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Abstract:  
 

Can Science Benefit from Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology? 
 

In this paper, I attempt to understand and review the problematic and complex relationship 

between science and religion by focusing on the relationship between science and Gaudiya 

Vaishnavism in particular. I will explore the question of whether science needs Gaudiya 

Vaishnavism. In order to do this, I will need to explain the sense in which I mean ‘can science 

benefit from Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology?’’ before I begin to argue for this.  Then, I will review 

three reasons why scientific inquiry is insufficient to provide a holistic and stable ontology and 

metaphysics. Firstly, I will argue that scientific ontology is meta-scientific, that is it involves 

interpretation and is not a direct outcome of empirical methods employed by scientific method. 

Secondly, I will show that scientific method leads to underdetermination of scientific ontology 

which means that scientific method by itself doesn’t provide enough evidence to describe definite 

ontology. Thirdly, I argue that scientific ontology is pluralistic and inconsistent for at least some 

practical purposes. By the above arguments, I make the case that the scientific method generally 

fails to provide a definite ontology and hence leaves a conceptual space for a foundational ontology 

which can be articulated by alternate ontological and metaphysical systems. It is in this respect, I 

propose that Gaudiya Vaishnava philosophy can provide an adequate alternate ontology and 

metaphysical framework. Towards the end, I will offer some positive perspectives that should be 

helpful in developing a synergistic relationship between Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology and Science. 

Finally, I will also explore some of the implications of the synergistic relationship between science 

and Gaudiya Vaishnavism.  

Keywords: Gaudiya Vaishnavism, scientific realism, ontology, theology, philosophy 
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Chapter 1:  

Introduction to Science, Gaudiya Vaishnavism, and Realism  

1.1 Background:  

In his book ‘science and the modern’, Alfred North White (1925: 260) famously stated 

that “it is no exaggeration to say that the future course of history depends upon how the current 

generation will make sense of science and religion”. Although this statement was made almost a 

century ago, Alfred North’s statement still remains valid. Even today, the intellectual conflict 

between science and religion divides people. Furthermore, this unresolved intellectual conflict 

has many other implications ranging from deciding the kind of educational content that should be 

taught in schools to the way individuals and societies should perceive the world and act. Despite 

various attempts made by various scholars, theologians, philosophers and scientists, 

understanding the relationship between science and religion, the issue is still very much 

unresolved. The relationship between science and religion still appears complex, problematic and 

fraught with many challenges. 

Especially in the last two centuries, scientific inquiry and enterprise has immensely 

contributed to technological advances. Importantly, with the growing scientific explanatory 

power, scientific knowledge now plays a greater role in answering questions which were once 

more typically answered by religion and philosophy. Quantum mechanics, the standard model of 

particle physics and relativity could be considered to be some of the most successful scientific 

theories. Similarly, cell theory in biology, kinetic theory of gasses in chemistry, plate tectonics 

theory in geology can be considered few other scientific theories with high degree of certainty. 

While these theories are able to explain certain phenomena with a great degree of certainty, there 
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are many other scientific theories which have been falsified, others where the degree of certainty 

remains very low and there are even some cases in which theories have been rejected in light of 

newer theories. I point this out to highlight that while scientific inquiry has led to empirical 

discoveries and successful theories, it has also simultaneously produced a large number of 

theories which lack strong evidence or are fully justifiable. In order to understand the reasons 

why different scientific theories succeed or fail, it is important to understand the philosophy 

behind scientific theories.   

I would also like to point out that scientific inquiry has not been equally successful in all 

the areas of the sciences. And even within the same area of sciences not all theories are equally 

successful. For example, compared to the theoretical successes in physics, chemistry and 

biology, the degree of certainty and the explanatory power of scientific method in special 

sciences like cognitive science, neuroscience and psychology has often been questionable 

(Fodor,1996). For example, one of the hardest problems in these special sciences involves 

understanding the notion of consciousness where the reductive method of sciences struggles to 

explain and supply sufficient evidence and clarity to the phenomena of subjective experience 

(Fodor, 1996). Although, sciences did advance certain understanding of phenomena, it is 

important to recognize that not all phenomena are well explained by sciences. Scientific inquiry 

has not been able to answer many of the questions in areas which were once in the domain of 

philosophy and religion with sufficient clarity and evidence.  One such area is the domain of 

metaphysics and ontology.  

In the contemporary science and religion debate, one of the important issues is to 

understand and clarify is the distinction between science and religion, especially in what ways 

religion and science each inform individuals about the nature of reality and in what ways each 
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doesn’t. Identifying differences in their respective discussions of ontological issues may be able 

to open up new avenues for science-religion dialogue. The aim of this paper is to give support for 

taking that possibility seriously. 

