SECOND NATURE

the Man-made World of
Idealism, Technology
and Power

Dan Bruiger

© 2006 Dan Bruiger
Left Field Press
www leftfieldpress.com

All rights reserved

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication
Bruiger, Dan, 1945-

Second nature : the man-made world of idealism, technology
and power / Dan Bruiger.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 1-4120-8718-X

1. Technology and civilization. 2. Masculinity. 3. Power (Social sciences).
I. Title.

T14.5.B78
2006 303.48°3 C2006-902889-3



‘This is a bad time,” Earth Mother said. ‘The people
have gone on a bad road. But until they come to the end of it,
they won’t believe you when you tell them it leads nowhere good...
You must wait for them to reach the end of this road.
You must wait for a change of heart.” — Starhawk 1
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Prologue : AN IDEAL WORLD

The road to hell is paved with good intention —proverb

In the worlds of science fiction, civilizations of the future consist of

wall-to-wall technology. Whole planets are reconstructed literally as
vast machines. Alien or future human environments are entirely artifi-
cial and nature is a shadowy nether land. Where life unfolds on board
self-contained space ships roaming the galaxy, it is taken for granted
that voice-activated nano-synthesizers will magically produce all that a
living planet once provided. The glib faith behind such fantasies is that
technology can, should, and inevitably will replace nature, and that
people are destined to live in environments entirely defined and sus-
tained by human will.

In truth, we live on a precarious ledge in evolutionary time. We are
mere byproducts of a complex supporting biosphere. Should hu-
mankind ever succeed in creating an artificial biosphere, this would be
no starship Enterprise but another Spaceship Earth. Its residents would
be as dependent and vulnerable there as they are on this planet. Yet,
however unscientific or out of touch with reality, such visions of life in
completely man-made worlds are taken seriously because they are the
ultimate fulfillment of an age-old fascination with the Ideal.

The modern incarnation of the Ideal is the machine, a Platonic Form
that exists nowhere in nature. As a product of thought, imagination,
definition, it is set apart from natural things by the same gulf that
separates mind from matter, the concept from the thing conceptualized.
Through technology, Man bridges this gulf to make the concept so:
nature is remade in an idealized image. Progress means replacing an
indifferent chance environment with a deliberately created one.

If passé in academic circles, the philosophy of mechanism is still the
paradigm of the world at large. Our view of nature itself is seen
through_the twin distorting lenses of modern technology and eco-
nomics.” Mechanism is their common denominator. Based upon the
mechanist philosophy, blind faith in technological advance and eco-
nomic growth is destroying both nature and civil society. The very
concept of economic globalism is mechanism writ large—a sophisticat-
ed worldwide engine of profit, to further empower an ever richer world
elite, while other people everywhere become more impoverished and
disenfranchised. It is a formula to reduce the world to an idealized



monoculture and all value to monetary gain.

The term machinery passed into English usage as a theatrical device:
the ropes and levers and gears behind the scenery, used to produce
marvelous illusions on the stage. This is exactly the function of this
world machine today. With devices that are obvious, yet invisible
through the willing suspension of disbelief, the overdeveloped con-
sumer world maintains its fairy-tale lifestyle, extracted from a languish-
ing biosphere and from the misery of neo-slaves. Mechanism masks
intentions, in economics as in technology, reflecting a willful ignore-
ance and the fact that the mind has always believed itself independent
of matter and above nature and other souls. No doubt the separation of
subject and object is endemic to human consciousness. It underlies
commonly the mission to separate from nature and “man’s inhumanity
to man.” Mining human populations for profit, for instance, is little
different from raping the earth of its resources. “Resources,” after all,
are simply those features of the world that some people presume are
there for their taking. The whole of modern civilization and its fanciful
projections into the future are founded on the simple assumption that
nature belongs to Man, and not the other way around.

A model and testing ground for Man’s usurious attitude toward the
external world has always been men’s historical relationship to women.
While the prospects of both globalism and the technological society are
deeply political issues, we shall see that they are also gender issues. The
exclusion of the feminine within men parallels the exclusion of women
from the worlds men create. These issues, in turn, are infected by
philosophical conundrums so far upstream in the Western psyche that
we scarcely recognize their crucial importance as forces unconsciously
driving culture and technology —perhaps over an abyss. Like many
disciplines, philosophy tends to be specialized, parochialized, and
denatured in such a way that it fails to examine the big picture or to call
things by their obvious names. Nevertheless, the future of technology
and that of the world may depend on the resolution of archaic tensions
between the genders, as between the subject and the object. It may
hinge on a primordial conflict between the human identity, as an
organism driven by natural history, and our identity as the conscious
symbolic creature driven out of natural history.

What, after all, makes us different from other creatures, on a sepa-
rate track from nature? Is it the use of tools and grammatical language,
an upright posture, the possession of an immortal soul? Of many
proposed criteria of humanness, I shall argue that the crucial one is self-



consciousness. For, this is the “carrot” that leads people universally to
strive, through culture and now technology, to create the human world
and identity.

But there is also a “stick.” We remain deeply marked by the suffer-
ing and ignominy of our animal past, especially as it continues to
determine the present through the tyrannies of pain, physical vulnera-
bility, disease, mortality, and genetic conditioning. The Darwinian
vision articulates what people have always intuited: that Mother Nature,
after all, cares not that we suffer, only that our genes carry forth.
Because we are able to imagine and manifest possibilities beyond the
limitations of found reality, humankind has always labored accordingly
to create a kingdom of its own, superimposed upon the natural world.
We have invented gods who do care and ideal worlds in which we are
self-made and free from the humiliations of the flesh—free from the
mortal prison of the body, the ravages of time, and the unpredictability
of nature. Virtually everything we do is touched by the need to deny or
defy the limitations of this animal heritage. What makes humans
different from other creatures is that we want to be different.

Self-conscious appreciation of the original and ongoing fragility of
the body in nature continues to inform all cultural expressions, includ-
ing modern technology. I will argue that the very intention behind
culture has always been to transcend and take the place of nature. What
sets homo sapiens apart from other animals, more than any specific skill
or trait, is flight from the natural condition. Though inescapably part
and product of the natural world, we are the creature with a will to be
separate. But this intention to remove from nature is tragically refuted
every day by the facts of mortal life in the body, with its programming,
frailties, cravings and sufferings. Human will continues to be con-
founded by the reality, complexity, and resistance of things that are not
of human making or choice and are beyond human control. Even so,
the rejection itself of nature appears to be naturally adaptive—that is,
given the success, so far, of our species at overrunning the planet.

The obvious and laudable ideal of technology is rational effort to
better the general human condition. Technology promises a modern
path toward salvation and heaven on earth—a materialist route to
ancient spiritual and social ideals of autonomy and perfection.” It is
safe to say, however, that it has failed in this promise for all but the
privileged few. While technology serves power, and promotes the
welfare of the few at the expense of the many, the hubris of the techno-
logical enterprise is not fully accounted for by “rational” self-interest. A



deeper, darker, and more passionate motivation underlying technology,
to put it bluntly, is the quest to play God. If new technologies fail to
meet genuine human needs, it may be because that is not their real
purpose. Avarice, power, and even altruism play their parts, of course,
in driving invention. But what consistently, if unconsciously, directs
much technological development is the ideology of transcendence. This
is no contradiction, for capitalism and technology are but articles of
faith in the modern consumer religion of the West. The philosophy of
mechanism underlies both technology and economics, and inspires
futurism on both fronts. We shall see that it has roots in the same
idealism traditionally expressed in religion.

Transcendence is more distinctly a masculine than feminine preoc-
cupation, however. Nature is not simply turned to advantage, but
carefully imitated, reverse-engineered, and displaced literally by a man-
made world. Through artifice, a second nature is fashioned in a mascu-
line image.~ We shall see that the male psyche, in particular, covets the
creative powers of nature, which are represented primordially by
woman and only subsequently by a divine father. But power does not
distinguish among its objects nor its roots. While power over nature is
deeply conflated in the male psyche with power over others, and over
the feminine identified with nature, fundamentally all power comes
down to the power of mind to decree its independence of the body. 1t is
the power to rule its own proper kingdom. This is what marks the
passion for technology as idealism in both the normative and descrip-
tive senses, and gives it a religious, even fanatical, flavor. Men are
virtually driven to become “as the gods,” creating from scratch their
own artificial world. And that is a timeless world in which they already
rule, in thought long before its technological fruition. At its core, it
bears the promise of eternity and omnipotence. This is far from hyper-
bole, though not so far from blasphemy. While dreams of ultimate
power are the clichés of science fiction and horror, they are also the
unconscious motor of male-dominated culture at large.

Even the face value of technology reflects masculine interest in its
advantages for power. Technology has always facilitated domination
and empire, largely expressing archaic male drives that have come
apologetically to be accepted, under patriarchy, simply as “human
nature.” There are now on the order of one hundred million land
mines’ waiting in the earth’s soils to blow apart unsuspecting limbs,
many of which will belong to children who have no understanding of
the conflicts or technology that will lead to their maiming or death. I
shudder to imagine even a single pair of the hands that manufactured



or placed these mines as belonging to a woman, though I know that is
increasingly likely. There is irony in the fact that the brute aspect of
human being responsible for such inventions has been embellished
through the very culture of idealism that is at heart a flight from ani-
mality. And: a further irony that modern women are conscripted into
such male programs of destruction.

The schism in human nature extends to conflict over the relationship
to nature itself. On the one hand lies nostalgia for lost vitality and
paradise, and the motive to preserve what remains of the natural world.
We long to be restored, in some sense, to a life of greater authenticity
and harmony within it. The irony there, of course, is that our species
probably never did live in harmony with nature. A life strictly within
the natural order—that is, without culture —would be the vital but
unreflective life of the brute, limited in the damage it could inflict upon
the planet, to be sure, by small numbers and the restraining presence of
other creatures. Having already been there and tried that, phylogeneti-
cally speaking, humans began early to search at the other extreme for
security, superiority, and conquest of nature. The first step in this
program, initiated many thousands of years ago, was the elimination of
large menacing or competing predators. The final step would be
complete control and transcendence of matter, energy, space and time
—indeed, the conversion of all matter to conscious, if not human,
intelligence.

In that extreme, nature is viewed merely as the expendable scaffold-
ing for the construction of the human (or post-human) empire. But this
scheme has always been, and remains, foolhardy. The notion that
nature can somehow be discarded has its roots in the ancient delusion
that the head can live without the body; that mind is the true payload,
which must jettison its expendable physical vehicle in the journey
“upward.” Modern versions of this ascensionism, in which technology
aims to liberate the self from gravity and even embodiment, reflect
ancient beliefs that an immaterial soul is the essence of the person, free
to wander from the body and able to survive its death. Whether or not
such beliefs are true, they are misguided when motivated by rejection
of the body—that is, rejection of the inevitable sufferings, limitations,
and humiliations of mortal life.

The nature that early Man inherited has long vanished, while tech-
nological utopia remains a pipe dream full of contradictions. For the
planet to return to a wild state would virtually require the absence of
people. But, for the planet to be reconstructed as an artificial satellite



would entrain the end not only of wildness but of humanity too. For,
despite delusions to the contrary, the human organism can only live as
a link in “the great chain of being.” A technological future that includes
humanity will therefore necessarily exist in the context of living nature,
and in balance with it. The future is thus constrained because, in origin
and essence, the head is but an elaboration of the body. The human
mind cannot exist other than by grace of the planet’s biosphere. The
real choice facing humanity is between the values of life, traditionally
associated with the feminine, and the heady masculine idealism that, in
the name of salvation, ironically drives the modern world toward
destruction.

While we are inescapably embodied and part of nature, collectively
we have always aspired to be disembodied spirits, angels, free of
natural bounds. The possibility of post-human or artificial life is merely
the latest version of an ancient dream. This dream is false, however,
because even robots are physical creatures, causally connected to their
environments. If there are to be truly intelligent machines, they will, in
effect, be organisms with a life of their own and with their own connec-
tions to the environing world. Intelligence, natural or artificial, derives
from the connections entailed by embodiment and can never complete-
ly divest itself from this reference, nor from material form.

The awareness of self gives rise to an inner, subjective category or
world of “experience” apart from the external world and the life of the
body. Self-consciousness is undeniably useful to a social creature in
qualifying the absoluteness of perceived reality and the compulsiveness
of response. This renders action more flexible, circumspect and cun-
ning. But the evolutionary import of subjective consciousness goes
further. The inner realm of idea constitutes a distinct domain, a human
world parallel to that of the physical world, generating the dualism
recognized in the so-called Mind-Body Problem. This parallel inner
world is the seed and blueprint for the cultural world of artifice that
Man substitutes for nature.

While all sentient creatures evaluate stimuli, and are therefore
capable of pain along with pleasure, only self-conscious beings can be
said to suffer, which requires knowledge of one’s condition. The
natural state of any organism is perforce one of limitation, mortality,
and participation in an evolutionary contest whose rules and playing
field dictate the creature’s perception, behavior, and very being. For a
self-conscious organism, there is suffering in the awareness of these
constraints, in the longing for possibilities it can conceive beyond these



(or any) limitations. The very fact of being able to see the natural
context of one’s life implies a ground on which to stand apart from it.
This imaginative ground is the terrain of the inner subjective world,
where the flag of the self is planted. Rebellion breeds in this soil against
the constraints of embodiment, and here the plot is hatched to over-
throw the humiliating yoke of nature.

Thus culture and the technological transformation of the world
begin with consciousness itself. The possibility of alternative “realities”
is already laid out in imagination, in the interior world of subjective
consciousness. The thought already is the thing re-created on human
turf. It is not such a big step to reverse the flow and translate the inner
image once more into outer form, to reconstruct the idea as artifact.
The concept, its codification (as verbal instruction, program, or
blueprint, for instance), and the artifact constructed from it, all partake
of the same essence. We shall see that this essence is by nature simplistic
and ideal.

In the inner world of idea and imagination, the human spirit is free
and illimitable, self-generating and in control. It is the author of its own
being, rather than created and constrained by inscrutable and uncon-
trollable forces impinging upon it from without. Accordingly, this is
where the self-conscious creature finds itself more secure than in
external reality. This inner realm is literally imaginal, ideal. Yet the self-
conscious mind, a mere upstart on the evolutionary scene, is condi-
tioned by its long genetic heritage to venerate only what it perceives as
solid, real, and external. For this reason, idealism typically conceives
the ideal, the image, the wishful thought, as already and actually
existing independently of human mediacy. The inner or subjective
content is projected outward as objective and real. In order to challenge
the authority of nature, the realm of the Ideal must be conceived as
superseding nature. It must be perceived not as mere wishful thinking
but as substantial, independent, preceding mind both logically and
temporally in the way that nature does. Hence the tendency of religions
and mythologies to project the utopian condition backward in time as a
golden age, and to project human aspirations as the attributes and
dictates of the gods. How else to explain, in any given age, the discrep-
ancy between what ought to be and what actually is the human condi-
tion?

If the Ideal is held to exist already, though unmanifest, it must exist
in the past or in another order outside or above nature and time. It must
be a kingdom to which admission or return is possible in the future, if



barred in the present. Like a conspiracy taking hold in the reigning
ranks of authority, ideality must bide its time, remaining nominally
deferential to the power of reality it seeks to overthrow. When it stages
its coup, it must appropriate the look and imprimatur of the real. Thus
idealizations are reified, made substantial, projected outside the realm
wherein they were conceived. And this conception must appear immac-
ulate—which involves a willful, if unconscious, self-deception. For,
everything suspected to be born of mind is tagged “subjective,” a mere
imagining rather than a potent reality.

