Chapter 9

Caught in Our Bodies


The next major thread in our discussion seemed to grow out of a message that was posted at this point by James.  Or maybe it was that James opened the way for Jonathan's posing us soon thereafter a provocative question that took us along a new thread.  But then again, maybe Jonathan had been hatching his question anyway, in the wake of our previous conversation and the repeated appearance of the naturalistic and evolutionary perspective.  


Whatever the case, James now wrote to the group:  "An important part of what emerges for me out of this discussion we have had --about, for example, how our sense of the world is a function of the way our organism is put together-- is that our experience of meaning is really another way of talking about our bodily experience.  A meaningful life, that is to say, requires us to be able to tune in on what's happening in our bodies.


"For example, when I experience fear --which I don't doubt you will agree is one form of 'meaningful experience’-- I can call it 'fear,' but I can also call it 'a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.'  That's only part of it, of course, but I trust you get the idea.  And when I say that a rose smells wonderful, I imagine that we can assume that when I inhale its molecules so that they engage with my olfactory sensors, the impulse these sensors send to my brain triggers some sort of 'pleasure centers' that just plain feel good in some physical sense.


"So I'm saying:  as our bodies have evolved to experience meaning, so also meaning is something that happens in our bodies.  JAMES"


A couple of people quickly wrote in to say that James's point was perhaps too baldly, too sweepingly stated.  Herman argued that it might obscure more than it reveals to lump together the "pit of the stomach" and the "pleasure centers of the brain," as if they were both equally, and in the same sense, "bodily."  And Sam said that it was important to distinguish between the purely bodily sensation on the one hand and the interpretation we give to those sensations on the other.  (At which I thought back to Sam's original contributions to the group about the importance of cultural interpretations in the structuring of our meanings, and I saw that there was a common thread there.)


James wrote back with a message that seemed at once to defend his original point and to back-peddle a bit (perhaps, I thought, a reflection of his respect for Herman), and then ended up asking each of those other fellows to explain more fully what they had in mind.  And both soon obliged.


Herman wrote back:  "Of course, the central nervous system is indeed part of the 'body,'  but it also contains the organ of consciousness.  And consciousness --at least in humans-- goes beyond the realm of pure 'sensation.'  We may talk about the ‘pain’ of hitting your thumb with a hammer and the ‘pain’ of grief or depression, using the very same word, but I would suggest that they are not precisely the same thing.


"Here, let me illustrate this with a study done on the experience of emotion in quadriplegics.  These are people whose injuries have deprived them --to a greater or lesser degree-- of access to some important parts of their body, and thus to some of the bodily sensations that are part of our emotional lives.  The findings of the study were that those quadriplegics 'with the highest (cervical) lesions described their feelings as "cold," "mental," "thinking," and so on.  Yet, they were still capable of experiencing anger, fear, and grief.  And they were still capable of expressing preferences.  What they had lost was the 'heat' of emotion, the bodily turbulence that seems so characteristic.'  



"What that indicates to me is that our experience of meaning --in this case, more particularly, of emotion-- has both a dimension in the realm of bodily sensation and also another dimension in the realm of that part of our bodily life that is once-removed from the body, the realm of our consciousness.  HERMAN"


And Sam answered James's inquiry thus:  "When I say that interpretation of our bodily sensations is an indispensable part of how we experience meaning, I have in mind for example some studies that have been done in which the experimenters manipulate the bodily sensation and then intervene also in how that sensation is understood.  Depending on that understanding, the person might experience the meaning in very different ways.  Give somebody a drug that engenders some general arousal and then expose that person to something that might be seen as threatening or to someone who might be seen as sexually attractive and in either case the person is likely to perceive the danger as larger than he would have in the absence of the drug or to perceive the woman, say, as more attractive than he otherwise would have.  So what that shows is not only that the bodily experience shapes the appraisal of the meaning of the stimuli, but that the same sensation can be interpreted in different ways, depending on the situation.  I don't have a citation for this; but I'm pretty sure I've come across studies along these lines.


"Another illustration of the importance of interpretation is an account describing an experiment in which subjects were given a placebo.  Half of them were told it would produce side effects identical to fear, the other half told to expect side effect unrelated to fear.  Both groups of subjects were then given a test where it was possible for them to cheat.  The finding was that those who had been supplied with some other explanation of their feeling of fear cheated in much larger proportion than those whose experience of fear was, presumably, interpreted in the usual way, which served to inhibit such behavior.  



"That, I would say, shows how different 'feelings' translate into different 'meanings' depending on the interpretive framework we bring to bear on them.