Several typologies have already been proposed to understand the interaction between 

science and religion. Two of the most famous ones are by Stenmark (2004) and Barbour 

(2000). According to Stenmark (2004), the relationship between science and religion can 

take three forms: independence, where science and religion do not interact; contact, where 

there is some overlap between both disciplines of knowledge; and finally, a merger of the 

realms of science and religion. He also believes that within the aforementioned three types, 

there might be subcategories in the form of conflict or harmony.  Barbour (2000) proposed a 

fourfold typology to understand the interaction of science and religion distinguishing 

interactions defined by conflict, independence, dialogue, and integration. This is generally 

considered to be the most adequate and commonly used model of the relationships between 

science and religion. In this paper, however, I attempt to look at how discussions on 

ontological issues between science and religion could open more kinds of typologies. 

1.1.1 Gaudiya Vaishnavism: 

  First, I need to provide a short introduction to Gaudiya Vaishnavism as a branch of 

Hindu religious tradition. Gaudiya Vaishnavism, one of the branches of Vaishnavism, is also 

popularly known as Caitanya Vaishnavism for its teachings are rooted in its founder Sri Krishna 

Caitanya’s (1486-1533) precepts and doctrines. Furthermore, it is also known as Bengal 

Vaishnavism, for this branch of Vaishnavism began in Bengal in the early 16th century and later 

spread to various parts of India and eventually around the world. Although, Gaudiya Vaishnava 

tradition was started by Sri Krishna Caitanya, it was his six disciples, also known as the six 
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Goswamis of Vrindavan, who wrote an immense literature to further ground the tradition on 

Vedic knowledge. Through the intellectual labor of the six Goswamis, the Gaudiya Vaishnava 

tradition became more recognized and started to spread in a more organized way (Rosen, 1999).  

1.1.2 Science and Sciences:  

In this section, I briefly introduce the meaning of science and how different sciences are 

categorized. And with regard to science, I do not venture into defining science or considering the 

various parameters that distinguish science from non-science. Rather, I limit myself to saying 

that by science I refer to the broadly accepted notion of scientific inquiry based on hypothesis, 

observation, empirical justification as well as acceptance from the broader scientific community.  

Importantly, science is not singular but rather is an amalgamation of major branches of 

science (sciences) all brought together under the rubric of a “common” scientific methodology. 

The sciences can be broadly classified into four categories: a) formal sciences b) natural sciences 

c) social sciences and, d) interdisciplinary or complex sciences. Formal sciences include the 

study of formal systems grounded in logic and mathematics. This field of sciences uses an a 

priori unlike other sciences where empirical methods are the more important ways to justify 

knowledge. Natural sciences involve the study of natural phenomena ranging from physical and 

biological to the chemical. Some of the important branches that fall under this category are the 

physical sciences (physics, chemistry,) and the life sciences (biology, medicine). The social 

sciences involve the study of psychological, social, and cultural aspects of human behavior. 

Finally, interdisciplinary or complex sciences study complex systems which may not fall under 

any one of the above categories but rather require a combination of them to describe phenomena.  

 Formal sciences are concerned with formal systems such as statistics, mathematics, logic, 

information theory and theoretical linguistics to name but a few. Formal sciences do not directly 
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attempt to describe physical or social systems but rather are tools representing abstract structures 

which can further aid and support discoveries and theories in other branches of the sciences. On 

the other hand, natural science is concerned with describing, explaining, and predicting natural 

phenomena. It is based on empirical evidence gleaned from observation and experimentation. 

Natural science can be further classified as physical science (physics, chemistry etc) and life 

science (biology, psychology). Social science is concerned with the study of societies and the 

relationships among individuals within those societies. Economics, anthropology, political 

science, linguistics is some of the academic disciplines that fall under the category of social 

sciences.  

 Compared to the above three categories of science, the complex or special or 

interdisciplinary science, is the most complex and involves two or more of the above categories 

of sciences to describe phenomena. Usually, one way to define complex science would be those 

sciences which study complex systems. Complex systems are those which are composed of many 

components, interacting both locally with other components within a system and globally with 

components outside the system. The behavior of complex systems is intrinsically difficult to 

model due to the dependencies, competitions, relationships, and other kinds of interactions. 

Nonlinearity, emergence, spontaneous order, adaptation, and feedback loops are some of terms 

used to identify the distinct characteristics of complex systems.   

1.1. 3 Defining Ontology and Metaphysics:  
 

Now, let us consider definitions of the terms ontology and metaphysics which I will be 

using throughout the paper.  

