Chapter 10

Improving Nature?

Invisible Causes


What Herman wrote at this point proved to be the launching pad for the next phase of our conversation.


"I'd like to take off from where we've just been --discussing the question of the 'soul' versus a bodily basis for what underlies our experience of meaning-- to return to an old issue:  namely, to return to Earl's initial take on Andy's question, to his idea that our ability to experience meaning in appropriate and desirable ways is a function of our health.  


"You may recall," Herman continued, "Andy had felt disturbed by how his contact with meaning comes and goes, disturbed because he wondered what it said about the nature of meaning that the world could be seen apparently 'accurately' even though devoid of meaning.  Then Earl had replied that this loss of meaning shouldn't call into question the standing of meaning any more than blindness or deafness should call into question the reality of a visual or an auditory dimension to the world.  It's a matter of health, Earl suggested, such as the proper balance of neurotransmitters, or whatever other aspects of brain chemistry or brain structure are understood as providing the basis for healthy mental functioning, including the ability to experience the meaningfulness of things.


"But shortly, Earl's suggestion ran into a seemingly decisive counterargument --was it from Mike? oh, no, it was from Dan-- that pointed out a vital difference between blindness or deafness on the one hand and depression (or a lack of a sense of meaningfulness) on the other.  The analogy failed, this counterargument went, because with sight and hearing there are objectively identifiable signals in the world --light waves, or vibrations in the air-- that could be discovered even by someone who lacks adequate receptors to register them directly.  But with meaning, Dan asked, where are such objective correlates of our experience of meaning?  No instrument can be devised that can register emissions of beauty from beautiful objects, or of goodness from good objects, etc.  Therefore, Dan argued, meaning is not something out there, with objective standing.  And therefore also, the argument went, a person who doesn't register meaning is not objectively damaged, or disabled, or unhealthy the same way as a blind or deaf person is.


"That was where that issue has rested up till now.  I think we might be able to take it further, and resurrect Earl's old point.


"Before we confront again Dan's counterargument, let's just note how something rather akin to a model of health seeped back into our recent conversation about meaning in the body.  Molly's uncle suffered a blow to the head, and thereby lost his ability to relate to right and wrong.  Injury evidently destroyed his capacity to register certain kinds of meaning.  And then there was the exchange about the implications of regarding morality as a matter of preferences.  Interestingly, it was Dan himself who reassured Ken that humankind would not just happen upon some pernicious consensus on Auschwitz-like values because we've been structured by evolution to have life-serving values.  It's not coincidence that most people are decent, he was saying, because that's how we're naturally designed to be.  Auschwitz represents a kind of deformity.  Is this not, Dan, like saying that awareness of the good is a function of organismic health?


"It is a sign of the difficulty of these questions, I would suggest, that the same, philosophically acute person who could argue so (apparently) effectively against Earl's argument about health could also hold in his mind a line of thinking, based in an evolutionary perspective, that seems closely aligned with that same argument of Earl's.


"But what, then, are we to do with Dan's initial counter-argument?  Is there any way around that fact that we cannot set up a meter to register emissions of beautons coming from the rose, or of goodons coming out of kind and compassionate human relationships?  (I.e., that we cannot find coming out of evil any analogues –as in the Jonathan’s recent inquiry—to the wafting molecules of steaming crap that repel us?)


"I think there is a way around it.  But to grasp it, we have to recognize the unique structure of the evolutionary idea, the special way causality operates in the mechanism of selection.


"I've talked about evolution to groups all over the country for many years, and I have been struck by how difficult it is for people to grasp the basic nature of the idea.  What is being shaped is the organism, but the forces doing the shaping lie largely outside of the organism, in the environment.  Maybe it's because we live in such an individualistic society, but many people seem unable to grasp the notion that the agency of causality lies not in any particular identifiable agent with motives and goals of its own, but in the structure of an enveloping system.  So what we have are agents (i.e., living, breathing, purposeful creatures) who are being acted upon.  And we have a non-agent --a complex system, made up of many diverse components, that's just there, devoid of motivation or goal-- that serves as the source of shaping forces.  Something of a paradox.


"Which is not to deny that the evolving creatures can play some active role in the evolutionary process.  But even when the creatures take initiatives that provide the overarching system with something new to select for or against, it is still the system that will determine which of the variations will survive and spread, and which will be eliminated.


"My intuition tells me --although this is not easy for me to grasp fully-- that it is in this paradoxical causal relationship that we find both the source of our confusions about the 'standing' of the meanings we experience and also a way out of those confusions.


"So, let's go back to Dan's counterargument, which prefigured the ostensibly unbridgeable gap between fact and value.


"Meaning is different from redness, yes.  Even if redness as a visual experience happens in our sensory apparatus, we know that it corresponds to light of a certain frequency that exists outside ourselves.  And, admittedly, meaning is not exactly like that.  


"But meaning also has an objective standing, albeit of a different kind.  Our philosophy has differentiated between value and fact:  fact is out there, but where is value to be found?  It's not identifiably 'out there.'  So it must be 'in here.'  And hence, not objective.  So goes the positivist argument.


"But --and here we come back to an idea that's been floated here a few times-- the distinction between out there and in here is less real than it appears to us when we look at causality in the usual linear, one-dimensional  perspective.  


"Our internal valuative structures evolved by being selected by the surrounding world, and they are thus mirrors of that world.  The 'in here' is a mapping of the nature of the world out there.  The role of external causality is just as real as in our perception of light frequencies, but it has an entirely different structure.  The external cause is one additional step removed—i.e. removed along the dimension of time.  It is present not in the instant, but over the eons.  Just as the causal forces of evolution are, in some sense, invisible to us, so has the objective standing of our attributions of meaning been invisible.  But just as the shaping role of the selection process has been profoundly real, so also are the meanings we experience 'real' and objective in an important sense.


"How do we get from 'is' to 'ought'?  How, in other words, can we bridge the presumably unbridgeable gap between fact and value?  The answer, I would suggest, lies at the core of the evolutionary process.  Whether or not we posit any divine agency behind the process, a single and undeniable preference-- a value-- has clearly been fundamental to the evolutionary dynamic.  And that value has been the choice of life over death.  


"In other words, whether or not the process of 'natural selection' is understood as operating purely mechanically, it operates --by the nature of things—according to a criterion of value.  The forms that can survive are chosen.  Those that cannot are eliminated.  


"Who knows whether this says anything about the place of value in the universe, whether there's some sort of value built into the universe itself.  With my own limited mind, I can't figure out whether any other kind of universe could have existed.  It seems perfectly 'natural,' entirely inevitable, that what survives and spreads will be preferred by an evolutionary process which, first, gives rise to life and, subsequently, brings forth the marvelous complexities and interdependencies and living capabilities that we see on this planet after more than three and a half billion years of life's unfolding.  But perhaps, despite my inability to imagine it, a different kind of universe would have been possible, though presumably in such a cosmos nothing like ourselves would have arisen to ask these questions.  And if indeed a universe not so organized as to prefer life could exist, perhaps the fact that our universe reveals, through its evolutionary process, an inherent valuing of life signifies that the existence of meaning is built into the very stuff of this cosmos.  Perhaps it reveals some sort of 'cosmic preference.'


"But in any event, whatever the source of the evolutionary dynamic, it is value-driven.  And that value is fundamental to the way we ourselves have been shaped.  The bridge between is and ought does not, therefore, originate inside us.  It is embedded in us, but this embeddedness, like our ability to perceive red light or smell steaming excrement or hear the snapping of twigs in the forest, is a reflection of the nature of the world that shaped us.


