense of security.
Well, this consistency on the part of a
mother makes the child feel secure. She may
not be a working mother. This ‘working
mother’ is a new expression, as though the
other mothers do not work. They work in
the kitchen, go to the market; they work at
home. As long as the mother is not away
in the child’s awareness, the child feels
secure. As long as the mother does not fall
ill, the child is secure. As long as the mother
does not share the attention with another
baby, the child is secure. As long as the
mother does not raise her voice, the child
is secure. As long as the mother does not
argue with the other frequency-voiced
person, the child is secure.

You can understand now that as the child
grows, the insecurity also grows. It begins
to see the fallibility, the inconsistency.
Where is the total trust? The total trust gets
violated, gets eroded all the time.

In a joint family the child always had a lap,
an empty lap. It sat on the empty lap of a

grandmother or of an aunt. Now there are
no empty laps; even if a lap is empty, there
is a laptop on it. Where is there an empty
lap? There is no empty lap available, so the
child grows insecure, and remains insecure,
constantly seeking the same safety, the same
security that it had experienced before it
was born.
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This particular experience of the child,
which remains throughout its life, is what
is called the unconscious. Every adult has
the responsibility to process this insecurity
with which one cannot live. To live
intelligently, to live objectively, one has to
understand this unconscious very
thoroughly. The unconscious interprets
everything. It vitiates every experience. It
distorts everything. Nothing is seen as it is.
We need to become conscious of this
unconscious. We will.

We have an equivalent word ‘Kashaya’ in
Sanskrit for the term unconscious. ‘Kashaya’

controls one’s life; one has no control over
it. The nature of ‘kashaya’, the unconscious,
is such that you cannot have any say over
it, inasmuch as it is something that you are
not conscious of. Really speaking, our
mechanical behavior comes from this
unconscious. Scriptures, such as the
Bhagavad Gitaand the Upanishads , also
address the problems caused by the
unconscious. The word ‘atmavan’ of the
scriptures, means the one who has atma.
Everybody has an atma. Atmahere is the
whole karya-karana-sanghata, our bodymind-
sense complex. Atmavanis the one who has
a say over the ways of one’s mind. It reveals
our Sastra’s recognition that one needs to
address one’s kashaya. In fact the whole
Hindu sanskriticulture recognises this as an
issue to be addressed.

Let us understand this kashaya, the
unconscious. The human child, the survivor,
wants to have its gods always on its side.
Obviously it does not want to lose them or
their grace. The child expects the parents to
be totally free from any form of limitation.
Where is the possibility? Knowledge-wise,
power-wise, health-wise, longevity-wise,
consistency-wise, the mother has to be free
from limitation, but the fact is that the
mother has limitations. As for the father, he
has many more, not fewer. Therefore, as the
child grows, the total trust that the child

enjoyed gets violated. The helplessness of
the child continues. The two-year-old is
helpless. It has discovered its own ego, but
begins to

discover more and more limitations in the
parents without verbalising them. The
nonverbal recognition of the limitations that
violate trust is deadly. This is the pain that

forms the unconscious. The child cannot
afford to have this pain. It will die of pain.

Therefore, in nature, let us call it ‘nature’
for the time being, there is a provision for
the child to put this pain under the carpet,
the carpet of the conscious mind. It is the
flip side of the ego, the shadow part of
oneself, which we call the unconscious.

Impact of nursery school on the child

In these days of competition, we send the
children to school even before they are two
years old. I saw in a nursery school, in
Bhavnagar (Gujarat), a child of just eighteen
months old. I asked for its mother but the
mother was not there. The person who runs
this school, and who happened to be my
host, was very happy, joyous, that in her
school there was a child of one and one half
years. She said, “You know, Swamiji, this
child is only eighteen months old.” It was
a complete and deadly violation of the
child’s trust. It was blatant. Already, there
are some violations that a parent cannot
avoid. The mother has to go here and there;
in between there are some quarrels, there
is some headache, there is some shouting
and so on. This is a mortal’s lot, which itself
causes enough problems for the child. These
are the normal problems of people. If a one
and a half year old, a two-year old or a
three-year old is sent to a school, separating
it from the mother, it is the cause for
neurosis.