I will follow Quine’s classification of ontology and metaphysics in philosophy for this 

paper. According to Quine (1948), ontology is concerned with the things that exist. That is, 
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ontology aims to provide a complete list of all the entities that exist and supply ways to 

categorize them. Ontology, then, is the study of things that exist. Importantly, however, what is 

taken to “exist” can be different for different people. Using this definition of ontology could 

easily conflate the concept of ontology to nominal categories and items used for particular 

purposes in particular circumstances. For example, a storekeeper might be interested in the 

different kinds of stationery, grocery, and medicinal items present in the store (Chakravarty, 

2013, p 3). Similarly, experts from various fields of knowledge like biology, chemistry, and 

physics might consider quite different kinds of things actually to exist and categorize them 

differently from the categories employed by storekeepers. In other words, the general definition 

of ontology quickly leads to inflated cases of ontology. By inflation, I mean to create categories 

which are numerous and are not fundamental in nature.  

Ontologies can very soon become inflated; thus, to resolve the problem of inflated 

ontology, it is essential to understand and differentiate any general ontology from philosophical 

ontology. In other words, philosophical ontology is concerned with categories of things that exist 

more fundamentally than those accepted in a specified branch of ontology like that of scientific 

ontology.  

On the other hand, according to Quine (1948), metaphysics is concerned with explaining 

the nature of the entities named by the categories of a philosophical ontology. In other words, 

ontology deals with the study of what there is, and metaphysics deals with the study of what it is. 

In this sense, it might be evident that ontology appears to come before metaphysics. Without 

knowing the kind of entity that exists, it is hard or impossible to ascertain or even speculate on 

the suitable characteristics of the entities. However, without delving too much further into the 

relationship between ontology and metaphysics and their priorities, this primary classification 
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and understanding of ontology and metaphysics should suffice for the purposes of this paper. In 

later sections, I will provide more precise knowledge of scientific and Gaudiya Vaishnava 

ontology.  

1.1. 4 Scientific and Gaudiya Vaishnava Realism:  
 

Scientific realism is a certain standpoint on the ontological and epistemological claims of 

scientific pursuits along with certain perspectives on the plausible aims of science.  

Scientific realism, as a distinct philosophical approach, consists of various theses, some 

of which are considered to be core theses while others are optional. Various philosophers of 

science like Howard Sankey (Sankey, 2016, pp. 13-18), Psillos (Psillos 2000a: 706-7), Jarrett 

Leplin (Leplin 1984, pp. 1-2) and many others have attempted to distinguish and formulate the 

various core and optional theses of scientific realism. For the current paper, I will take Psillos 

definition of scientific realism as sufficiently representative of their efforts. Psillos (2000) 

identifies four key components of any scientific realism: aim of science, metaphysical realism, 

semantic thesis and epistemic thesis.    

a) Aim of Science: 

Scientific realists consider that the aim of science is to discover the truth.  

b) The Metaphysics Thesis: 

According to the metaphysics thesis, the world is considered to be both definite and 

mind-independent. 

c) The Semantic Thesis:  

Scientific theories should be taken at face-value. They are truth-conditioned descriptions 

of their intended domain, both observable and unobservable. Hence, they are capable of being 
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true or false. The theoretical terms featured in theories have putative factual reference. So, if 

scientific theories are true, the unobservable entities they posit populate the world. 

d) The Epistemic Thesis:  

This doctrine believes that the mature and predictively successful scientific theories 

describe the true nature of the world or at least the approximately true nature of the world. 

(Psillos 2000: 706-7) 

 Gaudiya Vaishnava realism can be defined in similar ways as scientific realism. Taking 

Psillos’s position as a model, we can say that Gaudiya Vaishnava realism is also a position which 

has four key components of realism: aim of Gaudiya Vaishnava teachings, metaphysical realism, 

semantic thesis and epistemic thesis. 

Gaudiya Vaishnava realists consider teachings based on the Gaudiya canon to help one 

discover truth. Gaudiya Vaishnava realists also subscribe to a mind-independent definite world, 

all the content of Gaudiya Vaishnava teachings are to be taken at face-value and Gaudiya 

Vaishnava teachings provide adequate and true accounts of the world. At the same time, 

however, Gaudiya Vaishnava realism also subscribes to the presence of the Absolute Truth as a 

supreme being and acknowledges spiritual planets and other aspects for which there is no 

apparent empirical evidence. Thus, for this paper, I will engage Gaudiya Vaishnava realism and 

scientific realism only in places where they intersect.  

1.2. Formulating the research problem  
 
1.2.1 Why Science and Gaudiya Vaishnavism?  
 
 The works of the six Goswamis cover areas ranging from philosophy, devotion, theology, 

to yoga (Rosen, 1994). Importantly, the six Goswamis scrutinizingly went through various Vedic 

literatures to summarize the important concepts and principles illustrated in those texts.  
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Continuing in the line of tradition of six Goswamis, the later acharyas (spiritual masters) 

have also produced a great amount of literature in Gaudiya tradition. Notably, in the recent past, 

Bhaktivinoda Thakur, Srila Bhaktisiddanta Saraswati Thakura and Bhaktivedanta Swami Srila 

Prabhupada have produced great amount of literature in the English language translating the 

previous works of these Gaudiya Vaishnava teachers. Bhaktivinoda Thakur, Srila Bhaktisiddanta 

Saraswati Thakura and Srila Prabhupada explicitly talk about ontology and metaphysics in their 

works. I consider it is appropriate for the above reasons to put Gaudiya Vaishnava tradition in 

dialogue with scientific ontology.  