"The world made us to register meanings.  It shaped us for life, making life the fundamental value, the source of all values.  It has crafted us to be responsive to all that pertains to our ability to perpetuate our kind through time, giving us a rich experiential palette that colors our every moment.  We feel joy at things that --over eons and/or through our own experience-- enhance our access to what serves life within us.  We feel pain or anger or fear in conjunction with what threatens the continuation of our seed.  We experience these things because this way of experiencing serves life.  And these experiences give our life meaning.


"Our design, therefore, reflects objective realities.  We are built to have, as our purpose, the unfolding of our organism according to the values built into that design.  This is the way of health: to be, and to become, what we are supposed to be for the sake of life.  Injuries to our design are contrary to the value of life that is built into us.  They interfere with our ability to experience meaning as we are supposed to, so that life will continue to unfold, in preference to its alternative, death.  


"Health, therefore, includes the capacity to register the meanings embedded in our natural design.  I would close by suggesting that the healthy organism, the one who has fulfilled the inclinations of our evolved design, will be one who is attuned to the beauty of the world around it.  For this is our home, and the experience of beauty solidifies our positive, life-serving relationship to it.  Such a healthy creature will be responsive to the good, for it is such an orientation --not the deformity of an Auschwitz-- that serves life.  And it is the way of health, also, to be in harmony with the truth:  for it is the real world in which we are called upon to achieve our survival.


"Openness to truth, beauty and goodness --the triumverate of our values-- is a property of our organismic health.  HERMAN"


Herman's long and thoughtful message was met with general enthusiasm.  People who had already shown their thinking to be of an evolutionary bent --like James and Mike, for example-- expressed appreciation at Herman's pulling so much together.   Several others, like Adam and Randy, struggled some with the question of whether it all made sense, or whether there were some non sequiturs in the course of Herman's argument.  And, though Ken was silent, Jonathan expressed some interest in what he saw as an opening in that evolutionary framework for a more spiritual understanding.  That opening, he said, came where Herman had wondered out loud whether the cosmos itself reveals some embedded value --of life over death-- in its very structure, seeing the evolutionary dynamic as a possible clue to meaning's being more than just an incidental by-product of an indifferent machine.  


Then, for a time, the conversation swirled around two central ideas that Herman had laid out.  


One of these was the bridge Herman had built to show how our internal experience of meaning was, through what the group was now calling "evolutionary mirroring," a manifestation of "objective reality."   Earl especially liked Herman's point about the invisibility of natural selection as a causal force, and how that had rendered the objective standing of meaning and value invisible to the two-dimensional positivist perspective of our times.  And Earl ventured an analogy to try to capture the different nature of the objective standing of our experiences of meaning from that of "scientific fact."  Perhaps, Earl said, the complex relationship between inside and outside made our perception of the truth about meaning like one of those mechanisms --a stereo-opticon-- where one must simultaneously look through two different lenses in order to perceive some significant aspect of what's in front of one's eyes.  


The other of these central ideas was related, and it dealt with health, i.e. with Herman's idea that our natural design both conduces us to experience meaning in certain ways and, at the same time, defines health.  And this natural design, therefore, provides us with a kind of standard for judging different ways we experience meaning.  The chief example of this was the notion that the positive valuation of Auschwitz by the Nazis reflected some damage or deformity to their human design.


It was in the context of discussing that latter point --about health and our natural design-- that Barry wrote a message to the group that posed an intriguing challenge to that part of Herman's argument.  At least in its unqualified form.

Welcome Damage


"It certainly seems reasonable to make some connection between some idea of 'health' and our ways of experiencing meaning," Barry began.  "But I do not think one can make an absolute of the idea that fulfillment of the natural human design necessarily embodies some kind of optimal condition.


"Let me illustrate my point with an example from Oliver Sacks' The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat.  An interesting thread runs through a large section of that book.  Here's our author, a doctor, a man whose training revolves around the diagnosis and treatment of disease in the effort to restore health.  But in this book, he weaves a motif of what might be called 'welcome damage' in the lives of some of his patients.  


"I'll give, as my example, a patient of Sacks who suffers from Tourette's Syndrome.  I say 'suffers' from, and indeed he does:  his unpredictable tics and outbursts get in the way of his social functioning.  At the same time, however, he also enjoyably rides the wave of his disorder:  one of his favorite activities is drumming with a musical group and, it turns out, his creativity in rhythmic percussion is enhanced by his malady.  (And so are some verbal forms of creativity, which have led the young man to call himself 'Witty Ticcy Ray.') The way that the doctor and the patient end up dealing with the Tourettes is that the man takes his medicine during the workweek, but goes off his meds for the weekends so that, shedding that more stodgy and socially acceptable way of being that might be labeled 'healthy,' he can spend time in that 'diseased' condition that confers important benefits.


"I recall there being other examples, but that's the one that stuck in my mind.  BARRY"


"Nonetheless," Earl wrote in reply, "the fellow apparently thought health valuable enough to spend the majority of his time in the treated, rather than the disordered, state."


"I'm familiar with that Sacks book also," Leo then posted.  "And not all the cases cited show such a preference, Earl.  


"I have the advantage of having a copy on hand, and Barry's message prompted me to go back and read a chapter called 'Reminiscence' just past the middle of the book.  Part of it is about a woman who suffered from --but again really, in large measure, enjoyed-- musical hallucinations due to epilepsy.  These musical hallucinations afforded her 'a refreshment of the spirit' and, partly by restoring her contact with her 'forgotten, lost childhood,' 'gave her a sense of psychological grounding and reality.'  She experienced her illness, says Sacks, as 'health, as healing.'  
  


"In this chapter, Sacks also relates a report --not fully confirmed-- that the great composer Shostakovich had a secret source of at least some of his musical creativity.    According to this report, appearing in The New York Times --so it must be fit to print-- Shostakovich had in his brain a metallic splinter, a fragment from an artillery shell, that he was reluctant to have removed.  'Since the fragment had been there,' the Times piece reported, 'each time he leaned his head to one side he could hear music.  His head was filled with melodies --different each time-- which he then made use of when composing.'  
  LEO"


"Surely, one would not therefore recommend that people go out and get slivers of metal shot into their heads," James wrote in response to the Shostakovich story.  "We all still, wisely, protect our natural, inborn, healthy, brain structure from intrusion and injury.  JAMES"


"Of course, the majority of such injuries are disastrous," Barry replied to James.  "But that fact is beside the point here-- at least the point I wanted to make.  The same point --that the majority of changes are deleterious-- can be said of genetic mutations.  Yet without genetic mutations no creatures capable of having this conversation could ever have come into existence.  


"My point was that we ought not assume any optimality about our inherent design.  That design embodies an enormous amount of optimization, but it does not represent perfection.  'Health' in the way Herman and others have been using it is good, but we might still find ways of experiencing meaning that, though they depend upon deviation from that kind of health, we might well judge superior to what inborn nature provides us.  BARRY"


"In that context, let me provide yet another example from Sacks."  This was Leo again.  "It's another epileptic-- but this one was more famous than Sacks' patient with the musical hallucinations.  This epileptic wrote, 'You all, healthy people, can't imagine the happiness which we epileptics feel during the second before our fit... (B)elieve me, I would not exchange it for all the joy that life may bring.'  And then also, in another passage, this epileptic wrote of the feeling of 'the presence of the eternal harmony' and 'rapture.'  'During these five seconds I live a whole human existence, and for that I would give my whole life and not think I was paying too dearly.'  



"The name of this epileptic was Fyodor Dostoyevski.  LEO"


"So, should we go around inducing epileptic fits in everybody?" Earl wrote in to inquire, presumably rhetorically.