But mind has another venue than the spiritual or mental one in
which to venerate the Ideal. Besides imagination and the longing for
freedom and perfection, we have industrious hands with which to make
our idols manifest. And what better place to build the new kingdom
than on the very foundation of the old? Opposable thumbs make it
possible to render the concept in material form. An ideal world can be
built of real matter; nature can be transformed by thought. Hence, the
promise of heaven on earth through technology.

While the notion of an earthly paradise has persisted in every age,
one must clearly discern the various actual motives behind technology
—always mixed, but diverging widely in implication. These include:
improving the human lot; extending the power and advantage of
certain individuals and groups over others; and appropriating godlike
(or feminine) creative powers.

To alleviate suffering seems a worthy enough cause. But human
suffering might, in the last analysis, be boundless, its remedy without
reasonable conclusion, and its cause as much self-inflicted as imposed
in the natural condition. At the hand of nature, moreover, Man has
suffered not only injury but insult. The damaged body can repair and
be mollified; but the damaged ego grows vengeful and power-hungry.
Man is not satisfied merely to improve the human lot in nature, but
seeks to redesign and even displace nature altogether. The humiliated
spirit seeks not redress but total vindication. The same wound that
creates the drive for power over nature leads to war between peoples
and the brutality of rulers against their own citizenry. When all the
great beasts were hunted to extinction, the spear was turned against
other men.

The adverse effects and perverse misuses of new technologies tend
ironically to increase the human vulnerability that is one of the prime
motives for technology in the first place. Furthermore, technological
advancement substitutes for moral or social progress, so that business
(quite literally) can proceed as usual, without the inconvenience of



social upheaval or economic redistribution. The more technology we
have, the more technology we crave to protect ourselves from its
abuses in the absence of real wisdom. And, the more we put ourselves
at risk from the horrors of runaway development, the more we take
flight in the distractions it provides. As Aldous Huxley foresaw, the
pervasive culture of entertainment includes and combines TV, alcohol
and drugs, comgouters, shopping, virtual reality, sex, and that classic
opiate, religion.

Religion and technology, far from being opposed, are commonly
motivated by the search for relief from the harsh and disappointing life
of the body in the real world. They both seek salvation from the animal
condition. Having conceived ideals of perfection, the religious mind
then projects these outside itself as “God.” Such ideals are spiritualized
in order to believe that they are “already so.” The secret human project
has always been the darkly religious motivation behind the hubris of
technology: to make it so by stealing the fire or mantle of the Creator,
to become as gods ourselves. Moreover, technology and monotheistic
religion unite in arrogating to the male the right to do as &e sees fit with
the future of the planet, indeed the cosmos. They merge in the longing
to emulate the ways of a masculine god.

Thoughts that were once the province of religion are now plausible
as technology. It will therefore make an enormous difference in com-
ing years just how effort is apportioned among the distinct goals behind
technology: human well-being, divine creativity, and limitless power
and wealth. While these are all aspects of the drive to master and
separate from nature, even to become idealized beings, divergent
motivations may take us down very different paths. The first road will
modestly retain technology in the service of general human fulfillment
in balance with nature. It will involve judicious restraint and circum-
spection in the use of technologies, always as fools subordinate to
humane values and human will. It will be inseparable from social goals
of equity, justice, and universal well-being.

Playing God, in contrast, will lead to outcomes decidedly hazardous
to our health. They will not be under human control. If naively fol-
lowed, the drive to impersonate the creative, life-bearing powers of
nature will lead to intelligent entities and artificial forms of life that will
threaten to displace nature itself, or at least that part of nature we are.
Ironically, the ultimate fulfillment of the machine metaphor—which
reduces living nature to dead raw material—is the dream of new,
artificial forms of life that risk to become new competitors and preda-



tors of human beings rather than our obedient tools. (Such worthy
opponents might well prefer mastery to slavery!) Laboratories are on
the verge of bringing into being a whole new ecology of artificial
forms of intentionality, potentially competing with the biosphere for
the right to exist. Human life, in this scenario, might be phased out in
the name of progress or evolution. At the very least, we might no
longer find ourselves at the top of the food chain, but overshadowed by
our more intelligent and powerful brain children. The species, under its
masculine directive, would then have served as midwife to new forms
of life and consciousness. While lauded by some, this seems a strange
consolation for loss of hegemony on the planet!

All of this presupposes we do not simply destroy ourselves first
through old fashioned cupidity and aggression, multiplied by the forces
of technology, shortsightedness, and exploding numbers! The third
inspiration behind technology has always been power, which, through
mechanism, would reduce the world to an instrument of the powerful.

The drive to conquer nature amounts to a program to substitute
ideality for animal reality, human intentionality for the causality of the
found world, artifice for nature, will for instinct. The paradox and the
danger is that this reaction is driven by the very instinctuality it flees as
much as it is guided by the ideals toward which it reaches. Perhaps
there simply has not been time to genetically adapt to the accelerating
pace of change to which the human form has subjected itself in the past
ten thousand years. Men were first hunters, then warriors, then mer-
chants, then captains of industry, now entrepreneurs and CEQO’s... but
always following essentially the same genetically-programmed impera-
tives through a changing landscape. Inadvertently recreating the
structure of conflict that we have with and within the natural world is
perhaps the very ethos of patriarchal civilization. As natural obstacles to
human fulfillment were overcome, humanly created ones replaced them
in the form of wars, crime, social injustice and strife, environmental
degradation and the “side-effects” of technological innovation. The
harshness and indifference of nature are replaced by the cruelty of
people, the indifference of institutions, and the hardness of man-made
environments. If we were not at peace within nature, then why would
we expect to be at peace within the ersatz human world? In the power
vacuum left by the conquest of nature, the enemy of Man is no longer
nature but masculine obsession.

Evaluation of specific technologies today, like the motives behind
them, is hindered by the blanket ideology of consumerism, progress,
unlimited economic growth; by the romance of modernism, science



and sci-fi; and by the new face of “national security,” in which the
specter of communism has been replaced by “terrorism.” To think
clearly about technology, and choose wisely which technologies will
serve us, will require great resources of lucidity, political will, and
creative ingenuity combined with wisdom. One wonders where
these will come from.

The ideology of progress is part of the patriarchal aberration.
Boundless technological advancement and boundless economic growth
are myths invoked to mask the true problems of how to share the
world’s wealth and how to work collectively toward the planetary
good. Achieving social justice and cohesion, in balance within nature,
would be a far more significant accomplishment than is promised by
proliferating technology (let alone supersedence by robots!) The wise
use of technology cannot be a matter of blind faith in the future as held
by the technological and economic optimists who have the ear of
power. In fact, it cannot be left in the masculine hands of “power” as
currently conceived. The needed transformation of human priorities
might come about through engagement of the world’s great untapped
resource of feminine consciousness—supported, of course, by men
who respect the values it represents.

Ecological and economic crises have dominated public attention,
with good reason, for so long that they have come to be regarded as
“natural” phenomena of modernity, somehow inevitable because of the
burgeoning human presence on the planet. However, they are far more
the result of deliberate policies enforced by particular interests for
private gain. Statistics concerning the distribution of wealth, moreover,
bring home the hollowness of the ideal of human unity. There simply is
no “we” to form a collective will. The combined wealth of the world’s
richest two hundred and some individuals (overwhelmingly male, to be
sure) exceeds the combined annual incomes of nearly one-half of the
world’s population! In 1960, the richest 20 percent of the world’s
population was 30 times wealthier than the poorest 20 percent. By
1990, that ratio had nearly doubled!

The world’s population, meanwhile, quadrupled during the twenti-
eth century, with ecological effects yet to be fully felt as the world
attempts to follow the Western consumer model. And while it may be
true that the world’s overall wealth has increased with population, and
indeed because of it, the lion’s share of this wealth has been concentrat-
ed in an ever smaller number of hands. The result is that the last thirty
years have seen the injurious decline in the global living standard, as



well as the insult of an accelerated widening of the gap between the
haves and have-nots. This is happening not only because the poor
reproduce faster than the rich, but also, insidiously, because the rich
have ever more sophisticated economic and political mechanisms for
disenfranchising the poor and middle classes. I will argue that this is, in
fact, the very purpose of the consumer monoculture!

How can one speak of collective efforts to heal the planet and the
rifts in humanity when the ideal itself of community is under threat?
How can the mass of humanity (expected to peak at over eight billion)
find happiness when it is literally possible and seemingly inevitable for
a few hundred men to control and hoard the world’s assets, and for the
rest of us to cooperate with them cheerfully in this doom?

Gender may be the sleeper, a trump card yet to be played in “post-
his-story.” Essentially, it is males who made and rule the world we
know, with its contentiousness and lies, its political, economic, class and
ethnic ruptures, its wars and power struggles, its old guards and youth-
ful radicalism. The plan of this world is masculine, with its focus on
money, power, sex, violence, hierarchy, technology, and disinforma-
tion. The unimaginative monotony and predictability of globalist
society belies human diversity and vision, reflecting male obsessions
with order, mechanism, method, uniformity, automation and control.

What is there specifically about the masculine mentality that seeks
power, domination, and technological solutions, and which has always
been willing to dismiss the visions and concerns of the other human
moiety? And what is there specifically about the feminine mentality that
has consistently allowed this to happen? How can there emerge a
distinctly human voice of reason that is not the dominating masculine
voice? These are some of the questions the following chapters will
attempt to answer.

Technology and power express masculine intentions and attitudes.
Idealization itself is essentially a masculine process. But the masculine is
a mentality far more than a collection of sexually determined traits, let
alone a collection of males. The attitudes and thought processes I call
masculine may indeed have a gender basis, but there are many men
who thoughtfully protest the global domination of patriarchal values
and who actively work to realize a different vision. The number of
women, on the other hand, who participate in or indirectly support
corporate rapaciousness, warmongering, sexual materialism, and other
values frequently associated with men, is accelerating. Even so, by and
large it is fair to say that we are engaged in a struggle between two



value systems that happen to be associated with traditional gender
differences, however genuine or apocryphal these may be. I believe
that the only hope lies in a resolution of this struggle in favor of more
“feminine” values, whether or not these are upheld in the persons of
women.

At core, the masculine is a third-person stance toward the world.
Men are typically preoccupied more by things and their interactions
and uses than by reflection on their own relationship to those things or
each other. The essence of the masculine stance I wish to underline is
control, exercised from top down, from head to body, from subject to
object (even conceptual objects in mental space). The subject unilateral-
ly manipulates and uses the object—including the human object and the
object of thought. This has been a very handy skill in the ascendancy
of the species, and certainly in the ascendancy of male power. In any
case, for better or for worse, without the masculine mind we would not
be living in civilization as we know it.

But the fascination with objects, power, the external world, acquisi-
tiveness, control, and goal-oriented doing has become far more than a
male specialization with adaptive value; it has become the root
metaphor and obsession dominating life, the motive and rationale of
modern culture. It has eclipsed the more feminine values of
relationship, openness, compassion, surrender, nurturance, contempla-
tion and just being. In thought, if not yet in deed, the whole of nature
has already become an it, a dead thing, a machine. Instead of promot-
ing equitable distribution of the benefits of technology, economic
institutions —enforced by war machines—have become mechanisms to
divert wealth and power into even fewer hands. If technological and
economic optimists have their way, the world will become an ever
more inhospitable place to all but the extremely wealthy, whose re-
sources will be used trying to shield themselves from the effects of war,
crime, pollution and ecological catastrophe they themselves have
promoted for gain. And even they cannot live on a dead planet!

Inquiry into nature, like history itself, has been predominantly a
male enterprise. While women made babies and kept the home fires
burning, men went out, for better and worse, to discover and make the
world. But the same side of the male mind that leads to technology
useful for the domination of nature and other men led concurrently to
the use and domination of the male resource and support most impor-
tant and closest to home: women. The rebellion against the body and
nature is enacted against woman too, through her historical enslave-



ment and every subtle form of continuing misogyny. For, nature is the
body of the world and the womb of culture, the matrix within which
we make our human life. Woman is literally the first environment we
know. On a profound level, the control of women mirrors the control
of matter, as woman and nature are identified deeply in the human
psyche. (Indeed, matter, mother, and matrix come from the same Latin
root.) The technological stance reflects the reactive attitude of the male
mind in defending itself against the feminine as the mysterious Other, a
defensiveness reflected even in men’s attitudes toward lovemaking. If
women accepted historically to make the best of their situation, it was
no doubt essentially for the sake of their children. Population growth,
however, has brought us full cycle. The world no longer needs an
expanding population, and women are potentially freed, from their
defined role as breeders and homemakers, to become emissaries of
feminine consciousness and to focus their energies on the wider world’s
problems. History may be calling for a more active role of women in
political and economic affairs; far more importantly, it demands the
feminine voice to define what politics and economics are to be.

Though it is a moot question whether the objectification of woman
or of nature came first, the very fact that they are linked should compel
curiosity concerning the implications for sexuality, power relations, and
science and technology. For, in making love with woman we have the
same choice as when inquiring of nature as the Unknown: to allow
ourselves to be overcome and transformed by the experience, so that
our very intentions and identities are unfixed; or to remain in protective
custody of our rigid selves and purposes, off limits to transformation.
The first is a stance of opening, softening, dissolving toward shared or
emerging truth; the other, of hardening, closing, reasserting established
boundaries and identity.

I am not advocating a strategy for men to improve their relation-
ships with women. The timeless “battle of the sexes” is now entirely up
for grabs, for the simple reason that the traditional and genetic founda-
tion of gender relationships—raising children in the economic family
unit—no longer applies in an epoch when the world is choking from
the consequences of overproduction and over-reproduction. The
relationship between men and women must find a new basis. What is at
stake involves not only the persons of women and men; the unresolved
dance between masculine and feminine holds a key to the very fate of
life.

The physical intensity of the sexual act appears overwhelming,



forcing a kind of surrender, at least in orgasm (isn’t this why we seek
it?) But for men at least, the drive to remain in control, separate and
intact, always stands against, and may subvert, the primal longing to
merge. No doubt, in past times the option of masculine “surrender” was
scarcely affordable. Surrender to other men was fatal, surrender to
woman was regressive, and surrender to nature meant helplessness
before natural disaster, which could only be met, like defeat in battle,
with humiliation, fear, impotence. A large part of the appeal of religion
is surrender to God, who retains the paradoxical irony of being a
human construct controllable through supplication and magical prac-
tices. Now that we have long since “turned the tables” on nature and
woman alike, it is necessary to reconsider the meaning of surrender, if
we hope to master the obsession with mastery itself.

The universe as a machine, or a vast simulation, is the ultimate
expression of the mechanist worldview, which presumes to see every-
thing, in the rich fabric of real existence we call nature, as imitating
human invention: life imitating artifice. The very success of technology
is taken to signify the truth of mechanism as a worldview.

The projection of inner schemata upon sensation is, of course, how
all cognition works—from sense perception to scientific thought. In
fact, mind can only understand the world in terms of concepts, which
are inherently simplistic compared to the complexity of the real things
they codify. The ability to analyze complex reality as composed of
idealized schematic parts is the very power of intellect and the source of
the human triumph. But the belief that physical reality —nature —can be
exhaustively analyzed, codified, controlled, and exploited implies that
mind can eventually overtake matter in such a way that experience and
knowledge would no longer be a joint venture between self and world,
but a work of self alone. This is the idealist program taken to the
extreme (and idealist beliefs typically hold that experience already is a
product of self alone).