1.2.2 Defining the Sense : Can Science benefit from Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology? 
 

Before I begin to formulate the research problem in a more specific way, I would like to 

describe the sense in which I mean ‘Can science benefit from Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology?’. 

Firstly, I must make it clear that I’m not aiming to prove the superiority of Gaudiya 

Vaishnavism over science. Nor, I am saying that Gaudiya Vaishnava cannot benefit from 

scientific endeavors. In fact, I do consider that Gaudiya Vaishnavism can tremendously benefit 

from scientific inquiry and its outputs, however, that would be for another paper. 

Instead, my rather modest claim is concerned with scientific and Gaudiya Vaishnava 

ontology. More specifically, to understand if there are elements of Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology 

which can benefit science. By ‘Can science benefit from Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology?' I mean 

to ask whether the scientific method and theories can benefit from employing a Gaudiya 

Vaishnava ontological framework which is notably different from the scientific framework that 

is currently accepted. The Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology that I give here is derived from works in 

the Gaudiya Vaishnava canon - Bhagavad Gita, Bhagavata Purana and Sri Caitanya 
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Caritamrta. More specifically, I will give the most attention to the ontology as presented in the 

Bhagavata Purana.  

In order to discuss the issues concerning science and Gaudiya Vaishnavism, firstly, it is 

important that one accepts, at least temporarily, some form of realism but also not to prejudge 

which form of realism is ultimately the most legitimate. While scientific realists believe that the 

contents presented by scientific theories to be plausibly true, Gaudiya Vaishnava realists believe 

that the contents presented by Gaudiya Vaishnava philosophical and theological texts to be 

absolutely true. Ascribing to realism entails that one accepts the contents of scientific theories 

and Gaudiya Vaishnava claims to be possibly true, although, it could be to different degrees 

based on the content. Thus, for a realist, scientific theories attempt to describe the content of the 

world, in other words, the ontology and metaphysics of the world. Similarly, for a Gaudiya 

Vaishnava realist, the philosophy and theology of Gaudiya Vaishnavism is meant to provide 

ontological and metaphysical explanations to the world. It is in this sense, that I say that 

comparing and contrasting scientific and Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology can be of benefit to 

scientific theories and interpretation.. I believe this to be an unexplored territory in the science-

religion dialogue which could be further explored to clarify and understand the complex and 

problematic relationship between science and religion.  

1.1.3 Formulating the Thesis Problem:  

 I begin to formulate the problem addressed by this paper with the aim of understanding 

the role of religion in a scientific world. Barbour (2002) revisits his various typologies describing 

the relationship between science and religion to address the relationships between science and 

religion. Barbour considers conflict, independence, dialogue, and integration as the four possible 

types of relationship between science and religion. Scholars like McGrath (2020), Plantinga 
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(2001) and Asma (2018) argue for the important role of religion based on meaning-making, 

philosophical soundness and emotional value. On the other hand, the new age atheists like Sam 

Harris, Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, and Christopher Hitchens have rallied against religion. 

They claim that science can provide all sorts of reliable knowledge and there is no need for 

religion.  

Though my broad question has to do with the relationship between science and religion, 

my more specific question is about whether science benefits from Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology. I 

consider this question significant for its potential to lead to new kinds of typologies between 

science and religion and even change the way science and religion debates are formulated and 

conducted.  

In order to able to substantiate my thesis, I will argue for the following sub arguments  

a) Scientific Ontology is meta-scientific  

b) Scientific Ontology is underdetermined  

c) Scientific Ontology is inconsistent  

For these limitations of scientific ontology, I argue that there is a conceptual space for alternative 

foundation ontology. And, I claim that Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology can be part of that 

alternative conceptual space for the following reasons  

d) Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology is fixed and consistent  

e) Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology provides a broader ontological framework  

and thus can be of tremendous value for science and people in general.  

 
 
1.2.4 Need to Defend the Thesis: 
 



18 

 Science and religion dialogues have long been debated through the lens of western 

philosophy and Abrahamic faith traditions. In recent times, Buddhism has been engaging with 

science. However, the amount of literature on science and Hinduism is very sparse and very 

recent. Some of the recent scholars include Dorman (2011), Raman (2012), and Menon (2006). 