Altering Consciousness


It was at this point that Carrey gathered up several threads of our recent conversation and tied them back to an idea that he'd tentatively floated way back toward the beginning of our discussion.  (See Chapter 3.)  At that time, the topic of 'normality' had been on the table, something rather akin to the present discussion of 'health.'  And at that time, Carrey had called attention to the fact that 'normal' might mean not only being more able to register meaning --in comparison, for example, with the abnormal condition of clinical depression-- but also could mean being less able to do so.  Here the comparison was with-- well, as I looked back over the exchange, I saw that Carrey had left the nature of that heightened state somewhat cryptic.  I had felt I knew where he was heading, knowing Carrey as I do, but he'd not spelled it out.  Now he returned to that argument and, this time, he was willing to throw out the crypticity.


"During that recent discussion here about the role of the body (and the alleged soul) in consciousness, I was tempted to write in about an area of experience that has really brought home to me the physical basis of our experience, even of some of our most exalted forms of consciousness, such as the awareness of beauty and of the sacred.  While other people were writing about Alzheimer's Disease and blows to the head, I was thinking about the experience that I --and countless others of my generation-- have had since the days of the counterculture.  And before us, millennia of shamans around the world.  I'm referring to the use of mind-altering substances.


"For whatever reason, I held back.  Perhaps the reason is just the habitual reticence I've developed around this topic, a self-protective secretiveness about a matter that not only exposes one to legal jeopardy but, somewhat independently of that, also brings one into contact with what can only be called reflexive bigotry on the part of a great many people, even apparently reasonable people, who are on the other side of various cultural divides in American society.  Indeed, I would say that the marriage of the bigotry on the one hand, and the power of the arm of the law, on the other, make this topic one of the most dangerously irrational nodes of mainstream American culture.


"But anyway, I'm ready to take the plunge now.  After Herman's paean to the natural design of our experiencing-apparatus, and after the interesting counter-examples from Oliver Sacks of the potential blessings that can derive from departures from the natural and the normal and the healthy, it seems to me a fitting occasion to raise the issue with all of you.


"Let me do so by stating a proposition:  if we are interested in optimizing our experience of meaning, we should look deeply and carefully --and with an open mind-- into the role that mind-altering chemicals can play in shaping our consciousness.  CARREY"


My first thought upon reading this from Carrey was, boy, what a bold move.  Which I still would say that it was, for the very reasons he gave concerning his habitual secretiveness.  But then I realized that he'd also been rather cautious, given the fact of his raising the topic.  His attempt to disarm the "bigotry" by so labeling it, and his formulating his proposition in such prudent terms --saying that we should 'carefully' 'look into' this area-- constituted a strategy well-designed to minimize the likely antagonism of the response.  Nonetheless, opposition was not slow to appear.


Peter, from whom we'd not heard for a goodly while, wrote:  "I believe I'm of roughly the same generation as you, but I do not have direct experience of this kind of drug use.  But from what I've read, the life of the drug user is nothing to envy.  I'm not sure I understand why you'd be advising our consideration of a life of drug abuse and addiction."


The other initial response to Carrey came from Earl.  "By now, I thought we'd come to some general consensus that there's such a thing as reality, and that reality matters.  Are we now to go back into that life-is-but-a-dream outlook, where we just go for the 'trip' regardless of its disconnect with the reality of our condition."


"I wonder if it's possible," wrote Carrey in response, "for this matter to be discussed without so much reflexivity substituting for real thought.  Perhaps reflexivity is just as widely manifested in all the things that people discuss, and it's just on this one where it's so visible to me.  But in any event, let me just respond to a couple of arguments that attempt to counter points I did not make.


"First, I said nothing whatever about addictive drugs.  Some drugs are addictive, some are not.  If you say, Peter, you've no experience with drug use, that would suggest, by the way, that you've never partaken of alcohol or tobacco or coffee.  All of those affect consciousness.  And all of them are also, incidentally, addictive.  But in any event, for what it's worth, I'd agree about the wisdom of avoiding addictions to substances.  Nonetheless, that does not touch my initial proposal.


"As for the issue of 'drug abuse,' that's just a phrase that attempts to substitute labels for arguments.  Drug 'abuse' is, by definition, not a good thing.  The question is whether there can be drug use that's not abuse.


"Let me turn next to Earl's concern that we should maintain our respect for reality.  The question of how much we should feel compelled to focus on 'reality' in that sense is one I still regard as one worth exploring further.  But that was not an issue I was intending just now to be raising.  I was actually suggesting that in our quest for a fuller, truer, richer experience of reality we should consider the use of mind-altering chemicals.  The idea that the use of chemicals to alter consciousness entails a diminished contact with reality is a non sequitur.  CARREY"


"I don't see the non-sequitur in my response," Earl replied.  "Is it not generally understood that the idea of drugs is that they provide an escape from reality?"


Two messages then came in together.  One was a one-liner, from Brian.  "Yeah, it's like that old line, 'Reality is for people who can't handle drugs.'"  


The second, from Sylvia, seemed a delayed response to Carrey's initial raising of the issue of psychotropic drugs, rather than a response to the exchange that had subsequently ensued.  "I'm glad you brought up this matter, Carrey, of chemically altered states of consciousness.  Like you, I also thought of such altering of consciousness as soon as the issue of the relationship between body and spirit arose.  Like you, or so I am imagining from your briefly touching on this, I've had experiences that really brought home to me how profoundly, amazingly, undeniably, our consciousness emerges out of physical stuff.  (What, I've wondered, would Descartes have done with his dualism had he chanced upon the LSD-like chemicals from, say, some contaminated ergot in grain --some Soul-Catcher in the Rye-- and saw how material chemicals can alter the flight-path of the soul?  For that matter, had he never suffered a blow to the head or the strange cogito accompanying a high fever?)  And like you, I was reticent about coming forward about my experiences.


"One 'meaningful moment' that occurs to me now to share has to do with my relationship with the earth where I now live.  When I first moved to the Seattle area, I found myself oppressed by the lack of sun, and the steady drizzle of the place.  As a California girl, I was used to a rather different climate, and I was continually getting down on this place from my way of seeing it-- as a California gone gray and cool.  And my artwork was somewhat stalled at the same time.  


"Over the years, I've often been able to rouse my spirit out of uncreative doldrums with the use of some kind of mind-altering substance.  And I'd also once had the experience in the desert, with the same stuff, of coming to see some new and different part of the earth in a more alive and open way.  So for both those reasons, about a half year after I moved to this area, I set aside a day for the sacramental ingestion of a well-known travel agent.


"I started out in my studio, i.e. in that room I'd set up for work but had not yet made much serious use of.  Pretty soon, I figured out that the art issue was secondary, that my real call at that time was to go out and make the acquaintance of the world around me.


"Words will fail me here, of course.  Which is a shame, especially for a sometime poet.  If I could attach a few of my paintings from that period after the day in question, you might get something from them of what I saw on that occasion.  (And I mean saw.)  But anyway....  I spent what seemed like an eternity --I'm guessing it was at least 45 minutes in actual, mundane time-- on the bank of a stream that runs not far from here, set among a variety of firs and ferns, coursing through gray and moss-covered rocks.  And for the first time, I really got the place.  I saw what it was the earth was doing there.  And I saw its incredible beauty.  The wetness stopped looking to me like an impediment to its being like California, and became instead a source of life and green abundance.  The grayness of the skies stopped seeming like a barrier to the sun, and I saw it rather as a kind of blanket that covers and protects the rain forest from the drying effects of unbridled solar radiation.  Seeing the area in what seemed to me its own terms, I fell in love with the place.