The social correlate of this solipsism is the willful isolationism of a
rich developed world living at the expense of the rest of the planet and
in scornful ignorance of its parasitic role. It is also the masculine ethos
writ large. The irony is that—with such ultimate domination of matter,
and of the many by the few—consciousness becomes no longer a
response to the real world at all, but literally a self-contained illusion, a
dream. The ultimate consumer choices, supposedly just around the
corner, of plug-in bodies and designer “realities,” expand the same
bubble of delusion already brought to us by the nightly pabulum of



commercial television programming—a delusion that helps Western
society dismiss its own complicity in the daily plight of millions.

The dreams of techno optimists—from space weapons to virtual
reality; from downloading of minds into simulated worlds to surrogate
bodies and remote robot interfaces; from space colonization to the
expansion of posthuman intelligence throughout the universe—all these
propose the ultimate triumph of idealism, of mind over matter, of
individual over community. (At the same time, they imply the final
triumph of materialism, of money over all other values, of the mascu-
line obsession with power). But this victory for mind, if carried to its
ultimate solipsistic conclusion, would bear the price of living entirely
within a fiction, disconnected from the political and economic realities
that make it possible: the celebrated ‘brain in the vat’ at last—this time
as a social arrangement! The ultimate separation of mind and body
through post-human technology would, uncoincidentally, parallel the
utter separation of the haves and the have-nots in the postindustrial
world. The overdeveloped West is already “mind” to the malnourished
“body” of the Third World. In a totally automated world—as in one
based on slavery —paid labor will be superfluous, and those who do not
control the means of production will be literally expendable. This is the
true significance of the growing chronic unemployment developed
societies already experience despite the promises of globalism.

Whether or not the futuristic dreams of techno optimists are feasible,
they are symptoms of broader confusions and hypocrisies. It is fascinat-
ing in its own right that the (predominantly male) imagination is able to
entertain these as serious goals, since they literally engender unbalanced
thinking. But are they more insane than the ecological and humanitari-
an crises already precipitated by economic futurism? Both technologic
and economic optimists presuppose a one-way interaction between
subject and object, of unrestrained use of the world and of others.
Feedback from technological manipulations is allowed to affect only
the type of knowledge of the object that is useful to further control.
The knower remains untouched. Expertise grows, sinisterly, while the
expert does not. This is why technological progress outstrips wisdom,
which is the sadly lacking ability to distinguish the merely possible
from the genuinely worthwhile. Feedback from the policies of econom-
ic globalism similarly does not reach its hermetically sealed steel-and-
glass-tower protagonists —or their shareholders —except through highly
filtered statistics coming over the wire or in glossy annual reports.

Although devalued in the masculine ethos, another type of con-



sciousness is possible, which expresses a gentler relationship to others
and to nature. Because it involves connectedness, even when passion-
ately emotional it is far less adversarial than the detached third-person
stance. The felt object is less alien, less other, in fact less “object.” The
world would be far saner if the opposition of subject and object were
balanced by a participatory consciousness not only directed to other
persons but also to nature and the world at large. One cannot count on
such an ideal future as the next evolutionary step. It will not come
simply as a proverbial happy ending; for, by definition, reality isn’t a
story. Nor is there time to rely on biological adaptation for such a
profound change. It could come, however, through the concerted
conscious intent of millions of men and women of good will. More
than a change of those in power, it will require that power itself be
dismantled and redefined. For a start, we must abandon consumerism
and the investment economy and return to local economic and political
autonomy. This is far more than a matter of recycling, ethical invest-
ment, or voting for “green” candidates and policies; for, we are con-
trolled on every level through our appetites and our attachment to a
privileged position that is collapsing in any case.

The gender imbalance, too, must be deeply rectified. This is far
more than a matter of politically correct grammar or of “equal
rights”—which is currently the right of women to pursue the male
model! Ideally it will involve a balanced mentality within each individ-
ual, regardless of gender. It will also involve an active resistance to the
current reign of masculine paradigms in governments, corporations,
media, universities and other organizations. It will involve insisting that
“feminine” values prevail in governance at all levels, public and
private. And this will require that well-motivated people of both sexes
join together to be more insistent than their rulers. Furthermore, women
must claim their chance to run the world—as I heard one feminist call
it: shevolution! That is, women must do that for which they are geneti-
cally and traditionally better prepared than men, and for which they are
now perhaps politically ready: to relate effectively to others in all levels
of leadership in order to bring the world to harmony and balance. (Of
course, | am aware that there is nothing more contemptible to women
than men who inform them what they should be doing. As one woman
wryly commented: “Isn’t that just like a man—create a mess and expect
a woman to clean it up!” I can only beg their indulgence in the urgen-
cy of the situation.)

Men could begin cleaning up their mess by supporting the leader-
ship of women. They could certainly continue to fill the positive roles



they are good at: manipulating stuff and ideas, and getting things done.
But the attitudes behind the organization and direction of society and its
technological pursuits, the vision of human destiny and the recipe for
an ideal world, must no longer rest in the hands of the power-hungry
few, nor be dictated by the aberrations of archaic masculinity. They
must instead be turned toward values that favor the continuance and
enhancement of life rather than power, of body before mind.

The deepest problems we face are not technological or economic.
They are profoundly ethical, political, and philosophical. The real
historical questions concern the seeds of intent that have grown, like the
Baobabs in The Little Prince, to overrun and strangle our world. And
the real question for the present generation is how to expunge these or
tame them, in hope of creating an equitable and renewable society at
last. Perhaps the challenge, above all, is to solve the ancient conundrum
of how the meek can prevail against the powerful and aggressive. In
what we know as history, the masculine has always dominated the
feminine; mind has dominated matter; the ruthless have dominated the
weak, the mild, and the altruistic. In our age, technology promises to
dominate life. If it is tragic that the utopias envisioned by Jesus and
Gandhi, and so many others of good will, are not fact today, at least
our world has allowed the legacy of those visions, however distorted. It
has allowed the softness and beauty of women, however abused, and
the laughter of children, however brief. Perhaps it is not too late to
hope that one day it will allow perfection as more than the heady
idealism of masculine ascendancy, expressing rather the whole human
being.



Chapter One: WHAT IT IS LIKE TO BE A CONSCIOUS BODY

We are such stuff as dreams are made of —Shakespeare

1.1 The Bearable Unlikelihood of Being

Cosmologists inform us that the basic physicallgarameters of the
universe are quite specific and highly improbable.” ™ Not only living
organisms appear to be the unlikely products of chance, but the whole
enormously vast and complex universe necessary to support them. Just
as a single individual or species could not arise by itself in isolation, but
only in concert with a whole biosphere, so it appears that a life-bearing
planet could only arise as part of a whole universe with unique charac-
teristics.

Two centuries ago it was still feasible to believe that the cosmos was
created by a personal God. From a Creationist perspective, the laws and
constants of the universe, the difference between something and
nothing, and why there is anything at all are matters of divine intention,
rather than the inherent nature of the creation itself. Today, however,
science favors naturalistic explanations of why the cosmos exists, with
its particular laws, and why it exists rather than nothing. The emerging
picture may include an infinity of possible or actual universes very
different from this one, most of which might be too simple, too small,
or too short-lived for life to develop. One thing is clear: only a universe
of a certain size, complexity, and longevity could harbor intelligent
observers who marvel at the improbability of their own existence. What
is unique about this world is that we are able to live here; and what is
unique about us is that we can conceive other worlds in which we
couldn’t live. In imagination, naked consciousness may go where it
wills. But in the real universe consciousness is clothed in brains and
bodies, and can only occupy worlds that foster these.

The sense of awe and sheer wonder at the world’s being here, with
us in it, is not diminished by natural philosophy, even if reductionism
is, in a way, the intent. It is, I would contend, diminished in religious
and metaphysical thought, even when awe is the professed intent. This
is so for the simple reason that such speculation is self-contained and
unilateral. No matter how clever, where thought is a unilateral product
of mind it is essentially impoverished, closed, and one-sided. Natural
philosophy, in contrast, connects with the external world through
informational feedback loops. Science leads to an ever bigger picture,



more wonder, and further questions because it is, at its best, an open-
ended dialogue with the natural world. As in any genuine conversation,
it is proper to ask questions and listen to the response. Metaphysics and
theology, however, tend to monologue; they are closed to new or
outside information. Their purpose is to provide the intellectual security
of a final theory, as well as the social utility of a fixed guide for appro-
priate behavior. Metaphysics may intend a true picture of the world,
but it accords the world itself relatively little say in that portrayal. In
contrast, science at its best is not a fixed sphere of knowledge, but open
and provisional.

We shall see that the motives behind technology, as applied science,
are mixed and that technology represents a different attitude toward
nature than pure science. Many high-tech visions for the future are
inspired more by metaphysical idealism than by a genuine desire to
dialogue with nature. And while the standard of objective truth may
still be independent of utility, in practice today much of basic research
is funded with the aim of economic gain. The ethos of modern society
is similarly unilateral: nature, the land, the earth are not listened to by
corporate interests following the ubiquitous profit motive, just as
citizens are no longer listened to by their governments. Consumer
capitalism has triumphed as the ultimate dispensation of the age.
Progress is its metaphysic; shopping and entertainment are its sacra-
ments; mass media provide its catechism.

Religion is certainly not the only venue of closed thinking. The
whole human world tends to closure simply because it is created by
human intention. The self-conservative forces of culture have always
fostered self-contained and closed systems of thought. Sacred texts do
serve as ultimate references in what amount to quasi-axiomatic systems
of thought, wherein the faithful may hold that everything one could
hope to know can be deduced through interpretation of the scripture.
But codified law is similarly a textual system, though it is constantly
updated and is admittedly of human origin. The memes and mores in
general of a society also define an informal and largely unwritten
guiding “text” to consult. What a sacred scripture is to its cult or con-
gregation, the traditions, ways, customs, forms, assumptions, and laws
of a society are for it: a recipe or script for living. Postmodern culture
has taken subjectivism a step further in deconstructionism, which insists
that reality should be interpreted as though it were a text. The motiva-
tion may be the latitude we have in interpreting texts that we do not
have in interpreting nature. But that is also the danger—unless it can be



proven that nature is indeed a creation, an artifact, a text.

While any text is finite and limited, in order to serve as a foundation
its premises must either be unquestioned, and revered as absolute, or
else be consciously agreed upon. One is led to suspect that the essential
conservativeness of cultures everywhere motivates the closure of
human institutions. Like all creatures, people seek stable environments
with which to come to terms in dependable ways. The human creature
has learned to consciously construct such environments, both within
and without. A world defined by people is, after all, potentially more
reliable and satisfying than the inscrutable and unpredictable ways of
nature. A world engineered by people ought to be even easier to
master. While nature is the Unknown, human codes and institutions—
indeed, all thought and invention—consist reliably of what people have
put into them. They are knowable by definition and therefore represent
the only secure knowledge.

Because human worlds are thus intentional, they contain only what
is already implied in their deliberately laid foundations. Animals, to be
sure, also have their fixed ways and routines; the natural world is
cyclical, the organism is homeostatic. Though animal life may appear
boring and limited, it is full of uncertainties that are distasteful to the
simple-mindedness of idealizing human thought. We are forced to
confront the possibility that any natural reality is fundamentally more
uncertain than any intentional construct. Ideas and ideals are simple and
easily mastered in principle, whereas physical and even social systems
are complex and inherently beyond control from without. The other
side of the certainty and security of intentionally created systems is not
only their tedium but a potentially dangerous mismatch with reality.

The routines people make for themselves do achieve a sense of
stability and continuity. Like every creature, we can only live in a
relatively narrow zone of comfort between unbearable or lethal ex-
tremes. And this is a truth of psychology as well as biology. To appre-
ciate or even perceive the full majesty of the world would be too much;
sensory input must be filtered, simplified, conducive to decisive actions.
There must be neither too much nor too little stimulus. Meaning
emerges between overwhelming chaos and stultifying regularity or
tautology. Such a middle zone is ordered, while not overly determined;
it has general structure, but leaves details to be worked out. The mind
finds great satisfaction and engagement in this problem-solving type of
activity, sometimes called ‘convergent thinking’ and also called ‘nor-
mal science’ in the context of scientific research. It is basically the
fascination evoked by games of all sorts—including their current



archetype, the arcade-style computer game. In any game, there is given
a field of play (whether a board or a grassy playing area, or their
electronic equivalents), a defined goal, some rules, and some playing-
pieces (like chess pieces, a football, the “tokens” of Monopoly, or the
protagonists of role-playing games). Students of mathematics may
recognize these as the elements of a formal or axiomatic system, such as
geometry. Indeed, games are embodiments of axiomatic systems and
any game can be axiomatized.

So can any machine. Machines, in fact, embody formal systems too,
just as cultural artifacts in general embody ideas. It is still current to
think of brains, organisms, and even nature at large as mechanical —
which means, implicitly, that they are seen as embodying an intentional
design. The machine is the paradigm of artifacts and invented systems,
and for millennia it made sense to believe that the world was designed
and created by a master Craftsman. The materialist view, however, is
that mind is a product of nature and not the other way around. There-
fore, ironically, if materialism is true, then mechanism is not! We shall
see that the mechanistic worldview that grew out of materialism in-
volves a paradoxical and unwarranted projection of mind (in the guise
of artifact) back upon the natural world.

Mechanism, progress, and linear time are related modern notions
bearing a family resemblance to the concepts of problem solving, game
playing, axiomatic systems, and textual interpretation. We shall see that
it is no coincidence they all bear strong appeal to the masculine mind in
particular. They have in common the provision of a comfortable,
workable zone in which the self is empowered, a manageable mental
space in which to achieve definable goals. The geared clock was the
archetypal mechanism, the inspiration for the “clockwork universe” of
the Enlightenment, and also the precursor of the motor. An algorithm is
a motor for generating an output from an input, as are the rules of a
game. Hence, the first computers were called calculating engines. The
ultimate conclusion of linear time—the final output of the “initial
conditions” of the cosmos—is the heat death of the mechanist universe,
when all the moves have been played out, the mainspring unwound,
the engine of the universe run out of steam, the program terminated.

Some individuals, and some societies, are more open and some
more closed. Furthermore, there are cycles of opening and closing in
societies, in individual lives, and in creative processes. = Most of any
historical cycle will consist of working out the details of a new regime,
scheme, paradigm, or theory. But the cycle will also necessarily include



an initial creative ferment and a final stagnation, sandwiching the more
conventional middle. When change is too rapid or chaotic, there is
nostalgia for the good ol’ days, even if they were not in fact so good.
Instability inspires conservative longing for structure, certainty and
control —until an excess of those inspires revolt again! Generally, too
much of anything breeds its opposite, as part of the homeostatic search
for balance.