In the awareness of the child there is no
presence of the mother. In fact, the child
feels banished when it is sent to the school;
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the mother has vanished from its
awareness. The child feels that the all-
knowing, almighty mother, the trusted one,
cannot commit a mistake. So, it concludes,
“Something is wrong with me; that is why
I am being sent away.” People say that this
neurosis is a contribution of the society. The
sociologists talk about this. It is all
ignorance, nothing but sheer ignorance. This
contribution is only made by the parents.
They have banished the child to the school.

The parents question, “How will they learn
social etiquette, social skills?” What social
skills? Do we not have social skills?
Everybody has social skills. You can teach
all about social skills in just two days; it
does not take time. What we need are stable
people. The parents also argue, “How will
my child later compete in this competitive
world if it does not go to nursery school?
Further, these elementary schools will not
give admission unless I have a nursery
school certificate.” That is another problem.
We need to change this.

 These nursery schools destroy the stability,
the sanity of the future generation. The
current generation itself comes out of that.
Later on, we push these children to score
ninety-seven percent, ninety-eight percent,
ninety-nine percent and so on. The father
scored just seventy percent; the mother
scored seventy two percent. If we go by the
genetic average, this child should score only
seventy one percent. How will he or she
score that ninety-nine? Genetically it is
illogical. Therefore you constantly push the
children until they have a break down. If
they do not have a break down, you will
not know what they will do later on.

Do not send the children to nursery school.
You send the children to school from class
one when the child is five year old. That
is the correct thing to do.

A need for a re-look at nursery schools

If one sends the child to a nursery school,
then someone must accompany the child

from home. Therefore, I say, let us have
nursery schools where the mother also
comes to the school.
“Swamiji, every mother cannot come.”
“Then, why should she become a mother?”
“What Swamiji, she wants to be a mother.”
“But then let her be a mother.”
“No, she is a mother in the morning, a
mother in the evening.”
“What is she in between?”
“She is a working woman.”
Even at the work place the feeling of a
mother is always there. You cannot be a
mother
in the morning, a mother in the evening,
and smother the mother in between. It is
impossible. You are a mother always, even
without the child. However, if the child is
without the mother, it is not right.

We have started two schools now in
Chennai where mothers accompany the
children. In fact, we should start such a
school in every locality. Ask the children to
come with their mothers and start one
school. Do away with all the nursery
schools once and for all or make them do
what they ought to do. It is important that
they do this because nobody has the right
to destroy a life. All evidence says that it
is not good for the child, for the whole
society, for our culture, for our country.
When someone goes against the evidence,
then that person has not really understood.

I appeal now to the sanity of the people.
We need to be very gentle to our children,
sensitive to their needs and never be
responsible for separating a child from its
mother, from its gods. Never come in
between a child and its gods in the name
of schooling. In our culture, you cannot
come between a husband and his wife. You
cannot even walk in between them when
they are talking to each other. You cannot
walk in between a mother and a child. You
cannot walk in between a teacher and his
student. You should never come in between
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the child and its gods. This is very
important.

Vedic system of education

In ancient times, we did not have this kind
of a situation. When we read the Chandogya
Upanishad we find that Uddalaka, the father
of Svetaketu, sent Svetaketuto a gurukulam
when he was twelve years old. We have to
learn from the Veda; a child is sent to a
gurukulamonly after it is twelve years old.
Until then the child has to learn at home.
It means that the teenage years are spent
in the gurukulam. It is a wonderful
arrangement for the parents because they
are free from the children’s teenage
problems. The teachers at the gurukulamwill
deal with the teenage problems. Until he or
she is twelve years old, the child has to
remain with the parents and study. It is a
very sane arrangement. After all, Madam
Montessori’s system came within the last
few years. We can change it again within
a few years. Ms. Montessori was a good
woman. She thought she was contributing
something to the growth of the child. She
never knew that she was causing neurosis.
This neurosis makes the child feel, “I am
no good, that is why my mother sent me
away.” The worst thing is the mother telling
me, “Swamiji, my child is different; she
loves school. She comes back and tells me
all about school and how she enjoyed it.”
The more the child loves school, the more
is the pain underneath. The child seems to
be happy because she wants to win her
mother back. The more the child expresses
its great admiration for the parents, the
greater is the pain underneath. The
unconscious gets loaded day after day. By
the age of four and a half the unconscious
build-up is over, and then there is a
conscious build-up. The conscious build-up
confirms the unconscious anyway. So,
during one’s entire life there is this feeling
that ‘nobody likes me, nobody wants me’
and a sense of loneliness. In this crowded

jagat, there is loneliness. Think this over.
When you look up, there are stars. When
you look around, there are people and
people. If there are no people, you have
enough bugs at least. You do not lack
company at any time. How can anybody be
lonely? It is only a sense.