"Two things I want to say about the way I saw this area on that day.  The first is that I believe that, for the first time, I saw it accurately, saw it for itself, without the distortions that I'd been imposing on the place with my habitual baggage.  And the second is that, ever since that day I altered my consciousness, I've been able to continue to see the beauty of this region.  What I got then has stuck, and now even my unaltered consciousness is able to travel down the lovely trail laid out in my mind by that day of exploration.  SYLVIA"


Upon reading Sylvia's account of her 'trip,' I suddenly remembered that this was not the first such chemically-influenced 'meaningful moment' that had been shared in our discussions on this forum.  It came back to me that, a good while back, Brian had told us of the day he'd listened to Beethoven's Seventh Symphony, while in an altered state, and had come to realizations and resolutions on that 'trip' that had shaped the course of his subsequent life-- toward one that celebrated the liberation of the human spirit.


Then I saw that a message had also come in from Carrey, addressing Earl's remark about drugs being an "escape from reality." 


"Let's go back to your first message to Andy," Carrey wrote, "You suggested, based apparently on your previous knowledge of his struggle, that his problem had at least an important element of depression in it and that, additionally, he'd found some relief from that depression through chemical medication.  Right?


"Now, in your view of things, was Andy's relationship with reality greater --more accurate, fuller, whatever-- when he was depressed or later, when he'd put Prozac or whatever into his system and relieved the depression?  CARREY"


"Of course, the medication restored a better contact with reality, I would say.  (Indeed, as I recall, that was the very point I was then trying to make.)" Earl replied.  "But in that instance, the use of a chemical had to do with treating a disorder.  I had not understood your proposal about mind-altering substances to be of that nature."


"Is that not an irrelevancy, Earl?" Carrey wrote, "I mean, isn't it wholly beside the point whether the movement prompted by the drug is from what we call a disorder to what we call normal, or whether it is from some other point to some other point?  Your point to me was, I thought, that taking drugs meant escaping from reality.  But if it is established in any single incidence that taking a drug is, on the contrary, a way to get in better contact with reality, then there can be no automatic assumption that what drugs take us into is less real than where we were without the drugs.  You've conceded that, for some people, taking a drug --e.g. Prozac-- increases their contact with reality.  So, the automatic assumption must be tossed overboard.  Right?


“And if that assumption is thrown out, then we will need some other criteria --will we not?-- by which we judge whether the drug has been 'escapist' or whether it has brought us to deeper knowledge of the real.  


"(Oh, and by the way thanks, Sylvia, for that lovely message about your day by the stream in the rainforest.)  CARREY"


"I'm not so ready," wrote Peter, next, "to toss out that distinction between an ill person taking a drug to treat a disease and a normal person taking a drug to do who knows what.  The first one restores normalcy, the second one undoes normalcy.  Let's not lose sight of that distinction."


Again Brian leapt into the fray.  "On what basis is normalcy enthroned as the highest value?  Has that now replaced 'reality-contact' as the standard by which states of consciousness are to be evaluated?"  


And he was followed, shortly, by Barry, who wrote at greater length.  "Brian raises a good point.   By what standard are we to judge a given state of consciousness?  Is it a matter of how much that state of consciousness enables a person to apprehend what we judge reality to be?  Or is it a matter of how squarely that state of consciousness places a person in the middle of some range of the human spectrum (the 'normal')?  Or is our evaluation to be based on how one gets there (i.e. with the means, regardless of the end reached)?


"It is important to note that none of these are the equivalent to the others.


"For example, if it is a matter of how one gets there --and if drugs are deemed an illegitimate way of getting there-- then a person who just 'naturally' is in a state of depression ought not to take any medications to remedy that condition.  And it might be germane to recognize that depression is not always the result of some kind of life-experience mishap; depression runs in families; some people seem to have been at least somewhat depressed all their lives-- until perhaps they begin to take a medication like Prozac.


"(By the way, when it comes to the condemnation of artificial 'means,' regardless of the ends, I've known some traditionally religious people who take exactly this position, that however terrible it is to be depressed, somehow it's wrong to take a chemical to lift themselves out of it.  I don't know why such people have no such scruples about taking an antibiotic to get rid of an infection, why they don't just say, 'If the good Lord wants me to get clear of this infection, He'll do it,' or 'It's up to me to will myself out of this infection.'  But they do make that distinction, and it reminds me of the resistance to anesthesia from similar quarters in the nineteenth century, when people thought that pain must be sent by God and that we've got no right to escape it.)  


"Anyway, I don't know if Ken --as our resident most-traditionalist-- objects to people curing themselves of depression with medication, but I expect that at least most of us would not hesitate to approve such treatment.


"So much for making an absolute about means.


"Then there's the enthronement of normalcy in some statistical sense:  people should get to wherever the rest of the folk are clustered.  So if you're depressed, you're entitled to take a drug to get normal.  But it would also seem to follow, if such normalcy is your standard, that it would be incumbent upon people who enjoy naturally a heightened state of consciousness to take some kind of medication to bring themselves down to the level of the rest of us.  I doubt anybody is going to propose that, but that's the kind of nonsense one can get into when one enshrines any value as an absolute.


"Then there's the standard that Carrey seemed to be proposing:  the one that declares that state of consciousness to be best that brings us closest to the full realization of reality and its meanings.  If that is the standard, then it would seem that Carrey's suggestion is entirely appropriate that mind-altering chemicals could play an important role.  BARRY"


"The drift of this conversation makes me distinctly uneasy," Ken wrote next.  "No, I don't object to people suffering from depression taking medication to relieve their suffering.  But I can hardly believe that several of you are arguing seriously that the path of enlightenment for us is to pop pills.  What's wrong with normal consciousness?"


Carrey wrote in reply:  "Barry's message contains elements of a good response to Ken's question.  But let me flesh out some aspects of it.


"Ken speaks of 'normal consciousness,' but what is normal?  If it isn't some sort of statistical bulge in the middle of a spectrum, then we'd probably have to acknowledge that there's no single normal consciousness.  For one person a normal state might be somewhat depressed, for another it might be some sort of mundane OKness, while for a third person normal might include some ecstatic states.


"I'd bet, Ken, that you don't value all states of consciousness equally, drugs wholly aside.  I'd bet that you'd wish for people generally to attain certain states of consciousness that come naturally, or at least easily, to some people but are out of reach of some others.  So, there’s better normal and worse normal, no?


"So, if the better normal is better than the worse normal, and if my neighbor is born with a fortunate tendency to have a joyful, transcendently aware state of consciousness --because, say, of a fortuitous mix of neurotransmitters-- and I am not so fortunate in my genetic design, might I not rightly aspire to change my consciousness so that I can be in that experiential (and chemical) state that is ‘normal’ to my neighbor, even if not normal to one of my genetic heritage?  CARREY"


Earl came back in.  "I must question your apparent premise, that taking drugs can somehow transform a person into the ideal human being.  I was born too late to indulge in the experimentation of your generation, but my impression is that such a portrayal of the effects of drugs is --to understate the matter-- grossly idealized.  People had plenty of bad trips, as I recall, some of them fatal, and many of the others frightening and paranoid.  And in any event, none of these substances --LSD, cocaine, or whatever-- provide any lasting elevation of mood or spirit.  No such thing as a free lunch, and so forth.  EARL"


"You're entirely right, Earl," Carrey replied.  "No free lunch, and no guarantees.  Many people did have beneficial experiences with some of these substances, but there is no magic pill that guarantees good results, permanent benefits, or ongoing positive transformation.