Contemporary disaffection for rapid change and the dubious fruits
of technology fuels a return to religious and spiritual beliefs and
conservative values. But religion and tradition cannot effectively re-
enchant the world. They represent, rather, the same remove from
nature that motivates technology. Theology may provide security in a
fixed system of beliefs; but it will be an impoverished system because
of its very fixity, offering only a precarious security. The wonder and
awe for which people pine in the mechanized world derive from the
vastness of the natural world and the open horizon of consciousness;
they cannot be rekindled in claustrophobic systems of thought. While
any religion is far more reductionist (and fatalist) than the 19th-century
scientific determinism from which we are beginning to recover, the
modern program of science still includes the idealist article of faith that
physical reality is, in principle, exhaustible by human thought—or by
superhuman computation. It is the faith that Man, or his spiritual
descendants, will one day know and control everything, and that the
shallow values of the modernist aberration will spread over this planet
and beyond. This is the sound of idealist monologue, of no one listen-
ing because nature is deemed to have nothing further to say.

1.2 The Triune World

The very existence of the physical cosmos and biological life are
miraculous, yet there is a further miracle in the strange fact of con-
sciousness. We exist, we are alive, and we are aware of existing and
being alive and aware. We are aware of our awareness, conscious of
being sentient organisms moving through time toward mortality.

However, the default state of awareness is focus upon the world
outside the skin, so that one does not usually dwell on the awareness
itself, nor distinguish it from the world that is its natural object. We
might plausibly imagine that animals are confined to this state of
external orientation. But humans have another direction for attention as
well. Besides sensation, we embrace feelings, thoughts, imagination,



dreams—the “inner” realm that is loosely called subjective. The exis-
tence of such an inner venue suggests that awareness—even of the
external world—constitutes a distinct domain in contrast to the world
itself. We shall see that Man needs this second domain, this inner space
of humanly created meanin%6 as his home away from home and as the
workshop for his tinkering.” = Of course, it is not at first a place in any
physical sense, although the mind’s eye does seem to rove in something
like space. Mental images, for example, seem to have extension, as
external objects do. But this apparent space, visual and conceptual, is in
no topological way inner; the external world may be exterior to the
skin, but not literally to mental space. When we speak of the inner
realm of thoughts and emotions, it is not the physical volume inside the
body that is meant, although emotions do have their somatic referents.
We mean rather a conceptual space whose characteristics and structure
may be modeled on physical space, but whose objects are ‘ideas’ rather
than things. This is the primary sense of ideality. The connotation and
meaning of perfection derive from the fact that we prefer to live in such
a humanly-defined, idealized, and mental world.

Mental images are, in essence and origin, representations of physical
things, even though a given mental image may not correspond to any
actual thing. Unicorns may not really exist, but no one would be
entirely surprised to see one in the flesh since they are, more or less,
familiar horses to which a familiar tusk has been added. They do not
exist in nature, but they do in the world of imagination. Of course, such
creatures of the mind’s eye have also been re-created in the external
world by human hands. Thus they appear in medieval paintings and
tapestries, in children’s illustrations, as carousel rides, in animated
cartoons, etc., as well as in literary descriptions. Whether reconstituted
graphically or typographically, a mental image can be stored in physi-
cal form, from where it can be retrieved again to mental space. The
thing was first physical (actual horse and actual tusk), then mental
(perception, memory, and imagination), then physical again (painting,
sculpture, printed description), then mental once again (as perception
of the artifact and the image it conveys).

The inner world is plastic in ways that the outer world is not. In
your mind’s eye you can move mountains, or grow horns on horses.
The mental world is hardly subject to physical laws, even if modeled on
the physical world. (If energy is spent in thinking, in mentally moving
the mountain, it is physiological energy of the brain and accompanying
tensions of the body. You are not obliged to imagine any energy
required at all to move the mountain.) Imagination is a magical realm,



where new things, new actions, and new combinations are thinkable
which extend the range of possibilities beyond those presented by the
external world. Conversely, magic and magical thinking project the
freedom and plasticity of this inner world. Fantasy and magic are the
forerunners of technology, as the means to bend external reality to
human will.

The symbolic representations of culture include everything that
people use or create to store meaning, by means of which they can re-
access and transform experiences. This includes memory itself, of
course, and human culture must have consisted for a very long time
mostly of lore and songs committed to memory. Language was the first,
and remains the foremost, cultural tool. But meaning can be stored
outside memory, in cultural artifacts, which have a dual status as
material object and mental symbol, as physical energy and as informa-
tion. Man-made objects and signs exist, so to speak, at the interface
between mind and body. With reasonable justification, one could
consider cultural expressions to occupy a third realm in its own right.
Thus, philosopher Karl Popper speaks of the three worlds, respectively,
of physical states and objects, states or objects of consciousness, and
cultural eiq;ressions—to which he refers as the “objective contents of
thought.”” ° What makes them objective is that they are intersubjective
or transpersonal, even when ephemeral—like a song, for instance,
whether or not it is recorded or written down. Since many cultural
expressions are embodied in artifacts, this “third world” is not only
ideal but has a physical existence of its own. It is everything that
expresses and codifies human thought and experience in a public way.
That the image, the idea, can be altered experimentally before it leads
to action allows action upon the environment to be far greater in range
and sophistication. Just as importantly, it also allows the world to be
used as an extra-somatic memory and workspace, an external display of
thoughts. With imagination you can turn a forest into pencils; and you
can use the pencil to do calculations that would send you to the moon.
The full significance of the independent existence of this third realm
was perhaps less apparent in Popper’s time than now, when some of its
objects might literally acquire a life of their own or become agents of
thought themselves.

Technology is but the outward expression of the inner world. It is as
novel and remarkable on this planet as the planet itself is surprising in
the inert reaches of space. A pencil or a Ferrari is no less alien in the
setting of nature than the black monolith of 2001. Either is a good deal



more out of context than unicorns. After existence and consciousness,
therefore, the third “miracle” is artifice. From a scientific point of view,
what is miraculous in each case is the improbable degree of order.
Artifice, technology, and machines in particular, may be viewed as the
human contribution to the increase of order in the cosmos.

1.3 Mind-Body Problems

Following Popper, one might say that being has three domains:
physical reality, or nature; idea, or thought and experience; and culture,
which includes technology. Clearly culture and technology involve an
interaction of the first two domains. How shall we characterize this
interaction, the relationship between the physical and the mental
realms? When one speaks of “reality,” is it the external physical world
that is meant or the inner realm of consciousness of it, which also
includes nonphysical things like dreams and mental images? What is the
display or “show,” so to speak, of experience, if it is not physical; and
how does it relate to the material world it depicts? What does the world
really look like, if it is not what is literally portrayed in experience?

Questions of this sort are collectively known in philosophy as the
Mind-Body Problem. They reflect, I believe, a deep and persistent
confusion arising from the tail-chasing reflexivity of self-consciousness.
The fact that we are aware, not only of the world but of our awareness
of the world, seems to make awareness itself something separate from
its natural objects in the external world. Metaphorically, this difference
appears to be like the difference between a snapshot and the scene
photographed. While much of the (same) information may be present,
the photo of Mt Fuji is not Mt Fuji. Perhaps this does not seem particu-
larly disturbing; after all, both the mountain and the snapshot are
physical things, and we can readily see and explain the resemblance
through optical and chemical analogues that are stages in causal pro-
cesses. But suppose you take the picture with a digital camera and store
it in your computer’s memory. The information in that form is hidden,
and without apparent resemblance to Mt. Fuji. To display the image in
recognizable form, you need to activate a program, which is a complex
series of manipulations that “process” the information. Nevertheless, the
image exists in memory, stored physically as electronic micro-states
rather than visible states of silver halide particles or pixels on a screen.
The very fact that “information” can take different forms suggests that
it is independent of particular physical processes. That, of course, does



not mean it can exist independently of all physical states.

The photo is a domain distinct from the thing it represents. Like a
map, though physical, it is not the territory. In a similar way, our brains
map and store the world outside (and inside) our skins, and something
like a computer program seems to reconstitute electrochemical informa-
tion in the brain as the “show” (home video?) of experience. But, even
aside from the fact that the brain is not literally a computer, much less a
camera, there is something troubling about this metaphor, however
suggestive. For clearly there is no one inside your head to film or watch
the inner show of experience, and no inner screen upon which it is
projected, in the way that you look at a TV, movie, computer monitor,
photo, or map. ~ Descartes had realized, in early 17th century, that the
camera metaphor does not explain conscious experience but simply
leads to an infinite regression of observers within observers. To under-
stand why we see the world at all—or to explain the appearance of an
inner display of experience—we are obliged to wonder what it means
to see. More generally: to inquire what consciousness is, and how it
works.

The question itself is relatively new. We are, after all, immersed in
consciousness, which is so taken for granted, so transparent, that
coming to think of it as requiring explanation is like the fish discover-
ing “the problem of water.” Before the Renaissance, if people thought
about it at all, they probably imagined visual perception as a business
of the soul peering out, literally, through the apertures of the eyes and
simply registering the world as it is. Other sensory experience might
have been similarly conceived through commonplace metaphors. For
example, if the soul “wears” the body as a garment or glove, then
contact with something hot or abrasive would be painfully transmitted
to the soul through the skin, as through clothing; odors would waft in
through the nostrils, as through an open window, etc. Aside from
dubious anatomy, this sort of naiveté employs the “soul” as a version of
the “little man in the head,” with an infinite regression of observers. It
fails to create a separate category of experience—Popper’s second
world of consciousness. Why a clear sense even of the problem—Ilet
alone its solution—only entered human understanding with thinkers
like Leibniz and Descartes is an interesting question in its own right
(Newton does not seem to have dwelt on it enough to have identified a
problem within his purview—one reason, perhaps, why he is not
classed as a philosopher). A rough answer would no doubt point to the
general rise of subjectivism, individualism, relativism, and religious
skepticism in the European Renaissance. It might point to literacy and



print, which separated the messenger from the message and concretized
the abstract world of thought as a realm independent from the minds of
particular individuals. Books elevated thought, accentuated subject-
object dualism, and aggravated the adversarial stance toward the world
“outside” the mind, including the body.

Before we proceed further to analyze the Mind-Body Problem as a
subtle and esoteric conundrum (with which many people may under-
standably not be familiar), it is important to point out that it involves,
for each and every one of us, highly personal issues as well. This
personal dimension—and therefore the depth of the question itself—is
masked by the very fact that it is universal and utterly foundational.
The dualism of mind and body, stated simply, is the truism that each of
us is a “self” who has a body. When we look out upon the world,
however, we nowhere see selves having bodies. What we do see is
bodies going about their business, whether these bodies are inanimate
objects or living organisms. The fact of self-consciousness adds to this
picture a sense of our own existence—of being someone as well as
something. Indeed, we find ourselves inside the particular something
that the body is (perhaps even inside the head). There is the impression
that one’s consciousness is the true inhabitant, the body a mere
dwelling or vehicle: you, not your body, are who you really are. This
arrogation of identity to the “self” aggravates the fundamental dualism
involved in self-consciousness. It forever pits us against the world and
especially that part of the world known intimately as one’s body.

In particular, dualism establishes a relationship of use or manipula-
tion in regard to the world, and to the body as part of the world. One
may call this the ‘I/it’ relationship. Since the body is a part of the
world, and my experience seems to be dependent on body functions, I
find myself in the same adversarial relationship with my own body as
with the world at large. This struggle may take obvious forms, as in the
attempt to control experience through drugs or to tame the body
through rigors and spiritual practices. It may take more subtle forms
like biofeedback training, reprogramming physiological responses and
associated conscious experience. Or it may take fanciful forms that
would transcend dependence on the body altogether, such as “upload-
ing” one’s mind to cyberspace. All these strategies in the struggle with
embodiment have in common a manipulative stance of the head toward
the body, experience, and the world at large. It is this stance of control
that broadly underwrites technology.



The human creature is part of a continuum of organisms, all of
which seem to exhibit intention. Other creatures have goals and appar-
ent motivations. To this we relate the self-conscious sense of our desires
and feelings, so that we are willing sometimes to impute to other
creatures the sentience and even selfhood which we so obviously
possess. At the same time, however, we may wonder what this really
adds to our picture or understanding of organisms. Are they really
centers of consciousness like people, or are they perhaps just machines,
going through the motions we associate with purpose and feeling? For
that matter, nothing prevents us from wondering about each other’s
sentience or lack of it; hence, the concept of the zombie as a human
body going through the motions associated with consciousness, yet
completely blank inside. In fairness, though, ought we not also to ask
the same question about ourselves? How is our consciousness and our
selfhood functional; how does it help us go about our lives as organ-
isms? From the external perspective of looking out upon the world as
composed of bodies, we might suspect that these are the real entities,
and the persons which we take ourselves to be are rather a fiction or
myth of some sort. Could the self be something the self-conscious
organism has dreamed up as a way of being in the world—a front, so to
speak? Then, do I have my body or does if have me?

If these seem to be silly questions, the answers may have serious
consequences. For, if my attitude is that / am the boss and owner, and
the body is my servant (or robot), then I will certainly relate to it
differently than if I consider myself the humble servant, the body
master. “Self,” moreover, consists of the panorama of one’s experience,
not of the real objects in the world, of which this body is merely one. I
am the center of my experience, whereas my body is hardly the center
of the universe. This alone is sufficient to dispose one to view experi-
ence as preeminent, the seeming objectivity of the world just a feature
of the show designed to lend it authenticity and greater interest. Add to
this the power of control over the production of this show, which one
does not exercise over reality, and there you have an enduring appeal
of idealism.

How I relate to my body is therefore of key importance, reflected in
how I relate to the world of “body” at large. If my body is my personal
attendant, sports vehicle, entertainment center, and pleasure dome, why
would I not relate to other objects in the same way? For, the basic
dualism lies between self and world; this body is just the first tier of
outerness and otherness in relation to “I.” Every form of egotism,
subjectivism, self-indulgence, addiction, sexual and economic exploita-



tion, manipulative attitude, substance abuse, and obsession with power
likely stems from this root opposition of self and world. And what a
different world it would be if this self were seen as a usurper, a fiction,
a dream, or perhaps merely a detail of language!

But the self, of course, is utterly convinced of its own existence.
Descartes doubted the reality of the world, but never that of his self.
While ego may be addicted to reality, the independent reality of the
world is a basic threat to ego’s hegemony. What a shock, then, to
conclude that “self” is merely a conceptual afterthought, along for the
ride, and totally at the mercy of the body, others, and the real world!
Ego has to work very hard to assimilate or deny such an abhorrent
possibility. And it is this shock, I believe, even more than mortality,
that is the source of resentment at the natural condition and of the drive
to flee nature for a world in which the human self actually is central and
master. The whole of civilization might be viewed as an ongoing
protest staged by the subjective self, to have its way against natural
reality.

Much of what enters consciousness cannot be catalogued as experi-
ence of the external world. Dreams, hallucinations, thoughts, imagina-
tion, emotions, afterimages, and phantom pains are indeed experiences
that may refer in one way or another to events or features in the world.
But they are not directly experiences of the world. This fact suggests
another category than experience of external things. It establishes the
existence of ‘the mental’ as opposed to ‘the physical,” ‘mind’ versus
‘body,’ ‘subjective’ versus ‘objective.” It renders to see and to experi-
ence intransitive verbs. And this duality poses fundamental questions. If
some experiences are not experiences of the world, then of what?
Furthermore, what prevents the conclusion that not only such “anoma-
lies” as dreams and hallucinations belong in the category of the subjec-
tive, but all experience? The very existence of the mental realm casts
doubt on the reality of the physical one, for how can one be certain to
which category a given experience belongs? If all experience takes
place in the domain of “film,” so to speak, then what reason is there to
believe that this inner movie corresponds to what exists “out there” in
the real world or that there even is a real world outside the theater of
the mind? Perhaps one is always just watching an inner movie. What,
then, is the relationship between experience, as a representation, and the
reality it represents; between the film footage and scene filmed? And, if
we admit the mental as a category of nonphysical being, how shall we
imagine it interacting with the physical world? How do thoughts and



will animate the body, and how does the chemistry of the brain—a
physical organ of the body —produce the inner show of experience? To
paraphrase Leibniz, how is one to imagine that climbing about in the
machinery of the brain would give any hint of what the color blue
should be like as an experience, or why the desire to move one’s finger
leads to the finger moving?