Furthermore, despite immense Gaudiya Vaishnava literature, except for Edelmann’s (2012) on 

Bhagavata theology and biology, there are no serious scholarly works discussing science and 

Gaudiya Vaishnavism. While, on one hand, I see this to be a problem, on the other hand, it is 

also an opportunity for the scholars from Vedic traditions to engage more and provide newer and 

richer understanding to the science-religion discourse.  

 Secondly, I believe science-religion discussions are not properly framed. For most often, 

the scientists and scholars consider sociological, anthropological and aspects of lived religion 

while neglecting the metaphysical and ontological aspects of religion.  For this reason, I consider 

this paper could invite more discussions on science and religion on ontological and metaphysical 

issues. I believe this change in formulation in science and religion dialogue can benefit in 

clearing some of the misconceptions.  
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Chapter 2:  

Scientific Ontology and its Limitations  

In this chapter, I will briefly introduce scientific ontology before moving on to explain some of 

the inherent limitations of scientific ontology.  

2.1 Defining Scientific Ontology:  

Scientific ontology is usually defined two ways. One as defined by Flocke, who states 

that scientific ontology refers to ‘What does science tell us about ontology?’ (Flocke 2020, p 2). 

While the other definitions state that ‘scientific ontology can be broadly defined as the 

investigation of how universes can be conceptualized if they are joined by interfaces’ (Gamper, 

2019). In other words, scientific ontology refers to what science can tell us about ontology 

strictly speaking or only, in a second order way, about the kind of ontology that is given by 

scientific methods and theories.  

 In his seminal paper, Quine famously introduces his criterion for ontological 

commitment as follows: “more explicit standard whereby to decide what ontology a given theory 

or form of discourse is committed to: a theory is committed to those and only those entities to 

which the bound variables of the theory must be capable of referring in order that the 

affirmations made in the theory are true. (Quine 1948, 13/4) 
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2.2 Scientific Ontology is meta-scientific  
 

In this section, I will argue that scientific ontology is inherently meta-scientific and not 

scientific.  

By meta-scientific ontology, I mean ontology that is derived from scientific theories but 

is not explicitly determined by the scientific theories based on empirical evidence. Instead, it 

involves some philosophical interpretation of the theories to deduce the ontological and 

metaphysical claims. Ontology derived from scientific theories contains epistemic elements 

derived beyond the scientific method; thus, scientific ontology is not entirely scientific. As I will 

show in the following paragraphs, scientific ontology contains significant interpretative elements 

which are not purely scientific for it is not derived based on empirical evidence and scientific 

method but involves a considerable amount of philosophical interpretation. Therefore, 

Chakravartty (2017) defines scientific ontology as developed based on specific philosophical 

interpretations and philosophical presuppositions to be meta-scientific.  

The proponents of scientific realism have to agree implicitly and explicitly to the 

ontological and metaphysical claims associated with the particular scientific theory. However, 

the antirealists strongly object to the metaphysical claims of a scientific theory to be true 

especially in those cases where the entities involved are unobservable (van Frassen, 1997). 

Furthermore, antirealists also ascertain that scientific theories themselves do not explicitly 

explain the world but rather involve interpretation as an activity to explain the ontological and 

metaphysical concepts of a given theory (van Frassen, 1997). In other words, science needs 

interpretation to explain the ontological and metaphysical worldview of the world.  

Scientific theories perform two kinds of interpretation - one interpretation involves 

elucidating the formalism, which involves metaphysical interpretation (Abidin, 2005). That is to 
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say, the terms in the mathematical equation or variables involved in the scientific theory have to 

be interpreted to correspond with the real entities and events. In the second case, the 

interpretation requires the interpretation of the ontology as suggested by the theory. The first 

kind involving the interpretation of formalism aims to provide physical meaning to the terms 

involved in mathematical formalism. For example, let us consider Schrodinger's wave equation, 

as shown below, which doesn't explicitly give the picture of the world, especially in terms of 

ontology and metaphysics, unless the terms involved in the equation are interpreted with specific 

observable and measurable physical quantities. The term Ѱ(x,t) is not inherently understood 

from the scientific theory without providing a specific interpretation. 

In fact, Ѱ(x,t) is described as the wave function associated with the electron. Truly 

speaking, it has no physical significance as the wave function can be positive, negative, and 

imaginary, which doesn't give any direct correspondence relations to the quantum particles in the 

real world. However, [Ѱ(x,t)]2 is given a certain physical meaning as probability density of 

electron based on Born's interpretation. This interpretation leads to assigning [Ѱ(x,t)]2 the 

property of the probability of finding an electron at a given point in the space. This interpretation 

of what the terms of theory mean is said to be a formalist interpretation.  