"But my thinking on this subject, actually, is not confined to those well-known (in many cases, illegal) drugs on which our society makes war.  Actually, what I am thinking of is the need for an enlightened social attitude on the general concept of consciousness alteration by artificial means, now that we are likely on the threshold of a new age of psycho-pharmacology.


"Those famous drugs of long human cultural experience --alcohol, the opiates, marijuana, cocaine, nicotine, etc.-- are all just products of happenstance.  They are just the substances what nature happened to hand us that turn out to act as chemical keys able to engage productively with some of the locks in our neurochemistry:  morphine can lock onto receptors for our natural endorphins, LSD can engage with serotonin receptors, etc.  They do give us powerful experiences.  And, I'd argue, they offer profound revelations about the nature of our consciousness:  for one thing, that it has a chemical basis;  and for another, that there's an enormous range of consciousness of which we humans are conceivably capable.  But these naturally occurring plant substances have all –presumably-- been just a matter of chance, and they have their real limits.  


"What, however, about the chemicals to come?  What about the chemicals that we ourselves may be able to design and create, utilizing the detailed knowledge concerning the chemistry of consciousness that, in coming decades or generations, we will surely develop?  


"Our society now makes war on drugs.  We say, 'Just say no.' I doubt it's a wise approach even now, for a variety of reasons.  But can it possibly be a wise posture to take when we come into an era where we can truly control where among the various potential human states of consciousness we might place ourselves?


"I would ask Ken:  Consider the special state of consciousness of the mystic, or of the person in your congregation who feels God's presence, or feels 'born again,' or however you might describe the state in which those most desirable spiritual realizations --those states of Grace-- occur.  If it were possible to take one of your 'normal' people in your congregation --someone who comes to Church regularly, or once in a while, who maybe sells cars and thinks about his deals-to-come while he sits in the pew in front of you during your sermon, who's decent to his kids but doesn't tell them he loves them from one month to the next-- and to move him, by chemical means, into a state of consciousness considerably more receptive to those dimensions of reality that your religion teaches you are most important, would you say, 'No, forget it.  The means are all wrong!'?  CARREY"


"Chemicals don't save souls," was Ken's terse reply.


And there things sat for a while.  My thought during this hiatus was that, while Carrey's question had focused our attention, Ken's reply didn't give anyone enough handle to carry that line of conversation further.  So I was relieved when Jonathan posted a message a few hours later, one that seemed like it might be an exegesis of Ken's position but that gave us more to grab hold of.  


"It's tempting to say yes to your magic pill, Carrey," Jonathan wrote.  "But I have trouble believing in the magic.  Even granting our having mastered the recipe for good brain soup, and the technology to formulate and deliver the ingredients into the pot between our ears, I do not think that you can achieve what you suggest.  Even a brain flowing with serotonin and dopamine --and their uptake inhibitors, or whatever-- will not get us, I suspect, into your Promised Land.


"The means are important.  Important not just in some abstract moral sense, but because the means will influence profoundly where you end up.  


"Here's what I have in mind.  It seems to me that a person who 'gets there' through struggle, through the process of major life experiences, must inevitably get to a different --and spiritually more valuable-- place than someone who gets there because he's been transported there by artificial means.  


"It's not just the destination, in other words.  It's also the voyage.  JONATHAN"


"What I appreciate most in your comment, Jonathan" Brian wrote, "is that you've joined us in placing the actual consequences at the heart of the issue.  It suggests that if there were benefits, you'd be in favor of the means.  Your challenge comes from your questioning the beneficial consequences.  That seems to me a route to get around what Carrey called the 'bigotry' surrounding the issue, to get to the open-mindedness he suggested the topic requires.  BRIAN"


Barry wrote next.  "I also appreciate the issue's being drawn in terms of what can and what cannot actually be achieved by various means.  And I can add, in at least partial support of what Jonathan says, that over the years --in both my personal life and in my clinical experience-- I've observed that many a positive drug-influenced experience presents a great challenge when it comes to its integration into the life as a whole.  


"It's one thing to have a few hours in some kind of transcendent state, having experiences of great meaningfulness.  But life is not just a matter of hours, but of years.  And the question always is:  how does the vision of the few hours get integrated into the rest of one's day-to-day, year-to-year existence?  And a great many people, it seems to me, have not found good answers to those questions.  BARRY"


"All points well taken," Carrey said in the next message.  "Let me address particularly Jonathan's point about the importance of the process by which one reaches a given elevated state of consciousness.  


"I agree that the process is important.  But that importance can be taken into account when we consider what approach to psychopharmacology is the wisest.  


"An analogy comes to my mind.  What if the 'destination' is the top of some mountain?  Jonathan is saying that, if you simply took an airplane and set someone down on the summit, it would not be at all the same thing as if that person had to train and work to climb up the slopes of the mountain himself in order to reach the peak.  OK, so perhaps it is not wisest to see the role of the drug as being, somehow, to just drop someone on the top of Mount Everest.  If that were even possible.  (And, as Barry indicates, such a transport would likely make it difficult for that person to integrate such a sudden and startling shift in 'location' into the rest of their lives.)


"But the fact is that for some of the mountains of consciousness that we value, it is only rare people who find themselves even within walking distance of the lower slopes.  So, if I want to climb Mount Everest, am I to be required to get to the base of the mountain from where I find myself, in the United States, say, entirely on my own power?  Do I have to swim and walk to get there?  In terms of process, is it OK for me to take a plane at least to Nepal, and maybe drive to within walking distance of the base?  CARREY"


"Which puts me in mind of a distinction worth making," Barry wrote in to add.  "Using Carrey's analogy, the question could be asked, what is it that puts some people near the base of the mountain in the first place, while others are a plane-ride away?  Some of it might be understood in terms of Jonathan's 'process'-- i.e., people who have done their homework, paid their dues, practiced their disciplines, engaged in the living, that helps bring a person to a place in their consciousness where certain kinds of meaningful experience become possible.  And for these things, no pharmacology is likely to substitute.  


"But some of the differences in where people find themselves, I would argue, are of a different kind, alluded to earlier in the discussion of 'normalcy.'  For whatever reasons, the chemical bases of consciousness vary from one individual to another.  And some of these brain soups are better recipes for meaningful human experience than others.  And so it seems to me that if pharmacology can make it easier for someone born weighted down to get some elevation of their consciousness, why not make use of it?  BARRY"


Two messages then came in together.  One from Carrey read, "Another distinction that might be made --somewhat related to yours, Barry-- is between the day-trip kind of drug (an LSD kind of thing) and an ongoing, soup-seasoning kind of drug (like Prozac).  It's the latter that best fits into that image of helping people get to the base camp of the mountain.  And the former is more like air-dropping someone into some exotic destination.  Which, I concede, has its problematic aspects.


"About one-shot experience, though, let me say that I do still believe it has its legitimate role.  It may be difficult to integrate, as Barry says; and it may not be as valuable as a visit to some similar place, hard won through years of prayer or yoga or meditation.  But nonetheless, it can provide a person with rich and valuable material for future learning and orientation.  Let's not forget the lasting spiritual enrichment Sylvia reported in her relation to that piece of the earth where she still lives.  And also Brian's day when Beethoven plus chemistry helped him find his right destiny.  Visions, even when only temporary, can provide lasting orientation.  And, with work, integration can be accomplished.   CARREY"


The other message was from Peter.  "Isn't this chemical augmentation a kind of cheating?" Peter asked Barry.  "It's doubtless true that, when it comes to consciousness, some people are born with advantages.  But where is this not true?  I cannot run like an Olympian athlete.  Should it be permissible for me to take some drug that boosts my speed?  It isn't permissible, and for good reasons.  We test Olympians for drugs, and take away medals from those who test positive.  If it's right to ban performance-enhancing drugs --and do you dispute this social norm, also?-- why should it be permissible to allow people to become more equipped for mystical realizations or creative thinking through such artificial means?  PETER"


"The heart of the norm that you are bringing up," Brian wrote in response, "is competition, and the idea of maintaining the integrity of the contest.  When a competition is being held, we want it to be a honest one, so that the person who is --on his or her own-- most able is the one who gets honored.  But, American culture notwithstanding, I would suggest that not everything in life is to be understood as a competitive event.  For example, would you bar someone from taking a substance that would make her life a happier one, thinking that it's somehow 'cheating' for her to move up in the scale of people ranked from most miserable to most joyful?  