Many answers to these questions have been proposed, but it can
almost be said that the problem itself is more significant than any
solution. It is one of those fateful issues in philosophy (and, we shall
see, in life) that divide opinion roughly into two camps which perenni-
ally disagree. This is the symptom of irresolvable paradox, of a conun-
drum that is logically too basic for common ground or agreement. One
of these philosophical camps believes that what is fundamentally real is
the external world of physical matter, energy, space and time. This is
the position of materialism, upon which scientific theories are founded.
But many people do not agree that the physical world is the fundamen-
tal reality. They remind us, for example, that experience (as opposed to
the world experienced) cannot easily be explained in physical terms.
Moreover, many specific experiences resist physical explanation (for
example, telepathy, out of body episodes, precognition). These point
rather to consciousness itself—or its reifications as mind, soul, or spirit
—as the fundamental reality. This is the position of idealism, which is
the core of most religious thinking.

The challenge for materialism is to explain the miraculous fact of
consciousness, the “show” of experience as I am calling it, and to
explain how it relates to physical reality—in particular, how it can be
produced by the physical brain. The challenge for idealism is to explain
the appearance of a consistent, independent, and perhaps infinitely
complex external world. If it is all but a dream, then it may as well be
as irrational, inconsistent, sketchy and incomprehensible as dreams
often are. But it is not. If it is a dream, it is a recurring, consistent,
highly detailed, and largely communal one. Many spiritual doctrines do
portray experience as illusory, dreamlike. Some are pessimistic about
this life in the measure it appears to be a nightmare of transitory illu-
sions from which it is advised to awaken. But there is a hopeful side to
idealism as well. If “it is all in the mind,” then at least it would appear
that one has some direct say over experience—the power to avoid
suffering through a change of perception, attitude, and behavior, for
instance. This is the basis of “positive thinking” and many New Age
doctrines, as well as perennial spiritual teachings.

There are educated modern people who believe they can influence



the weather with their thoughts, possibly because they consider the
external world to be a thought. From a materialist perspective, this is
nonsense—a regression to magical, wishful thinking. But materialism
also has its pessimism and optimism, and perhaps its childish naiveté. If
the material world alone is causally real, then consciousness is helpless-
ly along for a deterministic ride. What hope of freedom is there, for
example, if we are simply run by our genes—or those of our rulers? On
the other hand, technology promises the power to change physical
reality —the ability, for instance, to manipulate our genes and therefore
our very being. Clearly, materialism looks at one side of the picture,
idealism at the other. But can we see the picture as a whole?

Idealism focuses on the role of mind, or self, in determining
experience, while materialism emphasizes the role of the external
world. This suggests that experience is actually a co-product of self and
world. Mind is one factor in determining experience, matter is the
other. Using a mathematical analogy, one could say that experience is a
function of these two “variables,” or that it varies as the product of self
and world. I call this the Equation of Experience. Of course, a single
equation with two unknowns cannot be “solved.” And in life there is
no second equation with the missing information. The only way to
solve the Equation of Experience is to treat one of the variables as a
constant: to fix it arbitrarily, by convention. This is just what both
idealism and materialism attempt to do. Each pretends that there is only
one active and independent input to experience; the other “variable” is
ignored as effectively dependent on the first. Thus, to the idealist, the
appearance of an external world is merely another creation of the mind
or self (or of God); while, to the materialist, mind and self (and the
concept of God) arise in physical brains, through natural processes. The
Equation, following common sense, states rather that experience always
involves a contribution from both self and world and that both are real
and important in determining our experience. However, there are
actually several issues here entwined.

One is a variant of the nature-nurture debate: does information from
the outside world, or one’s mental processing of that information,
determine one’s experience? The clear answer of the Equation is:
always both. Another question is whether idealism or materialism is the
correct perspective in which to understand the nature of experience and
the world. Is the essence of reality mind or matter? This question can
never be answered to everyone’s satisfaction; the best that can be hoped
for, I believe, is a somewhat artificial compromise, that each has its



place. No one can prove to everyone’s satisfaction that either perspec-
tive is exclusively valid; but we might agree that both are useful in
some contexts, limiting in others. Like the wave and particle theories of
optics, they may be considered complementary, at least pending a
deeper understanding.

Furthermore, we might recognize that what distinguishes them is
actually point of view: a first-person versus third-person narrative.
Materialist description is always in the third-person (remembering,
however, that any description is ultimately and inescapably first-person.
Even scientific measurement and observation are, if not carried out, at
least interpreted by conscious scientists). Idealist description is implicit-
ly first-person (keeping in mind its tendency to reify the viewpoint of
the self as a quasi-material entity, as in the soul or the eternal Forms of
Plato). The question then becomes: which is truer, a first-person or a
third-person account? Must we not conclude again that both have their
place?

Why are many philosophers (and probably people in general) not
content to let the issue rest there, with the uneasy truce of such informal
dualism? To answer that question, we must first realize that self-con-
sciousness really does create a unique and embarrassing dilemma from
which there is no definitive way out. In either an idealist world (in
which matter is just another idea) or in a materialist world (in which
mind is dismissed as an “epiphenomenon”), there would be no Mind-
Body Problem, no dualism. Were we not aware of being aware, there
would be no separation of subject and object, no categories of ‘subject’
and ‘object,” ‘self” and ‘world,” ‘mental’ and ‘physical.” There would
simply be the world, without categorizing experience of it as experi-
ence or as taking place in an inner domain belonging to a self. Nor,
without a self, would one explicitly perceive the world as unfolding
“outside” of oneself. Rather, it would simply be. For modern adults,
this state of pre-subjective non-differentiation is hypothetical, since that
is not normally how experience is organized for us. But we may
imagine that newborn infants, and most animals, are in something like
this state, since they do not appear to be self-conscious. We might
speculate that there was a time in prehistory when our earliest ancestors
were in transition toward increasing self-consciousness —which, indeed,
appears to be still developing. In any case, self-consciousness has cast
humans irreversibly into mixed terrain.

To accept the indissolubility of subject and object in a deeper than
intellectual sense could be interpreted as enlightenment or as psychosis
depending on how the person handles the disorientation involved.



The search for freedom and empowerment of the self may derail
toward either side of the Equation—toward megalomania or toward a
paranoid sense of the world’s power over oneself.” " The “idealism” of
the individual psychotic may cause trouble when it exceeds the collec-
tively defined bounds of common sense; whereas society as a whole can
get away with its delusions until they become collectively lethal.

There is a natural inclination to favor one variable over the other.
Thus, the dualism of mind and matter divides philosophical opinion
about itself. While they cannot agree with each other, people are natural
monists because unity seems to be an important principle of psychic
organization. Even those ancient systems of thought expressly called
dualistic—such as Christianity, Zoroastrianism before it, or
Manichaeism after—in fact take sides, favoring the triumph of good, or
God, over the other principle.

Why, then, are we self-conscious if it is so much trouble? Does self-
consciousness serve some biological purpose? Perhaps it is inevitable in
a brain that is complex enough to self-refer. Analogous difficulties are
known to arise in mathematical systems complex enough to allow self-
reference. Certainly, if self-consciousness were disadvantageous, brains
of such complexity would have been selected out of existence. Quite
the contrary, the construction of an inner subjective domain of thought
seems to be the very key to Man’s success as the rational, technological
animal. In this, its proper domain, mind is able to create abstractions
and simulations, models and idealizations, material as well as imagina-
tive fabrications. This is how we extend our cognitive reach beyond
immediate time and space and sensory limits. Because our minds can
abstract and analyze regularities, to some extent we can anticipate the
future. Because we can invent systems of thought and translate them
into physical systems, we extend the senses’ grasp, expand our environ-
ment, and transform the world into a place of our own making, in
which to feel more secure and in control. The subjective domain turns
itself inside out, giving rise to external aids to thought, such as writing,
books, films, and computers. All of this has immediate survival value,
but goes further to lay up stock in the future, the possible, the imagin-
able. The ability to play in this inner world yields a miraculous edge in
the outer one. The growth of civilization reflects the growth of subjec-
tive consciousness, and of the ideal world that is not of nature, even
while it is its evolutionary product. Consciousness itself is an ecological
niche. If we are unique on the planet as conscious beings, it is not
because we are spirits somehow marooned in a physical cosmos, but
because our species long ago eliminated major competitors.



Awareness appears to serve as a means of registration, and tagging
for later retrieval, of input into the memory system. Awareness consti-
tutes knowledge that information has entered the system; for, the
classification involved in processing a content for meaning also serves
to file it appropriately for retrieval. Self-consciousness, in contrast, is
meta-awareness. Only a self-conscious being can ascribe to itself a point
of view that is distinct from what is viewed, and even claim the view it
looks upon as its own production. As when watching the news, one is at
once looking at the TV monitor here in the room and at the remote but
real scene transmitted. Attention is naturally drawn to one or the other
aspect; self-consciousness insures the ability to choose which, according
to context.

To continue this metaphor, sometimes the monitor displays prere-
corded files or fictional productions instead of a live remote source. In
all cases, however, one can say that the display constitutes a distinct
domain from the content displayed. Without self-consciousness there
would be neither an explicitly interior domain nor an explicit point of
view upon the world. There would only be the ever-changing unfold-
ing of the display itself (or, of the world, if you prefer).

Self-consciousness implies awareness of one’s positive but limited
role in producing and choosing experience—that is, awareness of the
‘self” variable in the equation. This awareness gives one, to some
extent, the ability to change the experience, if not the world itself. The
ability to consciously reprogram, so to speak, means greater flexibility
and range of response, as well as a more objective perception of the
world. Obviously, these abilities alone would favor survival. More than
that, however, the inner domain is the research and development
laboratory for the direct invention of new experience—new images,
assembled and transformed, of elements borrowed from the external
world. The recombination of these is the basis of our power to manipu-
late the world itself, and so to change experience indirectly as well as
directly. In this way nature is redesigned by human consciousness, at
least and at first in imagination, and often eventually in deed, through
technology.

The evolutionary advantage of subjective consciousness is that it
leads potentially (and paradoxically) to greater objectivity and control.
But objectivity, we shall see, is a double-edged sword. An instinctual
behavior is brought under conscious control by bracketing its per-
ceived object as an element of an inner domain. In this way, one can
stand outside the behavioral implications of perception to reconsider



the object from a more detached perspective.LL The overweening
certainty implied in perception of the object as external and real is
tempered by recognizing one’s own contribution to that perception.
One is therefore in a better position to look before leaping, even
literally. The implied emotional detachment may have facilitated
cooperative behavior in a highly socialized species. The utility and
significance of “objectivity” should be considered in this evolutionary
context. The very function of self-consciousness is to qualify and
relativize the mind’s tendency to perceive in absolutes—in objective,
external, certain terms. This function itself must be qualified as well; too
much detachment or certainty is as dangerous as too little.

One can argue that because nature created Man, whatever Man does
is natural —part of the self-organizing creativity of the universe. It must
be admitted, however, that much human activity defies naturalistic
analysis precisely because it does not seem to derive from instinct or
directly serve survival. Man has staked out another territory than
nature, in mental existence and in the world of artifacts. If conscious-
ness itself is defined to be natural, then the human world may be
considered a natural progression of animal life. But such a definition
begs the question; and even then the disjunction implied in the Mind-
Body Problem does not disappear. Consciousness could as well be
regarded as an evolutionary cusp, precipitating life into a post-natural
state.

Here, briefly, is the solution to the Mind-Body Problem I propose:
subjective experience, and the objective behavior that is its correlate,
share a common origin and meaning within the organism as an inten-
tional agent. An organism is, of course, a passive physical system as
well as such an agent; it is part of the causal universe. But unlike
inanimate matter, physical connections within the organism are also
logical connections, and the flow of behavior can be described either
causally or logically. In this sense, the mental is the physical, for they
are two descriptions of the same events, containing the same informa-
tion. The fact that information must be carried on underlying causal
processes is another way to state the identity of mental and physical.
Information is then both the message and the medium. It is knowledge
of events, meaning communicated symbolically through logical con-
nections; and it is events themselves, communicated physically through
causal chains of influence. Description formulated in terms of intention-
ality is able to bridge the gulf between first and third-person perspec-
tives because every intentional agent (that exists physically) is also a



causal system. Otherwise put: every mind has (is) a body. The reverse,
of course, is hardly true: not every physical system is an intentional
agent.

Causal description of a creature’s behavior, like that of inanimate
matter, may be viewed as a sequence of physical events in space and
time, connected by forces and processes which exist independently of
human thought and which do not entail the creature’s agency or
intention. The creature’s behavior then appears to proceed passively
from sensory stimulus, through electrochemical connections within the
organism, to motor response. All of this takes place implicitly from a
third-person point of view, as events in a physical world external to the
observer. But such a molecular description of a creature can hardly
account for its behavior as an organism. Intentional description, in
contrast, consists of a sequence of steps in a logical system, like the
moves in a game of chess, or the instructions comprising a computer
program, or the dialogue and stage directions of a play. It is a series of
actions that are intended as well as observed (though in a sense not to
be identified with human conscious intention). While intentional
description may be explicitly third-person, it implicitly takes a first-
person point of view, as an analysis of the purposes and point of view
of an agent rather than the behavior of inanimate matter or the point of
view of the human observer. Intentionality involyes symbolic opera-
tions, following logically gratuitous principles. Such operations
within the organism can be understood as a formalizable cognitive
system (like geometry or any language) that is “interpreted” as refer-
ring to the real world. As intentional connections, they are made not in
physical space but in conceptual space. Intentional sequences take place
not in time but in logical order: the if/then of syllogism rather than
cause/effect in time.

Nevertheless, such connections may be embodied in a physical
system. Indeed, they must be if they are to be real. Intentional connec-
tions or sequences are real, or embodied, when they also consist of
physical events, which instantiate them and which may be described
causally. Your thoughts, for instance, are embodied by neurological
processes in your brain. The former take place in a symbolic realm,
following their own rules of formation and meaning, while the latter
take place in physical space and time, following physical and chemical
laws. But they are one and the same. From a logical point of view, these
are parallel rather than contradictory descriptions; the whole point is
their correlation or coincidence, just as words are carried on corre-
sponding physical sounds or signs.



How, then, does an object (even the sophisticated object that an
organism is) have its own experience? How does it differ from inani-
mate objects that can be described in strictly causal terms? The short
answer is: by intention, as distinguished from cause. To be sure, an
organism may be viewed as a causal system; but it is also an intentional
agent. Just as squiggles on a page can come alive as a story, or mathe-
matical symbols can represent actual relations between things in the
world, experience is the semantic sense that an organism’s brain makes
of its own representations, its communication with itself as an intention-
al agent. A physical system comes to have experience, and a point of
view of its own, through the long evolutionary history that obliges it to
become an intentional agent. It thereby makes sense of its relations to
the world, registered in internal representations that matter to itself.
Motivation is the source of all meaning.