The second interpretation involves suggesting the implied ontology of a given theory in 

so far as the equation attempts to quantify certain terms that correspond with real physical 

entities. In this case, the wave function Ѱ(x,t) quantifies over the position and momentum of a 

quantum particle like an electron, indicating that Schrodinger's wave equation implies the 

presence of quantum particles like electron, which is usually derived from experimental results. 

However, it is essential to note that Schrodinger's wave equation doesn't intrinsically state the 

nature of the particles over which it quantifies unless some additional interpretation is made 
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explicit. For example, in this case, the physicists have to presuppose that the wave function 

applies only to quantum particles and to bulk particles. Thus, the equation quantifies only over 

quantum particles which have been observed through other experiments. 

 

 

Fig: Schrodinger’s wave equation with some of the term’s meaning. 

In conclusion, it is evident that scientific theories perform a formalist interpretation 

(metaphysical interpretation) and an ontological interpretation to provide any ontology and 

metaphysics of the world. Thus, scientific ontology and metaphysics are not purely a scientific 

enterprise but rather are meta-scientific for scientific theories at most can only provide certain 

boundaries on a possible ontology and metaphysics without truly providing the ontology and 

metaphysics 

 
2.3 Underdetermination of Scientific Ontology and Metaphysics:  

Underdetermination of scientific ontology implies that the scientific evidence available to 

us at a given time is not sufficient to determine what ontologies and metaphysics we should hold 

in response to any given scientific theory (Kyle, 2021). Scientific theories are often compatible 

with incompatible readings of ontology and metaphysics even though such incompatible 
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readings can lead to similar empirical predictions. That is to say, that scientific method does not 

provide us with enough evidence in understanding the ontology and metaphysics of the entities 

involved in a scientific theory.  

 One common example that is cited to elucidate the above case is that of deterministic 

(Copenhagen) or indeterministic (Bohm’s) interpretations of the formalism of quantum 

mechanics. While both interpretations tend to provide equivalent results, they differ in explaining 

the ontological and metaphysical aspects of quantum theory. This is one of the classical cases of 

underdetermination of scientific ontology. According to Bohm’s interpretation, it is not possible 

to determine the location of electrons in case of quantum tunneling experiment, while 

Copenhagen interpretation is able to predict the probable location of the electrons. Despite 

providing a kind of ontology and metaphysics of electrons in a quantum tunneling experiment, 

both tend to explain equally the empirical aspects of the quantum tunneling measurements.  

This problem of the underdetermination of scientific ontology has been approached in 

different ways by various philosophers. Some philosophers and scientists propose certain 

theoretical virtues to be considered in deciding the competing ontologies for a given theory 

(Alai, 2021). While other philosophers like Danks (2015), argue for the goal dependent scientific 

ontology. In other words, Danks proposes that it is best to choose a specific ontology for a 

scientific theory based on the goal it serves, and importantly, he argues that theoretically it is 

plausible to have multiple scientific ontologies for a given scientific theory and each of them 

might serve a specific goal. That is, scientific ontology can be goal-dependent and pluralistic.  
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Chapter 3:  

Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology and its Advantages  

 
3.1 Introduction  
 

In this chapter, I will begin with introducing the important elements of Gaudiya 

Vaishnava Ontology and some of its salient features. Next, I will delineate some of the 

advantages of Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology and Metaphysics and how it compares it with 

scientific ontology.  

3.2 Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology and Metaphysics  

According to Blackburn (2007), there is a distinction between theological and 

philosophical ontology.  By theological ontology, Blackburn refers to the ontology of God and 

being while philosophical ontology is that which is phenomenologically real. The Bhagavata 

Purana presents both theological and philosophical ontology. However, in this section, I am 

going to confine myself to discussing the philosophical ontology as presented in the Bhagavata 

Purana.  

It is also important to classify the Bhagavata Purana’s ontology and metaphysics with 

other philosophical ontologies.  Both the Samkhya philosophies attempt to explain the natural 

world analytically. Edelmann (2012) explains that a theological text like Bhagavata Purana 

presents “the study of nature so as to help one distinguish the self from the non-self” and further 

develops bhakti (devotion) towards Lord Krishna. As Bhagavata Purana’s ontology aims at 

developing devotion to Lord Krishna and thus it can be referred to as theistic Samkhya whereas 

the general Samkhya philosophy does not recognize the presence of supreme controller and 
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hence is also sometimes referred as atheistic Samkhya philosophy (Prabhupada, 1987). 

Furthermore, the atheistic Samkhya philosophy considers that the living entity comes from the 

combination of matter whereas the theistic Samkhya considers the self and matter to be of two 

independent categories.  

There is an elaborate discussion on theistic Samkhya philosophy in book three of the 

Bhagavata Purana. In chapter 25 of book three, there is a detailed discussion between Kapila 

and his mother Devahuti on the nature of reality and ontology. It is important to recognize that 

Samkhya philosophy presented within this section of the Bhagavata Purana analytically breaks 

the natural world into two broad categories: a) prakriti (the nature) and  b) purusa (the self). In 

explaining prakriti, Kapila expounds twenty-four constituents (tattvas) in verses BhP 3.26.12-14. 