"We don't hand out medals according to who lives the most meaningful life.  So we don't need to take away medals from those who achieve a more meaningful life by artificial means.


"While we're into analogies, here's another one.  If a sprinter in the 100 meter dash were to use a turbo engine to help him accelerate, we'd disqualify him.  Rightly so.  But when someone wants to get from Phoenix to the Grand Canyon, we don't consider it cheating if he drives a car --even a turbo-- rather than walking on his own steam.  BRIAN"


"I'd like to ask Herman how he's relating to all this psychopharmacological argument," Barry wrote next.  "After all, Carrey initially raised this issue in the context of challenging Herman's advocating our natural design as a standard of rightness and health.  So I'd be interested in knowing whether he's willing to amend his standard to accommodate the kinds of alteration of nature that some of us have been advocating.  BARRY"


Herman obliged by re-entering the conversation.  "I've got no insurmountable problem with this idea of tampering with nature, at least not in principle.  My idea that the fulfillment of our natural design equals health equals good was not, or least need not be, anything absolute.  'Good' does not equate with 'best conceivable.'


"The point that captured both the validity of my argument and a way beyond it was the one raised earlier by you, Barry, about mutations.  Our design is precious, astonishing in its intricacy and rightness.  So we do what we can to prevent mutations.  We put on lead aprons when we get dental x-rays, for example.  But, as you said, we're also the product of mutations, albeit of that very tiny subset of mutations that were beneficial, out of an almost infinite number of presumed others that were rapidly discarded by evolution for being detrimental to survival.


"So yes, our design is a magnificent one.  But no, it is not perfect.  And as our knowledge of how to make alterations in our consciousness expands, so also (I am willing to concede) will the number of possible wise and beneficial ways we might tamper with our inborn nature --including brain chemistry-- in that way.


"The test always is how well the artificially induced state of consciousness equips us to meet the challenge that has always been the criterion by which our design was shaped:  the challenge of survival amid the realities of this world.  HERMAN"


It was this last part of Herman's message that elicited from Brian an interesting dissent --at least a partial dissent-- that took us into another twist in our path together.

A Question of Reality


"Survival is all well and good, of course," began Brian's message, "but I'm not prepared to sign on to that's being the one Great Criterion by which we evaluate our consciousness, nor the basis by which any drug use must justify itself.


"If I think about my own experience --my own decisions-- on this subject, Herman's oh-so-pragmatic framework does not seem to fit.  When I go to my magic apothecary, I'm not asking myself, 'Gee, how can I best shepherd my genes into the coming generation?', or any other such down-to-business evolutionary stuff.  I'm asking myself something more like, 'How can I find some really nifty, meaningful-feeling experiences for myself right now?'. 

BRIAN"


This roused Carl from his silence.  "Moi aussi.  (Which means, I believe, that I am an Australian.)  When I imbibe some of the forbidden smoke on an occasional day, my purpose is not survival.  My purpose is to tweak my creativity.  I'm looking to open some new doorways in my mind to see what interesting creatures might spring forth through them.  If I were interested in survival, I'd probably drink some coffee and go tack up some insulation in my crawl space.  CARL"


James wrote in reply:  "It's not really clear to me, Brian, how real or important a distinction there is between your approach and the one, put forward by Herman, from which you're trying to differentiate your practices.


"For example, that time when you made some major decisions about your life --the day you listened to Beethoven's 7th, while in an altered state-- you may have been looking for 'meaningful experience,' but if you made good decisions on the basis of your meaningful decisions, is not that goodness itself pretty much in alignment with Herman's criterion?  I mean, is not getting your life onto a course that works well for you part of what might reasonably be called a strategy for survival?


"And similarly for you, Carl.  OK, so you want to tweak your creativity.  Given your livelihood as a writer, isn't your tweaking really part of your productive methodology.  (Couldn't you, if the stuff were not illegal, write off your purchase of this mind-altering substance as a business expense?)  


"In other words, with the complexity of our human lives, are not our survival-oriented movements so roundabout and elaborate in their structure that sometimes the real meaning and purpose of our 'meaningful' experiences --our survival-- is obscured?  If we rescue those connections from their obscurity, I suggest, your apparent dissent disappears.  JAMES"


"You've got a point, but it falls short of eliminating our differences," Brian replied.  "Maybe the episode of Beethoven's 7th can be subsumed under the aegis of your practicality.  I do recall that I undertook that particular exploration with some serious business in mind, or at least in the back of my mind.  


"But there are also times when all I am looking for, and as far as I can tell, all I have found, is a period of time when I'm simply deeply connected with finding something incredibly interesting, or fantastically beautiful.  Like Sylvia's discovery of the beauty of the rainforest where she lives.  But not even so grounded as that.  It might simply be the pleasure of listening to a Bach piece for the lute.  Or the delight in tasting a piece of triple chocolate cake.  Or, like the other day, being with a friend and having the most amazing conversation unfold about the way a particular advertisement affords a window into something important that's going on in our culture.  


"No purpose, just delight.  BRIAN"


And Carl, too, responded.  "I suppose you could say that my altering my consciousness is sometimes a way of shaking the tree of my mind, to help bring some of its fruit into my hands for harvesting.  But, like Brian, I just don't think that all of the uses that I choose to make of mind-alteration, and that I'd be willing to defend, serve any practical, survival purpose at all.  I, too, just go in for delight.  And my chief delight is in the romping of the imagination, and I'd do that, too, even if I never made a cent out of it, even if I lost time and money over it, even if I diminished my life expectancy because of it.  Just for the joy of living a rich-feeling life.  CARL"


"Well, I'll not press the point," James said next, backing off only to that extent.  "But I still think that it's necessary to take a broader view of what's 'practical.'  After all, in that evolutionary perspective we've been talking about, don't forget that such 'experiences of meaning' as delight and joy and pleasure represents a mapping of an ancient heritage of experience that got laid down in our nervous system according to what served survival.   


"And so I still think that what you fellows have been saying can fit perfectly harmoniously with Herman's formulation about 'survival amid the realities of the world,' even if the connections are not always obvious.  JAMES"


"Yeah, and that reminds me.  This 'realities' business that's permeated our whole discussion of altering consciousness doesn't sit right with me either," wrote Carl, now apparently warming back into the role of participant.  "It was a while back, if I recall:  Carrey didn't want to get tarred with the image of his being in favor of 'escaping from reality'  --Heaven forbid!-- and so he made a case for how mind-altering substances might actually strengthen one's contact with reality.


"Well, maybe so.  I'm not going to get back into that 'reality' argument.  I'll concede for now that OK, there's such a thing as reality, and one can be in more or less contact with it.  But I am willing to defend the idea of altering consciousness to achieve things that ain't about reality, that even are about getting away from those confines.  That's a good part of what imagination is about, isn't it?  