Nevertheless, it confounds one to ponder just what the felt qualities
of experience —the greenness of trees, sweetness of sugar, pleasure of
orgasm, or burning of pain—have to do with the blob of gray stuff
inside one’s head. It is too enormous a leap from the circuitry of brain
cells to the personal spectacle of experience, which one is ill prepared
to make even in the age of neuroscience. The brilliant Leibniz could
not conceive how the brain as a mechanism could give rise to subjec-
tive experience. Many philosophers and scientists even today cannot,
and the Mind-Body Problem is a wilderness in which we are still
wandering. In part, I believe, this is because we continue benighted
with romantic notions of our own idealized being as subjects, on the
one hand, and with simplistic idealizations of matter, on the other. In
other words, we are victims of the subject-object split we study, being
ourselves tied in the Gordian knot we attempt to unravel. In part, the
concept of mechanism is at fault (or else arose from the same defective
thinking). The systems with which Leibniz and Descartes were familiar
were hopelessly simple. A modern computer is unfathomably more
complex than a clock; yet even it is nowhere nearly as complex as the
lowliest organism—a single cell. Nor is the organism an isolated system,
an artifact. It is no more like a computer than like a clock.

We know that the cell is the product of a long and complex history
of chemical and biological interactions within an intricate biosphere. A
couple of billion years of research and development went into perfect-
ing the first eukaryotic cell! The human brain contains about ten billion
such cells, each with a hundred thousand connections or more, so that
the storage capacity of an adult human brain is at least one million



billion bits—on the order of a million times more than personal com-
puters in the year 2000. While this gap is being quickly enough eroded
through advances in hardware, the key to intelligence—and hence
consciousness—is not simply the brain’s connectedness within itself,
but also its connection fo an environment, and the fact that this connec-
tion is charged with motivation. Organisms co-evolved in interaction
with the world of other organisms around them; they evaluate stimuli
from the world in light of their determination to survive and reproduce.
So far, mercifully, computers do not. No computer (yet) stands in an
embodied relationship to an environment, which provides not only its
input, but also the significance to itself of that input, and thus a motiva-
tion for outputs insuring its continued existence.

It seems that such a relationship can only be established through an
evolutionary contest. The premises of the embodied mind are not
arbitrary, not programmed from without or imposed from on high, but
built in to the values implied in genetic fitness. Hence, pain must “hurt”
if the creature is to survive; sugar must taste “good.” Space must look
“three-dimensional” if there is to be perception of distance to accom-
modate movement through space. And reality must have a solidly
“real” look to it if one is to negotiate a dangerous and otherwise signifi-
cant world.

Why it is that light of wavelength .5 microns is perceived as “blue,”
while light of wavelength .7 microns is perceived as “red,” is a far more
subtle question, however. It raises the general question: what is the
evolutionary significance of phenomenal qualities? In some sense they
seem compulsory —red must be ruddy in the way that pain must hurt,
and that ‘tree’ must conjure what it does in English. “Qualia” are not
properties of the world-in-itself any more than adjectives are (though
they refer, like adjectives, to the world and contain information about
it). Neither are they a mental substance (an ethereal paint), nor a
completely arbitrary fiction of the mind. Rather, they must be the
irreducible product of intentional connections made within the organ-
ism, reflecting connections with the environment interactively estab-
lished over thousands of generations. Mind is these connections, and
experience is the brain’s account to itself of them, in what amounts to
its own language. Experience represents the world, not as photography
does, but in the way that language does: by symbolic convention.
(Significantly, the person of a viewpoint takes its name from language.)
And the subjective experience of qualities such as color, smell, taste,
touch, and auditory tone emerge from sensory input in a way analo-
gous to how meaning emerges from the inchoate babble of syllables.



Language, too, is motivated. It has always been a tool to convince,
manipulate, and deceive as well as to inform. While one may discourse
dispassionately today about many subjects, the first human vocal
expressions were probably not so different from the excited alarm calls
of primates and other animals. On the other hand, what makes gram-
matical language such an invaluable tool is precisely that it may be used
in a detached and flexible way, combining words and ideas in inventive
new permutations removed from specific context or immediate survival
value. The detached perception of an objective world—in which the
motivated “meaning” of redness (blood?) is no longer compulsive—
might have emerged from an earlier urgency of sensations in the way
that grammatical language emerged from animal calls.

Intentional and causal descriptions are equivalent because they
contain the same information expressed from different points of view.
That we have (and are stuck with) two seemingly disparate perspectives
is an inescapable consequence of self-awareness, without which there
would be no Mind-Body Problem—but no humanity either. The
importance of understanding the role of intentionality in consciousness
—and the disparity between first and third-person descriptions—ex-
tends far beyond a technical solution to a philosophical puzzle, for it is
also the key to freedom and responsibility in a world that alternately
seems deterministic or chaotic.

1.4 The Immaculate Misconception

To be a human being is to be conscious of embodiment. What that is
subjectively like can hardly be what it is like to be a (presumably)
unself-conscious creature, such as a bat. But neither can it be what it is
like to be a spirit without body, such as an angel or soul. Like the
animal’s, our sentience is conditioned by the natural context within
which it has co-evolved with the sentience of other creatures. And that
context is embodiment in a physical world of competing and cooperat-
ing biological organisms. This has never prevented humans from
aspiring to a discarnate state, nor from pretending to have a disembod-
ied point of view. The naiveté of the natural realist, in which human
sentience unselfconsciously identifies with the body’s programs and
views the world as simply there, may be compared and contrasted with
an idealism that sees only the self reflected in the mirror of experience,
and that consciously denies the power of the world and the body over
the self.



The great lesson of early twentieth-century physics—still being
assimilated by the biological and social sciences—is that the twin
Newtonian ideals of the isolated physical system and of the detached,
omniscient observer are but useful fictions within limited contexts.
When people first began to think scientifically about geology, the
origins of the earth and cosmos, and the evolution of life, they did not
immediately consider that the very terms and concepts of their investi-
gation must themselves be a product of that evolution. Far from it, they
accepted human reason and perception as absolutes above nature,
transparent windows of an ivory tower overlooking an objective world.
Moreover, they typically accepted the views of their own generation as
the last word. The very concept of objectivity implicitly means consid-
ering the object in its own right, as though it were not the perception or
conception of some agent. In practice, the meaning of scientific objec-
tivity is less pretentious and austere: investigators must be interchange-
able, and consensus among them arrives through standardized and
mutually accepted procedures. But this only works because the world
does appear to carry on as a consistent place when we are not looking,
with universal laws, so that the definition of objective description rests
implicitly upon the reasonable assumption that there is a real way the
universe is, which is consistent and relatively isotropic for anyone who
cares to look.

Consensus among humans is one thing—and hard enough to come
by! If ever we do make contact with alien scientists, it may be far more
difficult to achieve with them. Even so, we surely would share with
such beings the fact of embodiment, with an evolutionary history
behind it. The ball park might be bigger but it would still enclose some
common ground. Gross consensus would be favored by an essential
similarity among observers and by the fact of sharing in common a real
world. There may well be a definite way the world is when no one is
looking. Quantum physics has cast some doubt on this most basic
premise of realism; but the question is too deep to be decided by a
generation or two of physicists. We can be certain, however, that there
is something wrong with the notion that objective reality is simply how
it happens to appear in our cognition—or in that of any particular
creature or generation.

The notion of how the world is in itself, without the participation of
observers, is paradoxical because any knowledge or image that might
be entertained certainly takes place in someone’s cognition. We can
know nothing of the world-in-itself, untouched by mind, so to speak;



for, any knowledge is the assertion of a mind. The Equation of Experi-
ence tells us that knowledge of the world is a joint product of both the
world and the self. There is no way around fundamental epistemic
participation in our knowledge of the world and of ourselves. Such
realizations are inescapable consequences of self-consciousness. They
can be denied, but never undone.

How the universe really is, apart from anyone’s looking, is presum-
ably how it looked before any observers had evolved to observe it. We
may rightly assume that the world was in a different state three or four
billion years ago. But the problem involved here is not change over
time, but the meaning of “appearance” in a universe without observers.
In trying to picture the unpicturable face of the world-in-itself, we have
little recourse but to mistake it for its appearance to us. One is forced
either to take the map as the territory or to remain silent—a dilemma
that frequently results in the circular reasoning of what I call the
“problem of cognitive domains.”” " The external world appears to
subjective consciousness as an image constructed by the mind to reflect
the external world, which means the latter then appears recursively to
be an image constructed by the mind... The endpoint of the causal
chain must be recycled as the beginning, so that something in the
human cognitive domain is unavoidably taken for the world-in-itself.

Objective description supposedly takes place from a “third-person”
point of view. But all description is necessarily someone’s—which
means in the first person. So-called objective description simply omits
mention of the describer. In such accounts, the intention is to talk about
the world, not about one’s personal experience. The observer cannot
pretend, however, to have some way of knowing about the external
world other than through some form of personal experience. Reading,
hearsay, belief, intuition, revelation, and inner certitude are all, in fact,
personal experiences, along with sensation and observation. Measure-
ment with instruments or by machines does not get us off the hook by
exorcizing mind. These are but extensions of the observer’s senses and
intentions, and it is still some mind that will interpret the readings.

Science has created a modern myth of origins, a history of life and
consciousness arising within matter and culminating in Western civiliza-
tion’s scientific worldview. This mythological creature chases its own
tail. The scientific description of reality presumes to disrobe nature and
raw experience to reveal the objective structure underlying
appearances. But from the point of view of common sense and every-
day life, it appears rather that science dresses the flesh of the world in its
own abstractions. According to the story, we are the product of the



history it tells; but the story—which reaches back long before our
existence—is the product of our modern imagination and telling.
Humans were not there to witness the origins of the world, and their
latest, most cherished accounts are but a few decades old, out of the
billions of years in which the drama itself may have unfolded. Story-
telling is an ancient, entertaining, and essential human interest. It is
central to the search for meaning and truth. But no cosmological
account should ever be confused with reality itself, or with the ideal of
truth.

1.5 The Way of the Flesh

While nature is the mysterious thing that it is, it is also our image of
it, reflecting human feelings, goals, and values. Behind these,
moreover, stand our animal purposes as participants in the chthonic
system of nature. We cannot avoid this participation, nor the embarrass-
ing circularity of having our view of nature shaped by it. To have a
view at all, one must stand somewhere, clothed in flesh.

The very gesture of calling nature a system, and defining its game-
like elements, creates a perspective exterior to the system itself, a
detachment and freedom from dictates that follow from immersion
within it. The scientific concept of nature is therefore part of the human
strategy to disengage from the natural system of which it is the concept.
This circularity is part of the “bootstrap” operation of consciousness,
whereby it reaches beyond limitations. Let us also remember that this
reaching creates a dual perspective. For, we are at once pawns in the
natural game and free players with a foothold in conceptual worlds
outside the confines of nature. Many ideas about natural reality, more-
over, are ultimately shaped by the need to play well within it. The
concept of system, we shall see, imposes its own problems.

For the moment, let us say that the system of nature includes the
whole of the physical world and its evolutionary history and future.
The aspect we are most immediately involved in is the “game” of
natural selection. Evolutionary psychology attempts to describe the
human pathway through the contest of survival—that is, how genetic
history has shaped present perception and behavior. The rule of the
game is: survive to produce as many offspring as possible, who may
also survive to reproduce... etc. This simply restates the fact that those
players still in the game are by definition the ones whose ancestors
stayed in the game long enough to reproduce. Survival of the fittest



means domination of the gene pool through natural selection, passing
on to future generations their selective advantage. But ‘fitness’ means
little more than success at reproducing, which makes the logic of the
system wholly circular, if not mad. The characteristics that are desirable
(from a point of view of a player within the game of natural selection)
are simply those that lead to being here as a player—an insidiously
recursive arrangement! They may not correspond at all to characteris-
tics considered desirable from points of view outside the system.

Evolutionary psychology demonstrates how subjective human
values reflect objective genetic rewards. This amounts to connecting the
first and third points of view. More typically, however, the intent is to
reduce one domain to another, as though it were too troublesome to
think along more than a single dimension at once. Thus, morality may
be reduced to genetic gain, psychology to biology, the mental to the
physical, the human world to its animal origins. However, to either
ignore animal origins or to reduce human nature to them is to try to
sidestep the conflict between mind and body. I prefer rather to under-
line the conflict itself and the momentous reaction to it. Self-conscious
mind, successfully or not, is perpetually in revolt against its perceived
entrapment in the system of nature and its own identification with the
body and survival. We are the creature with one foot in each of two
worlds, and this is what is most interesting about us.

We are here because each and every one of our ancestors, back to
the beginning of life, made at each turn exactly the choices that led to a
life that included having offspring who in turn had offspring. The
complexity of the human organism is in direct proportion to the
convolutions of this evolutionary path; to the millions of invisible roads
taken or not taken toward this simple goal of continuance; to the
amount of trial and error that went into refining us as sophisticated
replicators.

The “great chain of being,” which is the net result of this process, is
actually a pyramid. The “progress” of evolution lies in filling “layers”
upward in complexity (and generally in physical size), while the layers
themselves of this pyramid hardly evolve, but remain in place to
support what is above. The snowball effect of accelerating complexifi-
cation is related to this pyramidal structure, since it took longer to
“solve” the earlier, more foundational problems of organization. But
since there is no one doing this problem solving, a clearer way to
describe the process might be to start with the notion of stasis rather
than change. For, life is essentially homeostatic. It tries not to change,
but to remain the same, to replicate itself identically. But errors are



inevitable in any copying process and a small few of them may be
improvements. As some of these imperfect genetic copies have a
differential advantage over others, a dynamic is already in place for an
endless game of one-upmanship. In any arms race, bigger may be
better; more complex may also be better. But this dynamic also tends to
differentiate levels or niches, so that there is no question, for instance,
of eukaryotes and prokaryotes being mutually exclusive. The point is
that the expansion of complexity —the upward filling of the pyramid—
happens in spite of equilibrium, even through disrupting it. But it also
happens because of the continued stability of lower layers. Being at the
top, we cannot remove much of the pyramid without risking its col-
lapse, which would be fatal for us if not for those below. Microbes,
which laid and continue to constitute the foundation, could survive
without us, but not vice-versa.

A self-conscious creature may recognize its participation in the
system of nature, as an embodied player in the game of selection. From
a materialist perspective, for consciousness to exist at all it must have an
embodied relation to the world, established through an evolutionary
history. And this in turn means: to be an earnest player in the game,
playing by the rules and for keeps. Earnestness means viewing the
game from within, from the highly identified perspective of an individ-
ual playing piece. Identification with the body and its needs is a prereq-
uisite to stay in the game. We are instinctively compelled to take
seriously the pursuit of well-being (known to us subjectively as plea-
sure or comfort), the avoidance of damage or the threat of it (known to
us as pain, discomfort, fear), and the supreme goal of reproduction
(known to us as sexual pleasure or lust, and longings for family or
relationship). There is little room for dabblers in the game of life; they
would long ago have been out-reproduced by more earnest lineages—
or would never have arisen. This is something of a paradox, given that
the human species is a notorious dabbler and also, for the moment,
highly successful. The paradox becomes mere irony when one consid-
ers the advantages conferred by points of view that are relatively free
from automatic compulsions, if only to be identified on higher levels
with the survival mandate. For instance, to seek the fulfillment or
salvation of the soul rather than the flesh may lead—through the
complex series of sublimations and reversals known as culture—to
improved conditions for bodies in general and to greater reproductive
success of the collective, if not the individual concerned.