Besides this, the child also has an intrinsic
sense of its own worth, its own goodness.
So the child also feels that it is not
understood. It thinks “I have not done
anything wrong. Why should I be sent
away? Why should I be banished, punished
like this? It is not my mistake. And yet,
because the parents are gods, “Maybe there
is a mistake because I am banished. My
parents cannot be wrong, but at the same
time, I have not done anything wrong.”
Thus, the innocent child is really confused.
The confusion remains during the entire
lifetime of the person; it makes his or her
reaction to every situation subjective instead
of objective.

One projects things that are not there.
Simple things are converted into problems.
For instance. somebody, who is very dear
to you was trying to sneeze, and that was
exactly the time you asked the person, “Do
you still like me?” The person was trying
to sneeze and was making such contortions
that his face looked as though he was
frowning. Since his face was ‘frowning’, it
was taken to be an answer, a negative
answer. Even body language becomes a
very big problem.

Need for communication at home

When there is no communication at home,
people walk on eggshells. Parents tell me,
“Swamiji, we never quarrel in the presence
of our children.” Do they really believe that
the children do not know that they quarrel?
Well, the children always sense that
something has happened. Later, when the
parents return laughing, the child sees
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something wrong in that extra laughter and
walks on eggshells in the house. In the
West, such a home is called dysfunctional.
You can understand what a dysfunctional
home is. Between the parents there is no
understanding, no amity and there is no joy;
so the child is always in a panic. This is
before the child is four and a half years old
and even after that the panic continues.

Structured society was a blessing

Long ago, the Indian mind was considered
to be solid and secure because people lived
in a highly structured and predictable
society. If the father were a priest, the son
also would be a priest. Therefore, there
were no worries about what one would do
in life. The son would be a priest. He may
be a better priest, more informed, highly
educated and a scholar. Thus, in the very
profession itself excellence was
accomplished. Because it was secure and
structured, there was some sanity in the
society. I do not want that kind of a social
system to come back. I do not care for that,
but I care for sanity and we cannot barter
it away for anything. Why are we
sacrificing emotional stability?

Happiness is accepting oneself totally as
a person

A part of Indian society is the person who
is happy just sitting under a tree. He does
not have anything. This is something to tell
the whole world. A person with a mere
loincloth is blessed when he is happy and
contented, kaupénavantaùkhalubhägyavantaù. It
is not that all loin-clothed people are
blessed, but there are people who are happy
being what they are, even if they do not

have anything. After all, what is it that one
wants to accomplish? You need to accept
yourself as a person totally. If you have
total acceptance inside and outside, you
have made it. Until then, you seek the
approval of others, approval of the society.
You want to prove yourself to be
somebody. It is a constant struggle.

Stability in a structured society and home

We say this is a progressive society.
Honestly speaking, India had a sanity that
everyone admired. Even today, there is a
reality that we better recognise. I do not say
it as a credit to us. What is that reality?
Every one of the post-war independent
countries, countries that became
independent from the colonising countries,
has had coups. Even in our neighbouring
country, which was a part of this country,
a country carved out of our country, there
have been coups, one after another. Then,
how come there has not been a single coup
in India? Is there something wrong with us?
Did not India have situations where there
should have been a revolution? Were there
no occasions for a coup? There were
occasions, but then, a coup never took place.
It is our culture; there is sanity and there
is stability. I do not want to think that it
is a left over of our past culture. It has not
completely disappeared; it is still alive. In
a structured society there is stability. In a
structured home there is stability. When the
home is not structured, when what happens
today and what will happen tomorrow are
not very clear, the home becomes
dysfunctional. The children are always in
a panic.

…. To be continued
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