"Reality has its points, but they can easily be overstated.  A good fantasy is sometimes a whole lot better.  CARL"


"Right on, bro," Brian joined in.  "That's part of my creed, too.  And while I am glad I can make a living, sometimes, out of the tweakings of my creativity, I'd go for it wholeheartedly even if I couldn't.  Just like a great many millions in this country go for consuming the creativity of others, on one kind of screen or another, with a large chunk of their time --and I spend a fair part of my time in that mode, also-- I go for a life spent as much as possible 'consuming' my own creativity.


"By which I mean, spinning out scenarios of events that never happened, involving people who've never existed.  BRIAN"


Herman reappeared to say, "While, on the one hand, I would tend to support James's insistence on less division between the 'unreal' world of your pleasures in imagination, and my 'real' world of survival --after all, I expect that those imaginary scenarios and characters of yours are also ways of exploring real world kinds of issues-- I expect that there is indeed a real difference between us here.


"At one level, this could be a way into a concern I have about our media culture, about the very fact you note concerning how much time and energy people are spending in states of fantasy, whether it be through TV programs or movies or even written fiction.  At another level, our disagreements here also doubtless do pertain to the value and/or the danger of mind-altering substance.  I think, for example, of the use of the drug called soma in Huxley's Brave New World.  As I recall, the author is not exactly applauding this escapist tweaking of one's pleasure centers as a substitute for real living by real people solving the real problems of real life.  HERMAN"


Two messages then came in.  The first from Ken, the second from Brian.


"I'm glad that you've taken the field again," wrote Ken, "to do battle against this doctrine of fantasy.  'What is truth?' asked Pontius Pilate, as he washed his hands of his responsibilities.  Even if you and I, Herman, find ourselves on different sides of some of the important ideological fences --evolution versus God, for a main example-- at least we are comrades in the struggle to make sure that we remain responsible to the real tasks that we face in life, and not cop out into some kind of fantasy world.  KEN"


While Brian had written:  "Not only do I reject the survival of my genes as the fundamental goal, I also go outside the three options listed by [Barry] a while ago.  My criterion is neither being as 'normal' as possible, nor (obviously) do I make an issue of how I get to my destination, nor do I consider the best destination the one that puts me in maximum touch with the most reality.  


"My criterion is richness of experience.  It's my life, and I want to feel alive.  BRIAN"


Barry now wrote in response to what Ken had said placing himself on the side of reality over fantasy.  


"With all due respect, Ken," Barry wrote now, "I was thinking somewhat otherwise about how your views might fit into this unfolding discussion about survival vs. good-feeling, and then about reality vs. fantasy.  Herman, I would concede, is in favor both of survival and of facing the realities of the world.  And about the relationship between those two, he seems serene in his unstated assumption that the two are completely aligned.  In other words, that facing reality is always part of the best strategy for survival.  And as I listened to the discussion among Brian and Carl on the one side, and James on the other, it seemed to me that they all shared that same basic assumption.


"But it seems to me that this assumption may be unwarranted.  Sometimes, I'm suggesting, facing reality may be maladaptive.  Some illusions may be advantageous from a survival point of view.


"Consider here some research.  Recent studies have shown that religious faith --belief in God, attending church, etc.-- apparently correlates with better health outcomes than a lack of such faith.  The faithful live longer, are more likely to recover from certain life-threatening problems and so forth.  (And I gather that this is not just from social contacts, membership in a community, and so forth.)


"Now, I recognize that the implications of this do not appear the same to you, Ken, as they do to me.  I imagine that you will regard this as further confirmation of the truth of your faith.  And I certainly cannot rule out the possibility that you are right.  But then, what would you say if it were established –as I believe that, to some measure, it has-- that the faithful Hindu, and the faithful Zoroastrian or Buddhist, all get a health benefit just like the faithful Christian?  Perhaps you'd say that they benefited from that limited degree to which, simply by virtue of believing in their being a Benign Beyond, they overlapped a bit with the true faith.


“Well, regardless of how this might be interpreted from within the faith, I'm stuck with how to make sense of it from my vantage point outside of such faith.  I ask:  what does this finding signify if the image of a Deity who is looking out for us, governing events providentially, answering prayers and so forth, and the notion of an afterlife to reward the faithful, are illusions?  If they are happy fantasies, I ask myself, what does it mean that people who believe in their reality get some important advantages over people like me who hold less happy, but (I believe) more valid beliefs?


"And one implication relevant to our discussion, it seems to me, is that a strategy of maximal contact with reality is not identical with one for maximizing one's survival.   BARRY"


"An interesting point, Barry," James wrote in the next message to appear.  "And I believe as you do in the illusory nature of these apparently beneficial beliefs.  That is, I see religious beliefs as involving the use of the imagination to create a world different from the one we actually live in.  Yet in some ways, I'm not surprised that those beliefs should be beneficial.  After all, it is well known that stress is destructive of health, and what could be more effective at relieving stress than beliefs such as that everything happens for a good reason, that there's somebody watching out for us all the time, that our wishes if properly expressed are quite likely to affect the outcome of apparently impersonal processes, and that, in any event, death isn't real.  JAMES"


The next message, from Carl, said, "If the religious are entitled to their fantasies, I hope you guardians of 'reality' will not begrudge folks like Brian and me ours.  And if they get theirs by imbibing certain fantasies at their mother's knee and in church, I hope you'll not cluck your tongues at us if we imbibe ours through other, more chemical means.  CARL"


All of which spurred Jonathan to reappear, "It is of course futile to try to persuade you fellows --Barry and James-- differently on the question of what's fantasy and what's reality.  But in any event, I do object to Carl's equating his imaginary fantasies induced by mind-altering chemicals with the profound structure of belief growing out of a long and deep religious tradition.  JONATHAN"


Barry then wrote in to respond partly, it seemed, on Carl's behalf.  "I'm not sure that Carl was trying to equate the two, Jonathan.  But on the other hand, there are some interesting aspects of religiosity that make it seem not so completely unrelated to this whole question of the alteration of consciousness. 


"For example, remember Dostoyevski's writing about his glimpsing 'eternal harmony' in the seconds leading up to his epileptic fit?  Would it influence --should it influence at all-- how one regards Dostoyevski's religious orientation if it were to be established that it was greatly shaped and bolstered by his epileptic experiences?


"And then there are a host of other mental states that seem to be accompanied by religious ideation-- and many of these are generally regarded as pathological.  For example, psychoses are often accompanied by specifically religious sorts of belief-- the presence of the Devil, the belief that God is telling one what one should do, a tendency to believe (as religions generally assert) that all sorts of events are omens, that the world is continually unfolding in ways that refer to oneself and one's destiny (called, in my trade, 'ideas of reference'[?]).


"What are the implications of this sort of correlation between abnormal psychological states and a structure of experience (and the employment of an interpretive framework) that is distinctly religious in flavor?  Should it affect the way we understand the origin of religious phenomena, including Paul's being struck on the road to Damascus and Joan hearing voices telling her to defeat the English?  Abnormal events are often intensely charged with a sense of meaningfulness, sufficient to engage and to inspire others who hear the narrative?  Who isn't grabbed by a tale of the Virgin Mary appearing to some woman in Mexico, or by hearing about Luther encountering Satan?  (Or, for that matter, of Jesus himself meeting Satan in the wilderness after fasting for forty days and forty nights-- with whatever neurophysiological effects that such fasting brings about.)  Should the question of the nature of the brain states --normal vs. abnormal-- in such situations have any implications about how we regard the relationship between religious belief and reality?  BARRY"

Which Foundation of Value?


"These are interesting issues," Herman wrote next, "but I would like to return at least briefly to that question of a possible conflict between two different paths we might take in our search for the experience of meaning.  One of these paths is the path dedicated to survival, to whatever it is that will serve the cause of life as it unfolds into the future.  The other path might be called the path of pleasure.  This is the one that Brian and Carl seem to have favored.