To the degree the human being has one foot in the natural world,



the nature of perception (as well as the perception of nature) is deter-
mined by the rules of the game. As natural creatures, we tend to see the
world in ways that facilitate survival and reproduction more than truth,
for instance. At the same time, the world we see is increasingly unrec-
ognizable as a natural setting. The rules of the game have to a large
extent remained the same while the playing field has changed. To be
sure, the human environment still appears divided into objects and
actions with significance for our well-being. But our ways of seeing,
categories, and neural pathways are in general a much older inheritance
than the current outlines of the human world. Human being is therefore
strung out in evolutionary time, so that we typically bring to bear in the
modern world archaic mental processes formed in the “ancestral
environment” or before. The tensions and the distortions of perception
required to maintain sanity in an urban setting can be enormous. Life in
a city, as Desmond Morris points out, is equivalent to the crowded life
in captivity of zoo animals, and many human neuroses have their
parallels in the behavior of captive animals.

That we are here because our ancestors reproduced appears an
empty tautology, on the face of it. But it reveals a great deal when we
look at what sort of organism we must be in order to have survived to
be here posing these questions. Like characters in a novel, we come
from a certain background, in this case an animal heritage. This in-
forms all the categories of our thinking, but also inspires a deep rebel-
lion against our upbringing in nature. This conflict continues to plague
us with social and environmental consequences. Nothing could better
portend a cheerful dénouement of the human story than to understand
both this instinctual background and the rejection of it.

Let us consider, then, the circumstances of an embodied creature, a
generic player in the game of natural selection, in order to examine
how this is received specifically by the human self-consciousness. Lest
this seem a pointless exercise, let us recall that at one time, one may
speculate, the budding human consciousness might have been in such a
circumstance: which is to say, leading more or less the life of a brute,
yet horrified by awareness of its vulnerable and mortal condition.

To achieve any size and complexity, a multi-celled organism had to
differentiate between cells that were to pursue their own future continu-
ity, if on behalf of the organism as a whole, and those that were to
serve the development, integrity, and continuity of the organism
immediately in the present generation. Many individual cells, for
example, are required to die in the initial growth of the body through



cell division—a kind of pruning known as programmed cell death.
Others are required to sacrifice themselves in the normal maintenance
of the body. The early institution of sexual reproduction committed the
system of life to a drastic divide between a germ line and a somatic line.
Only the sex cells are immortal, while the rest must die in each genera-
tion. The mortality of the body is therefore a built-in byproduct of sex.
Reasons for the prevalence of the sexual system of reproduction are still
controversial, but one imé)sortant one appears to be its advantage in the
arms race with parasites. It seems, then, that death is an inevitable
feature of life and a prerequisite for the arising of complex forms,
which could not have occurred without an effective hedge against
parasites.

An organism is distinguished from its environment by virtue of
being a special region of the universe maintained by a flow of energy
coming from and returning to that environment, which is its comple-
ment. Energy and nutrients are “pumped” from one to the other and
heat and waste products exhausted in the other direction. The
organism’s distinctness is emphasized and maintained by a permeable
membrane, across which it relates to its surroundings, including other
organisms, from an implicitly self-centered and exploitative stance. To
the organism, the world is an it to manipulate for its own maintenance.
Even sexual liaisons are a (genetic) resource to be used. The way of the
flesh is to be pitted against the world. To live is to consume other living
creatures. To put it dramatically, every player in the system is a canni-
bal, a thief, and a murderer, forced at genetic gunpoint to brutalize
other contestants! An intelligent self-conscious being cannot help but
be deeply horrified to realize the nightmarish context of his or her life
in the demonic frenzy of nature.

Because this mutual exploitation occurs at every level and scale,
parasites and disease are inevitable along with attack by larger
predators. The body has defenses against invasion at the cellular level,
but these are limited by the fact that bodies are constituted to live only
to reproductive age, whereas the arms race of host and parasite is
relentless. For the same reason, no doubt, the body’s ability to self-
repair is limited: nature will not invest more than it needs to in the
individual soma, since it is the germ line that counts. The system of
nature plays the actuarial odds, with no more regard for the individual
than is required to optimize genetic winnings. It is the genes which
survive into the next generation; the body is merely their expendable
vehicle. This means that infirmity, always possible, is all the more likely
after reproductive age. The fact that modern people typically live far



beyond that age may be a standing invitation to infirmity.

The interests of the individual organism coincide generally with
those of the body, while the rules of the game are dictated by the
interests of the genes. The interests of the individual human personality,
however, are potentially independent of both. Humans suffer in aware-
ness of their situation, therefore, to the degree that their actual
purposes, visions, life plans, values, goals, actions, and experiences are
at odds with the system of nature, thwarted by the body, or determined
by forces outside themselves. From the point of view of the self-aware
consciousness trapped within it, the system of nature is a mad machine,
a kafkaesque bureaucracy without concern for individual welfare or
happiness —except as that happens to favor success of the genes the
individual harbors. Commitment to the game means obeying the
dictates of genes. Besides the compulsion to eat fellow creatures, this
commitment requires beating others of one’s kind in competition for
mates and for the resources necessary to attract them and insure suc-
cessful progeny. This implies further aggression and brutality, as well
as a narrow organization of one’s interests, time and energies.

A creature’s capacity to act relies upon the ability to evaluate
stimuli, at least through the responses of pleasure and pain. Pleasure is a
cognitive judgment that the stimulus is good for the organism (or, at
any rate, for the genes). Pain indicates what is judged to be harmful.
Since these assessments are essential for survival-to-reproduction, so are
pleasure and pain. And since the organism is fragile, it must always be
guarded. Pain and fear are therefore preconditions for sentient life. The
self-conscious organism cannot help being aware of its vulnerable,
dependent, and defensive relationship to the surrounding world, which
looms all-powerful in its awareness. The very quality of realness with
which the external world appears imbued signifies a self-preserving
%%knowledgement of the power of the environment over the organism.

In summation, the organism is manifestly at the mercy of its embod-
iment and its world, which consists prominently of other creatures it
attempts ruthlessly to use, and which attempt to use it, whether for food
or habitat or breeding ground. Through selection, this contest dictates
its perception and behavior. Evolution disposes us to be parochial and
selfish and to interfere with the happiness of others. The injuries of
pain, illness, and infirmity are built into the system of nature, along
with the insults of instinctual determinism, cunning brutality, and
finally death.



While the human consciousness, in its own terms, may be indepen-
dent of time and space and free of causality, the body which houses it is
a prisoner of time and causal processes. Consciousness perforce imag-
ines continuity —indeed, it cannot really imagine its own cessation. It is
nonetheless confronted by the unassailable facts of aging and death.
This is more than simple recognition of natural processes or the body’s
vulnerability in a dangerous world. It is a final doom and negation of
personal identity and hope. Consciousness cannot fathom nor accept
the apparent fact that its own presence and life are totally dependent on
the functioning of the fragile and corruptible body. It cannot accept
being a mere and temporary thing.

This is the context in which self-conscious mind finds itself embed-
ded at every turn, and which is a deep source of human antagonism
toward embodiment and nature. It is the driving force behind idealism
and culture. What it is like to be a self-conscious body is informed by
the monstrous and horrifying realization that one is food for worms—
and little more than a worm oneself!™” The self-conscious being is
doomed to be at odds with the body’s joys and sufferings. The bizarre
fact of being intimately and inexplicably connected with the body in all
its peculiar details—of being, so to speak, chained to a living corpse —is
not something adults normally care to dwell on. It may be a source of
wonder to children, however, who have not yet learned to reject such
thoughts as morbid. Ernest Becker points out that the young child’s
questions about sex are often really disguised questions about the
meaning and implications of having a body.”~ A literal explanation of
the mechanics of sexual plumbing will not satisfy such inquiry. When
parents do intuit the intent of the question, they may give evasive
answers because they have no other—the materialist answer is too hard
to swallow even for them. More likely, they may defer to religious
instruction or hope the child will forget about the matter, as they
themselves have put it out of mind.

Embodiment is therefore a highly ambivalent circumstance for the
self-conscious mind. All of culture, religion, the striving toward
ideality, technology, and human enterprise in general, along with its
aberrations, stem from the absurdities of a consciousness that finds itself
half free and half imprisoned in matter.



1.6 The Body’s Final Betrayal

While the Mind-Body Problem is usually framed as an abstract
philosophical issue, nothing could be more personal and concrete than
the great disillusionment that the body ultimately proves to the mind.
From the outset, mind is duped by the system of nature into identifica-
tion with the body, into believing the promises and premises of life.
Our genes have programmed us to cooperate with the body’s priorities
and needs, and to blithely go along with life as though it were forever.
The consciousness that we seem to ourselves to be is plugged into the
body and its environment as a lamp into the power grid, utterly depen-
dent on the vast infrastructure of nature to briefly shine. It is drunk with
the electricity of life and half-blinded to its ephemeral and vulnerable
situation, hanging by the filaments of a nervous system. Then, one day
the bulb burns out and there is an end to that unique and self-recogniz-
ing source of light. The body succumbs to its built-in obsolescence,
never intended to last forever. And in spite of all our efforts to ignore
this or pretend otherwise, this foreknowledge gnaws at us deeply from
an early age.

After initial discoveries, the gap between real and ideal, though re-
pressed for a time, widens with age. While the youthful body is normal-
ly a transparent interface with the world, in old age we feel more its
intrusive limitations, its incapacity to conform to the ideal patterned on
the model of the child’s body: athletic, lithe, centered, coordinated,
graceful but unselfconscious, active, exuberant, playful, genuine,
spontaneous, energetic, healthy, etc. Every cultural act, indeed every
individual gesture that is distinctly human rather than animal, is an
attempt to surmount the problem of dissolution and death. This is the
problem of limitation posed by aging and mortality to a consciousness
that, by its very nature, can only believe itself limitless and independent
of time. That the all too real body ultimately fails consciousness and
falls short of ideality is a very tangible mind-body problem. It’s not
that death comes as a surprise. Rather, the dilemma is precisely that we
know all along so very well, but must go through the motions with
vitality and enthusiasm for life’s programs in spite of this knowledge.

There are other such mind-body problems—in this culture, particu-
larly, where the very attempts to deny embodiment through luxury and
convenience lead to the paradoxical obesity, malnourishment, lowered
quality of life and lowered life expectancy of sedentary fast-food
consumers. A society that has fled nature for citified living, physical
labor for paper pushing, and common sense for pharmaceuticals, can



only expect to be at war with the body —which will always win in the
end.

Many weighty tomes have been written about the Mind-Body
Problem as a “technical” issue. The fact that it has been formulated as
such, rather than as the Problem of Aging, Infirmity and Death, for
example, or the Problem of Embodiment, is interesting in itself. It
would seem to indicate that even philosophy, perhaps like all cultural
pursuits, is a displacement or sublimation of concerns so fundamental
and close to home that they dare not be confronted directly. Even as a
quest for truth, the assault of philosophy is oblique. It attempts to trump
the mortal coil by fostering an idealized, formalized, eternal realm—its
own sterilized mental ground on which to hash out truth, rather than in
the squishy close quarters of flesh. Perhaps philosophy is filled with
hairsplitting and irresolvable issues because it is this environment itself,
more than answers, that is important. Just as poetry is “passion recol-
lected in tranquility,” philosophy takes reality indoors, as it were, where
it can be dealt with calmly. While no particular words or theory can
really defend us against the sticks and stones of vulnerability, the
edifice of philosophy itself may be the best philosophical answer to the
problem of mortal embodiment. In a game you cannot win, how you
approach playing is more significant than any move.

Even so, I believe that the solution to this technical problem is also,
if obliquely, an answer to the existential dilemma as well. If the prob-
lem is ultimately personal, then any answer to it must also be personal.
If no triumph over death is possible, we are left only with a dignified
response, the satisfaction of playing a good game we know we are
going to lose to an overwhelming adversary.

The human response to the hopelessness of mortality is complex. It
can be viewed as a cultural form of grief, with its various stages. It is,
after all, the loss of one’s own life that is mourned in advance. First,
there is denial. I suspect this is why people are inclined to believe they
have immortal souls and will be resurrected even in their bodies. It’s
why the first half of life is an upward curve, as though there were no
end in sight. And why people try to accumulate millions of dollars,
when hundreds might do, and seek every form of excess—especially
sex, status, wealth and power. It’s why we worship youthfulness and
the perfection and beauty of the body, which is biologically little more
than a tube for digestion. It’s why murder and suicide are important as
ways of taking charge of death, why war is a spiteful strategy to beat
the Grim Reaper to the punch. This is the denial of death, of which



Ernest Becker wrote so eloquently and insightfully. The knowledge of
mortality —and not sexuality, as Freud had thought—is the primary
motive of the repression upon which culture is built.

But after sheer denial, there follow stages of negotiation: selling
your soul to God or the Devil if only you are allowed the promise of
more life. Creating heroic systems of thought that will live after you,
stupendous monuments of architecture, political revolutions. Much of
the bluster of masculine idealism and its effects in history correspond to
the denial phase of the grief we experience at the frame mortality places
around all human efforts. The enterprise of technological mastery and
the universal appeal of “progress” correspond to the negotiating phase,
heroically restructuring the world. In our technical age, still bargaining
with death, we strategize to circumvent mortality through cryogenics,
prosthesis, genetic engineering, artificial life. We aspire to renew the
body, or replace it, or cash in our consciousness as an entity separate
from the body—now artificial rather than supernatural, information
rather than spirit.

Becker begins his discourse on the overwhelming consciousness of

mortality with a discussion of the intrepid “heroism” of culture in
general and of personal identity—both constructed to contradict the
pain of death. Man hopes that his creations have lasting worth and
meaning, heroically outliving and contradicting death and decay.
While this heroic self-assertion may be founded on the inbuilt tenacity
of the organism, the courage to face death is the willingness to take in
fully the contradictions of being a creature “half animal, half
symbolic.” To grant oneself fifty per cent independence of nature,
however, is far too optimistic, if it means anything at all. As long as we
die, we are one hundred per cent mortal!
Whatever we achieve between the covers of our little lives may be no
more than a flicker. Yet, if this is all we can lay claim to, it is far more
than nothing. The existential answer to mortality is the insistence that it
can and must be enough—for the very reason that more is not possible.
All forms of existentialism are willing at least to look death and ultimate
realities in the eye. If some are stoically somber, it is perhaps because
grief itself is an antidote to loss, a valiant protest against a rotten deal.
While the preordained loss of our own lives (which is to us the loss of
the whole world) may be the greatest loss we can fathom, it is possible
to move through denial and negotiation, beyond bitterness or resigna-
tion even, to a dignified acceptance. After all, the alternative is never to
have existed, never to have played at all!