I will use Edelmann’s (2012) classification to describe the twenty-four constituents 

 five gross elements: earth, water, fire, air, space (mahābhūta: bhū, ap, agni, marut, 

nabha) 

●  five potentialities: smell, taste, color, touch, sound (tan-mātrā: gandha, rasa, 

rūpa, sparśa, śabda) 

● four mental elements: mind, intellect, ego, awareness (antar-ātman: manas, 

buddhi, ahaṃkāra, citta) 

● five senses of perception: auditory, tactile, sight, taste, olfactory (jñāna-indriya: 

śrotra, tvac, cakṣus, rasanā, ghrāṇa) 

● • five senses of action: speech, hands, feet, organ of generation, organ of 

defecation (karma-indriya: vāc, pāṇi, pāda, upastha, pāyu). (BhP 3.26.10–14) 

According to Kapila in the Bhagavata Purana, the individual self (conscious being) lies 

beyond these twenty-four elements as it is considered to be non-physical in nature. Bhagavata’s 
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ontology makes categorical distinction between the individual self and the twenty- four elements, 

whereas the atheistic Samkhya ontology doesn’t attribute the individual self to be fundamentally 

distinct from nature (Prabhupada, 1987). Atheistic Samkhya considers the individual self to be a 

product of material nature and considers the individual self to be more of an emergent property. 

Without further delving into the details of the Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology, I will show in the 

next section some of the advantages of using this ontological framework.  

 
 
3.3 Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology is Consistent while Scientific Ontology isn’t:  

 
For something to be consistent it has to be logically coherent or logically compatible. In 

other words, consistency is the property of being free from any sort of logical contradictions 

(Agazzi, 2011). Especially in logic, it is considered that the principle of noncontradiction is an 

indispensable principle of human knowledge. For it is illogical to affirm and deny something at 

the same time in a given context. For any belief to be considered as valid knowledge, the belief 

has to be reasonable and justifiable. In other words, it must be consistent with formal logic, 

empirical validation and rightful inferences.  

One of the important reasons for scientific success is because of its logical consistency. 

However, scientific ontology is encountered with a lot of inconsistencies even leading 

philosophers and scientists to accept the pluralistic view of ontology (Danks, 2012). According 

to Danks, a single scientific theory can have multiple ontological perspectives and each of them 

being valid in certain contexts. And the scientists can use a given ontology based upon the goal 

they choose to achieve. While this may appear to be reasonable for few and even acceptable to 

few others, it very soon leads to various logical inconsistencies. Especially, in modern particle 

physics, with many theories reaching experimental limitation, having ontological pluralism is 
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leading to inconsistent understanding of the nature of the world. Furthermore, it is also one of the 

reasons why different branches of sciences are not completely compatible, for example, quantum 

mechanics and theory of relativity, for these theories subscribe to different kinds of ontological 

and metaphysical commitments.  

On the other hand, Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology is consistent for it has fixed kinds of 

ontological entities. That is , twenty-four elements to describe nature, with additional elements of 

the self, and time. For Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology being a priori form of ontology, it does not 

encounter the problems of providing different kinds of ontologies to describe a single 

phenomenon but rather is consistent in its use of ontological entities. However, one question can 

be raised, regarding the scope of the Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology to describe the scientific 

theories or to provide alternate theories providing explanations of the phenomena. I consider this 

question is beyond the scope of the paper but is worth considering. 

3.4 Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology is Broader in Scope than Methodological Naturalism:   

In this section, I will argue that certain elements of Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology have 

added advantage over the methodological naturalism and physicalism ontology and metaphysics 

presupposed by scientific theories.  

Generally speaking physicalism is the view that everything that might exist depends upon 

the physical; it supervenes or is established by the physical. One might also use the term 

naturalism, which is the view that everything arises from natural or material properties, and that 

supernatural or spiritual explanations are to be discounted. According to Jerry Fodor (1996), 

many scientific realists accept physical reductionism as a means to understand and explain the 

concepts and phenomena in special and complex sciences like that of cognitive science, 

neuroscience and psychology. Fodor suggests that empirical realists consider that all true 
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theories in science must eventually reduce to physical theories. Such realists could cite examples 

like that of molecular theory of heat and the physical explanation of the chemical bond to support 

the achievements of physical reductionism.  

 However, in his paper ‘Special Sciences’ (Fodor, 1991), Fodor argues that the 

characteristic to reduce all the special sciences to physicalism is filled with various problems. 