"I just wanted to repeat my advocacy of the cause of life and its unfolding.  Life, after all, is the foundation of value.  Pleasure serves the cause of life in a great many instances. But, as Brian and Carl argue, the two are not always in alignment.  And so it is important to place one's allegiance at the root of value, at the end point where it all comes down to:  what serves the perpetuation of life.  HERMAN"


"Yes, thank you, Herman," James replied.  "This reminds me of yet another quotation from that fellow Johnston who wrote Why We Feel.  'Whether a person does or doesn't have feelings is irrelevant,' Johnston writes, 'unless having feelings changes behavior in a beneficial manner.' 
  In other words, the feelings emerged evolutionarily for a purpose, not as ends in themselves.  JAMES"


Looking at what Herman and James had just posted, something clicked for me, something that seemed interesting and provocative.  And though I'd been pretty silent for a long while in the conversation --I wondered occasionally if the gang remembered that I had been the impetus for this exploration, and that I was following it closely-- I overcame my reclusion to share my thought with the group.


"This issue of survival versus pleasure raises an interesting dilemma, theoretically," I wrote.  "On the one hand, Herman has put forward this evolutionary perspective based on the foundational value that the universe has been functioning in such a way that what can survive is 'preferred' over what cannot.  This natural-appearing selective process, he said, might be a sign of value being embedded at the heart of the evolving cosmos.  Or it might be an inescapable characteristic of any conceivable universe.  But in either event, Herman argued, that 'value' is present in the basic workings of the universe, or at least in the process that created us, and because of this, Herman continues, it represents the foundation of value.  It is this systemic 'preference' for life over death that confers upon value its objective existence and that gives rise to us creatures who experience things in a value-colored (i.e., meaningful) manner.  


“And now Herman is insisting that, as seems to be suggested by the Johnston quote just brought in by James, our subjective experience must remain subservient to the objective characteristic --survivability-- from which it owes its origins.  'Pleasure' --which stands, I suppose, for all the positive experience of meaning-- is but a means to the more important end of life itself.


"That sounds plausible: life as the foundation of value.  But then I try to put that together with what I wrote earlier about the nature of meaning and about how value arose in the universe.  What I said at that time is that nothing can matter --there can be no meaning, there can be no value-- unless there are sentient creatures capable of 'felt experience,' that is, creatures with subjective awareness whose feelings color things in such a way that it matters to them what happens, one way or another.


"In other words, according to that argument --which still seems to me not only plausible but compelling-- it is in the domain of feeling that value has its foundation.  In the absence of such felt experience, there would be no basis for saying that life has greater value than no-life.  Even survival would not matter in a hypothetical world of living but unfeeling organisms, would it?


"So, I find it interesting that we have these two kindred but different notions of the foundation of value.  And in the context of looking at their difference --in this survival vs. pleasure issue-- it is less than crystal clear to me which of the two should yield to the other.  Surely, without there being life, there will be no feelings to color things with value.  But if there were only life forms devoid of feeling, I'd still think that nothing would matter, and that therefore the universe, though alive, would lack value.  ANDY"


"Herman's position reminds me," wrote Brenda, "of the approach of the Catholic Church to sex.  To the Church, it seems, sex is all about reproduction and pleasure itself is suspect.  So you can't engage in any sexual activity that doesn't invite the conception of new life.


"In that debate, I'm with the modern liberation of people to seek their fulfillment, rather than to conceive (as it were) of themselves as only channels for achieving the ends of life's perpetuation.  And accordingly, in this debate, I'm with the folks who say 'Live for the experience of meaning,' rather than with the 'Focus on survival' crowd.  BRENDA"


"Yes, I agree, there seems a kind of oppressive quality about this focus on survival," Randy wrote next.  Randy, my friend who'd entered the conversation a long while back by relating his deja vu experience, was now reappearing after a long silence, and I was glad to see that his silence had not been indicative of a lack of involvement in the discussion.  "As Brenda is reminded of the Catholic Church's insistence that sex must always be allowed to lead to conception, I'm reminded of Thoreau's grim portraits of his New England neighbors.  Plowing the best part of the man into the ground, and all that.  Such a hard row to hoe.  (Birches and hoes, as the rap musicians of today might describe their tough, productivity-maximizing lives.)  The Puritan ethic was great at generating the power and wealth for social survival.  But what a cost in terms of the capacity for joy and delight!  I say, 'tis a gift to be sinful, to come round to love and delight.  RANDY"


Melinda's was one of two messages to come in at this point.  "Let me leave aside," Melinda wrote, "the issue of where the true joy of life is to be found.  (I don't think it's in self-indulgence!)  But I'll just say that the idea that one's own pleasure and fulfillment are the be-all and end-all of one's right purpose seems to me to manifest the moral vacuum at the heart of so much of society today.  'I'm an end in myself.  Indeed, I'm the only end.'  I don’t think so.  MELINDA"


And at the same time, this had come in from Barry.  "I'm pretty well persuaded by Andy's argument about meaning and value having no real existence apart from the quality of the 'felt experience' of actual, specific creatures.  So, to me, survival is not the foundation of value.  It is the quality of experience.  Even if that capacity for subjective experience, and the particular inclinations to value certain experiences positively or negatively, were created because they enhanced our ancestral likelihood of survival, I would place the search for fulfilling experience as the basic goal and value in our lives.  BARRY"


"I appreciate Andy's focusing our attention on this 'dilemma' about where to place the 'foundation' of value," Herman wrote in next.  "And his reminding us of the fundamental role of 'felt experience' at the core of meaning has prompted me to modify my position.  But I don't think that it's necessary, or right, to collapse it into the apparent hedonism to which some of you are taking it.  Indeed, in Andy's statement of the dilemma just now, I think that --presumably unawares-- he presented us also with the resolution of the apparent dilemma.


"Yes, life itself is not an adequate value in the absence of the kind of experiential quality that makes life worth living.  Value must be realized in actual experience.  But Andy also wrote that 'without there being life, there will be no feelings to color things with value.'  And it is here that our pursuit of positive meaningfulness in our own lives comes up against the moral dimension.


"If all we were called upon to care about was ourselves, then our concern would just be with some kind of quality-times-time.  'You only go around once in this life, so grab all the gusto you can,' to refer again to that beer commercial that was mentioned here some time back.  But what we do affects not only our own felt experience, but that of others as well.  And I mean here more than that idea that 'your right to swing your fist ends where my nose begins'-- i.e., more than the libertarian recognition that we should not injure those around us.  I have in mind --fittingly, given the nature of that evolutionary perspective I've been articulating-- the stake of the generations yet to come.  What we do will affect not only our own quality of experience, but also how life will be --even whether life will be-- for our descendants.


"It is here that 'value as life' truly merges with 'value as felt experience.'  Survival is important, as I said, but not just as an end in itself, as I also apparently was saying.  Rather, it is important because the realm of value is comprised of the experiences of all the creatures participating in this unfolding of life through time.  The future thus has a claim on us, in terms of 'value as felt experience.'  


"And morality thus compels us to bridle our own search for whatever feels most fulfilling merely to ourselves to whatever extent that comes into conflict with safeguarding the ability of those yet to come also to find fulfillment in meaningful life.  HERMAN"


"Very nice," wrote Dan.  "And let me just note that in that nice little move we have just recapitulated for a second time a dance in which hedonism gets expanded by the moral perspective into a larger, truer, more grounded sense of utilitarianism.  As Herman says --and as Melinda was also saying-- a life dedicated to value is not 'just about me'.  DAN"
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