I believe it is a mistake to hope for salvation from the human
condition through technology as a literal deus ex machina. Such a hope
derives not from the symbolic, intentional creature but from the animal,
which is driven to survive and conditioned to look externally for
solutions. We symbolic creatures have only the mythical life and world
we (collectively) invent to mollify the sting of death. It is the story told
at the campfire to dispel terror of the dark, where devouring beasts may
lurk in wait; it is equally the voyage to other planets, terraforming, and
the conquest of the dark of space. The story itself is the ideal world it
posits. The campfire, as creative invention just as much as light, is the
answer to the darkness. It is pointless to mock heroic efforts as
ephemeral and vain; ironic sophistication is only a disguised form of
heroism against an inevitability that is no personal defeat. Nature (our
genes, our bodies, the cosmos) can’t care for our happiness—because
caring is intentional, part of the human realm. The feeling, or lack of it,
has always been mutual: we haven’t exactly been kind to nature, even
to our natural bodies.

I call life a game not to deny its real urgencies, but to underline the
fact that consciousness can embrace reality voluntarily. In this lies our
freedom. The earnest games of life inherited from nature can yet be
played with dignity, humor, good will and good sportsmanship—not as
something forced from without, nor driven by the impossible need to
win.

1.7 Self-Made Man

The self-conscious animal is haunted by a progression of
realizations, beginning with that of its vulnerable mortality and physical
finitude in contrast to the potential eternity and boundlessness suggested
in consciousness. This progression goes on to include the indifference
and enormity of the universe as a presence beyond human ken or
control, and independent of human intentions. Out of this sense of the
impersonal and objective life of the cosmos ultimately grew the key
metaphor of mechanism, which turns the tables on the vastness of
nature by reducing it to a device of human conception and proportion.
But long before, this creature intuitively realized that it could and must
define its own world; that hope lay in the realms of consciousness rather
than in nature; and that it could shape the external world to conform in
limited ways to its ideal expectations. Mankind would also have to
adapt itself to the world of its making. If mankind wished to live apart



from nature, in a plastic bubble of reason and technology, it would
have to remake itself as an artificial creature, a sort of Frankenstein or
Superman designed to live among the dreams of reason.” ™ This corre-
sponded, in fact, to Man’s deepest desires for self-generation. Above
all, then, Man is this self-defining, self-generating, idealizing creature,
fleeing mortality and embodiment, the corruption of time, the deter-
minism of nature and the authority of the Real. The hope behind
culture is for a more humanly conceived environment—but also that
human artifacts and institutions may prevail as repositories of meaning
beyond death and decay, so that mankind (and even the individual)
may in some sense count. Thus, everything Man does is essentially
heroic and religious, if ultimately vain.

Moreover, cultural achievements, including the glories of technolo-
gy, have been predominantly men’s immortality projects—just as
children may be considered the immortality projects of women. If these
projects of self-generation and regeneration serve to deny the realities
of embodiment and death, it has been a fruitful lie. For, humans have
multiplied to cover the earth not only with their own bodies but also
with all the accouterments of their “extended phenotype.” And if it is
true that we are the creature who strives to secede from nature, have we
been so successful that ‘human nature’ is then a contradiction in terms?
Is humanity a product and integral part of nature or is it, on the con-
trary, a product of its own definitions?

The answer, of course, is both. The question, moreover, goes
straight to the heart of the perennial (and hopeless) dialogue between
materialism and idealism, causality and intentionality, nature and
nurture, determinism and free will, etc. The fact is that Man has one
foot in each of two worlds; and the elusive human nature is to be found
somewhere in the awkward bridge. Nature can never be left behind and
the human essence will never be the idealized god it longs to become.
But neither is Man any longer essentially an animal. The materialist will
emphasize the natural building materials of the House of Man, while
the idealist will underline its novel design. Together, they almost
comprise a reasonable view. For, Man is specifically the creature who
builds a world of ideas and ideals upon the platform of biological
evolution. If this is conceived as a launching pad to leave nature, it is
because the essence of that ideal realm is to be free of any foundation at
all, to be entirely self-generating, without context. In truth, however,
nature is the solid foundation of that realm, which is no spaceship but
an earthbound mansion. It is the real theater in which the Ideal can be
expressed, the stage upon which humans script their unnatural identity



and destiny. The lunatic fringe of science notwithstanding, an actor can
generate an immortal character but never an immortal body.

In a sense, all organisms are self-defining, if not consciously.” ™ That
mankind insists upon self-definition, then, does not in itself remove us
from nature. Even if culture and technology distance us symbolically
and even literally from a natural setting, it might still be argued that
these confirm our participation in nature because such expressions only
serve the natural self-definition and destiny of the human organism.
While it is specious to insist that whatever exists is natural by definition,
we can be sure that whatever Man is or does is both part of nature and
something contrived. Culture could be viewed as a kind of prosthetic
device to compensate for the ways in which we are lost to nature in
civilizing domesticity.” =~ But the horse must be put before the cart: the
prosthesis follows from the intention to escape nature.

The natural organism is self-defining, but only within a context and
setting it has not itself created or defined. As player, it did not invent
the game. To be sure, the animal has a degree of freedom above
vegetation—namely, the capacity to move and act. But the human
organism, successfully or not, seeks a further degree of freedom
through defining its own context, creating its own setting, and willing
its own acts. If so, then the human essence is as far removed from the
animal as the animal is from the plant. While this does not remove us
from nature, the intent of that essence is to displace nature with culture,
the found world with an artificial one. The Freudian wisdom is that the
child seeks to be its own parent, sprung from itself and not from nature
via the biological parents. Man proposes to conquer death by creating
his own life and world.

Not only the Oedipus complex, then, but all of culture is a flight
from origins, from the limits of nature and embodiment. The project of
creating an ideal world—in both the normative and descriptive senses—
is both an individual and a cultural undertaking of self-generation. It
requires relentless vigilance, struggle, and tension. With so much
energy engaged in death-defying acts, Man is nonetheless the sole
creature who can long for surrender, abandon, and even the sleep of
oblivion. And this paradox is a key aspect of the masculine mind in
particular—a paradox in which Freud, too, was even personally caught:
how to let down your defenses, relax the burden of self-mastery, melt
in trust, or surrender to the feminine, to instinct, to mortality, without
abandoning the labor of self-creation?

The symbolic realm is the ground of culture, the human empire
within which to create and recreate ourselves in our own image, even



before creating external gods to do it symbolically on our behalf; and
long before creating literal machines and empires to transform the
natural world. This realm is made by decree, by fiat, and not dictated
by nature; it is governed by human rather than natural law. And herein
lies its great appeal to the human spirit, which longs more than any-
thing to be self-creating, and thereby free. The innermost and sacred (if
masculine) dream is to be pure subject and agent, to be no object
bound by the rules of an alien universe. To be a person—the object of
love and respect, yes—but not some beast’s or germ’s dinner, not a
mere tool of biology, an effect of some cause, a thing. By definition,
our creations express our intentions, whereas the found world of nature
does not, but in many ways appears to oppose them, while asserting its
deterministic power over our being and even over our intentions. This
may be merely another way to state the obvious: that we do not live in
harmony with nature. Those who argue that Man cannot escape being
part of nature implicitly embrace a materialist stance. They are thinking
of the body, and they are right. But Man long ago took up residence in
the mind, the spirit, finding ways to have in eternity the cake that can
be eaten only briefly in the flesh.

Just as moot as the question of whether Man is part of nature or is
truly self-creating is the debate over determinism and free will. Again,
my answer includes both. The action of any creature must be viewed
both as a product of natural cause and of its own intentionality, the two
descriptions being parallel and complementary. Since all creatures have
intentionality, just as all are subject to causal law, it is not intentionality
itself that makes us free, but conscious embrace of it. Within determin-
ism we may have a relative free will. Much to its horror, the human
consciousness finds itself within an apparently deterministic system, but
conceives and longs for freedom and escape to realms of its own
design. Even to ask, in the abstract and once and for all, whether or not
human behavior is determined, overlooks the significant dynamic of
time and also ignores the impositions of other human wills upon one’s
liberty. We are not mere passive observers of destiny, but co-partici-
pants; at this stage in the game, our environment is not nature but the
world made by and consisting of people. We will in the end be as free
as we make ourselves and each other.

Choice appears free when one ignores the constraining limitations of
the perspective with which one identifies. Standing back to look at that
perspective as a finite system, however, one more soberly sees the
causal determinants constraining the choices. Paradoxically, this per-



ception of limitation creates new opportunities for choice, visible
beyond the perceived constraints. The question of free will is whether
the actions of the self are determined from within or without. We know
in principle that both can be true. It is a question of perspective, but
also of the facts of the situation. When the self does not consider itself
to be the organism, for instance, the latter is deemed to be external to
the locus of consciousness with which it does identify. The self then
may not identify with intentional processes originating within the
organism (even though they constitute in fact the organism’s free
agency), but instead looks upon these as causal processes impinging
upon the self from the external part of the world that the body is. In
that situation, the self cannot experience itself as active and free, but
only as passively constrained by something outside it. This can be as
true of collective units as of individuals. On the political level, one is
free when one’s actions are determined by oneself rather than imposed
by other people or groups. On the other hand, sometimes one’s failure
to claim freedom is projected onto others.

The organism’s apparently deterministic nature, as a biological and
physical object, may seem to occasion a loss of freedom. Experience,
thought, and will, may seem mere effects of physical processes. But the
whole situation can be viewed the other way around. The subject, as an
intentional agent, makes logical connections internally. Because these
are also physical connections, intention thereby changes the physical
world. First the organism’s brain state alters with the intention; this
change may then be translated via the muscles into actions upon the
world. Neural pathways are laid down by thought, just as roads are
built by engineers who work for the political will of the governed.
Moreover, the one-way causality of the mechanist view of mind is mere
prejudice stemming from the physical sciences, where any given parcel
of matter may be considered an isolated system, which is the passive
recipient of influences from “outside.” Within the organism, mind and
matter are mutually imposing; influences travel in feedback loops both
ways.” ~ Inside and out are reversible spaces. The organism is environ-
ment for other creatures as much as they are for it.

It might be objected that certain experiments demonstrate that the
body affects the mind in a one-way causal arrangement. Timed mea-
surements indicate that the subjective experience of willing a bodily
movement is in fact preceded by the action and projected backward in
subjective time. This fact might hold weight as an argument against free
will if by ‘mind’ one meant simply the experimental subject’s con-
scious experience. But the whole point of the concept of intentionality



is to bridge the gap between first and third-person points of view. Brain
processes can be described from either perspective; the logical event
occurs simultaneously with the neurological event, because they are
one and the same. The fact that the subjective experience occurs after
the neuro(logical) event in question simply means that further neuro
(logical) processing was responsible for conscious registration of the
initial events.

The notion of genetic determinism—that the genes are a top-down
program, which unilaterally dictates the development of the organism
—mirrors the idealistic expectations that the head rules the body and
that the organism is a machine. The gene was initially conceived as a
self-contained package of information, and the genetic “code” was
thought of as an encrypted message—an intentional construct, an
artifact, and hence a closed system rather than part of a larger, open,
causal system that includes the environment. But such genetic idealism
is being tempered by further research showing the role of environment
and phenotype, for instance in controlling the expression of genes by
hormonal regulation of transcription.

I would argue that the only truly deterministic systems are artifacts—
intentional constructs. This is because they alone are closed, idealiza-
tions with a content fixed by definition, whereas nature and natural
systems are not. It is therefore somewhat ironic that causality has been
associated with determinism, while intentionality has been associated
with free will. Free will is only free because consciousness can tran-
scend the determinate content of its own creations. The creations
themselves, however, are necessarily finite, closed, and hence determi-
nate. It is not nature which is deterministic, but Man’s thought systems
and idealizations projected upon it. It might turn out that nature is
deterministic, but only if nature proves to be an artifact, a thought, a
simulation. Only, in other words, if nature is unnatural!

The question of self-definition, of course, is not only individual and
philosophic, but political and collective as well. In The Rogue Primate,
an impassioned plea for wildness and nature, John A. Livingston
proposes that Man was the first domesticated animal. We set out to tame
nature in our own image by breeding other creatures into domesticity.
He enumerates the qualities bred into domesticates: mindlessness,
apathy, dependency, defenselessness, docility and tractability, rootless
transferability, non-selective feeding, herding instinct of compliance,
tolerance of physical and psychological abuse (such as overcrowding),
reduced sensory acuity and acceptance of monotony, lack of attune-



ment to environment or group, neoteny, and promiscuous sexuality.LH
The whole list applies devastatingly to modern human beings! He
acknowledges that the dependence into which civilized people have
fallen has made us more the servants than the masters of technology —
and indeed one of its artifacts. = While domesticated animals are the
creations of human beings, he argues, we ourselves arrived at this state
naturally. "~ But human evolution was from the start conditioned by
sexual and cultural selection: human populations intervened in natural
selection by breeding themselves in ways parallel to their breeding of
other species. From the beginning, the human domesticate had a hand
in its own genetic destiny.

Most importantly, one group has bred and domesticated another,
selecting for warlikeness and aggression in conquerors and submissive-
ness in the conquered. A certain type of human being has been selected
through war and genocide, class and sexual domination, incarceration,
and other cultural practices, resulting in domination of one group or
class by another. Females have been selectively bred by males to be
submissive and cooperative, good reproducers, supportive of male
enterprise, etc. Males have been bred by female choice to be
aggressive, etc. The institution of slavery was a form of genetic breed-
ing, while modern economic institutions are a means of cultural selec-
tion, to encourage a monotypic human being.

Social animals are easier to manage because of a “compulsion to
comply.” " " Domesticated, they become dependent on a top-down flow
of orders, especially in conditions of overcrowding (cities) and stress
(economic pressures in artificially maintained conditions of scarcity).
They are less able to communicate among themselves (consumer
isolation). While Man may aspire to self-generation, much of our
vaunted freedom is relative to class, gender, and race. Much of our
being has been formed and is controlled by others.



Chapter Two: A BRIEF HISTORY OF REALITY

We were not given dominion over the earth; our forebears earned it in their long
nightmarish struggle against creatures far stronger, swifter, and better armed
than themselves, when the terror of being ripped apart and devoured was never
farther away than the darkness beyond.— Barbara Ehrenreich

2.1 Making and Unmaking the Real

The real physical universe we inhabit is what we have in common
with all creatures. Diversity of form and variety of sentience occur in
the context of a common external world and similar embodiment
through parallel histories of evolution. Reality is a fundamental concern
of all creatures, and in all levels of cognition. “Realness” must therefore
be an essential attribute of any possible experience of the external
world. It must be, after Kant, a category of mind that makes experience
possible at all. The meaning of realness, as an experienced quality of
objects, must refer not only to the independent existence of the world
but also to the dependent existence of the cognizing creature. It impli-
cates a relationship of creature to environment—specifically, the
urgency of the environment’s life and death hold over it.

Experiencing a real external world involves the mind’s active
formulation of cognitive models, which organize sensation into a
coherent picture upon which actions can be reliably taken. The model
involves judgment, implying the relationship of the organism to its
environment. The meaning, in other words, of every experienced
quality must be of the same sort as the meaning of pain or pleasure,
insofar as it encodes an evaluation of stimuli relevant to the well-being
of the organism. Thus, depth perception literally lets the organism
know where it stands in relation to an object, as does the very object-
ness of a thing. The ascription of realness—by a “realizing faculty,” as I
call it—is automatic, unconscious, powerfully compelled, and so utterly
essential to survival that it is difficult to identify as a mental act at all.
Rather, we simply experience the object, the world, as “real.”

Realness, therefore, has an equivocal status. Paradoxically, it is both
an inherent aspect of the world and a quality lent or ascribed to experi-
enc