Although he provides an elaborate conceptual analysis, for the purposes of this paper, I would 

like to state that many of the issues in modern cognitive science and neuroscience concerning 

consciousness and mental properties have remained unsolved based on the current reductionism 

view.  David Chalmers and Andy Clark (1998) consider a non-physical reductionism is 

necessary to resolve many of the issues arising in neuroscience, cognitive science and other 

special sciences.  

 And based on the Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology it is very much evident that it proposes a 

view beyond the normal physicalism as adopted in modern sciences. According to Bhagavata 

Purana, the category of consciousness is ascribed to a non-physical entity thereby introducing a 

newer category of dualistic ontology which goes beyond mere physicalism. Furthermore, it is 

also important to note the Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology considers mental to be in the category of 

physical (material) and thus proposes a unique kind of dualism which is completely different 

from that of western philosophical dualism. The mind-body dualism as presented in the western 

philosophy considers the mind to be a non-physical substance, while the body is constituted of 

the physical substance known as matter. Scientific materialism is of the view that conscious 

human minds are the product of physical brain activity, and nothing more. 

Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology is twofold reductive in nature. That is, the first reduction 

involves physical reduction to both physical and mental (mind, intelligence, awareness) and the 
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next introduces the non-physical, non-mental category of the self to explain the consciousness of 

individual living entities. It is this categorization I consider is more comprehensive and can be of 

great significance in explaining the psychological needs (Bhardwaj, 2021), (Dorman, 2012) and 

other concepts in special sciences.  

3.5 Objection to use of Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology:  

Although, there can be many objections to my thesis. I will be considering one of the 

objections to using Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology. That is, it is not based on science, empirical 

evidence, and thus is not reliable.  

In response to this, I would like to question the premise that scientific ontology is a more 

valid form of ontology. As shown earlier, there is no such thing as scientific ontology for what is 

called scientific ontology is actually meta-scientific in nature and it comes with certain 

philosophical presuppositions. Secondly, instead of thinking of Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology as 

unscientific, I would rather call it non-scientific for there can be no true scientific (empirical) 

ontology. Furthermore, I see no less probable use of Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology than the 

methodological naturalism, which is the usual presupposition applied by the scientists to 

scientific theories.  

On the other hand, as ontologies predicted by scientific theories are validated using 

theoretical virtues (Schrenk, 2016) for there is no other way to evaluate them. Similarly, I 

consider that scientific theories explained using Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology should also be 

equally considered for its theoretical virtues before disregarding it.  

3.6 Synergistic Relationship of Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology and Science:  

Scientific enterprise can be understood as having the task of understanding and 

explaining the underlying causes of phenomena but not to provide the underlying ontology or the 
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essence of things (Abidin, 2005). In this scenario, scientists have to resort to some form of 

philosophical presuppositions in order to fill the gaps in ontology and metaphysics. While, 

scientific method and scientists usually presuppose methodological naturalism as the common 

way to interpret the scientific theories.  

Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology and metaphysics can be employed to reinterpret modern 

science discoveries and theories especially in the special sciences like cognitive science, 

neuroscience and psychology. Currently, sciences employ purely methodological naturalism as a 

means to interpret scientific theories which have specific limitations in explaining the individual. 

Bhardwaj (2021) explains how Samkhya philosophy ontology can be synergistically applicable 

to understanding yoga from the neuroscience perspective. Edelmann’s (2012) reinterpretation of 

Darwin’s theory in light of Gaudiya Vaishnava Ontology is another example of Gaudiya 

Vaishnava that could be used to reinterpret various scientific theories for newer understanding.  

3.7 Conclusion:  

So far, I have discussed the concept of scientific ontology and how it is limited by two 

important epistemic reasons: a) scientific ontology is meta-scientific b) scientific ontology is 

underdetermined. Further, I have briefly mentioned how science presupposes methodological 

naturalism as a natural philosophical interpretation of scientific ontology.  These two factors 

along with the inconsistency of scientific ontology and philosophical presupposition of scientific 

theories has led the conceptual space for foundation ontology open. It is in this context that I 

introduce Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology as a viable option. After presenting the Gaudiya 

Vaishnava ontology, I explain some of the virtues of Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology. First virtue 

being, the Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology is fixed and stable. Secondly, it is consistent and most 

importantly presents an interesting conception of dualism (soul and material) where even the 
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mind, intelligence is considered to belong to material nature. Furthermore, I present that 

scientific theories can be well reinterpreted and understood through the Gaudiya Vaishnava 

ontology, especially even more valuable in special sciences. It is in this regard, I claim that 

Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology and scientific theories can exhibit a new synergistic possibility 

which can be beneficial to both science and people at large. In conclusion, I claim that an a priori 

ontology like that of Gaudiya Vaishnava ontology is worthy of consideration in addition to other 

ontological frameworks currently considered to interpret scientific theories.  
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