"Oh, and let me take this occasion to throw in a delightful bit from that fellow I was citing a long way back in this conversation --Shweder-- a propos of the importance of cultural factors in the interpretation of our experience.  Shweder presents some lyrics from Cole Porter, interspersed with his own bracketed commentary, in a paragraph that explains why Shweder gave his essay the same title as the Cole Porter Song, 'You're not sick, you're just in love.'   The paragraph features the lyrics to Porter’s song, which presents an explanatory framework for experiences that, in some other cultures, might be interpreted very differently, e.g. in terms of witchcraft.


"Here’s the paragraph:  ‘I hear music and there's no one there.  [Auditory hallucinations] I smell blossoms and the trees are bare.  [Olfactory hallucinations]  All day long I seem to walk on air. [Dizziness]  I wonder why.  I wonder why.  [Somatic experience as an invitation to investigate, to wonder what those feelings reveal about the state of one's body as a biochemical system or about the state of oneself as a mental system]  I keep tossing in my sleep at night.  [Insomnia, restlessness]  And what's more I've lost my appetite.  [Loss of interest in food]  Stars that used to twinkle in the sky are twinkling in my eyes. [Subject-object confusion] I wonder why.  [Again, somatic experience as an invitation to investigate]  You don't need analyzing.  It is not so surprising.  [These experiences are part of a manifest cultural script:  depth (psycho) analysis is not required] That you feel very strange but nice [Pleasant arousal] Your heart goes pitter patter.  [Palpitations in the chest]  I know what's the matter.  Cause I've been there once or twice. [These experiences are common in our culture]


“And then, after a head on the shoulder of ‘someone who's older’ and a ‘rub down with a velvet glove’ (!) the lyrics conclude:  ‘There's nothing you can take to relieve that pleasant ache.  You're not sick, you're just in love.  [The culturally constituted choice between a somatic versus psychosomatic explanation of our feelings]’  
  


"Hope that helps.  SAM"


And James replied:  "Both of you have valid points, and I'm happy for my earlier point to be amended by them.  (Let me just say, though, that --from the evidence of popular music-- our culture, too, has other interpretations of the phenomena that Cole Porter wrote about:  are you not familiar with the Sinatra song, 'Witchcraft'?  Not to mentioned 'Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered'?')


"Amended, I would put forward my point in this way:  we are our bodies --including our nervous system with its nerve-wirings and its neurochemistry-- and how we experience meaning and how we conduct ourselves is a function of this evolved material apparatus.


"To your study, Sam, let me add another.  In your placebo study, the experimenter manipulated the interpretation of the experience of fear and changed the resultant behavior.  In this other one, the experimenter manipulated the bodily experience (in the broader, neurology-encompassing sense), and changed the neurochemical underpinnings of the experience of fear and that change also proved sufficient to relax the morality.  In this study, 'college women were put into a situation in which they could falsify their scores on an examination without being detected.  All of the students first took what they thought were vitamin pills, but half of them actually swallowed tranquilizer chlorpromazine and the other half swallowed ineffective placebos.  The students who took the tranquilizers were expected to be less fearful than the others and therefore less afraid to cheat.  Of the placebo subjects, 20% actually cheated.  Of the tranquilized subjects ....twice as many --40%-- cheated... Without the guidance of their normal evaluative feedback, some subjects who would otherwise have remained honest cheated.'  



"To the old truism that inhibitions can be dissolved in alcohol, add this tranquilizer study.  We are our bodies, and even our grandest schematas are laid down in some manner or another in our flesh.  JAMES"


In the immediate wake of this exchange, Jonathan popped up with a provocative question.

From the Inside


"I've got a question I'd like to ask you guys," began that message from Jonathan, "or at least those of you guys who seem so content with a wholly naturalistic perspective on how and why we experience meaning, on why we find some things beautiful and why we are repelled by others.


"Here's my question," Jonathan continued.  "Do you think that we'll be able to construct a machine that experiences meaning?"


Jonathan's question elicited a variety of short responses at first, something that I interpreted as indicating both that his question had touched upon something vital, so that it was evocative, and that no one felt immediately able to grapple with it in a coherent and decisive fashion.  These first responses thus struck me as being like a group of hunters making tentative pokes at some large and unknown quarry they had come across.


Dan's was first.  "You've asked an intriguing question.  It's not a new one, of course, except in its use of our little group's phrase, 'experience meaning.'  But the larger question of what are the limits --in how many of our own capacities might be built into a machine-- has been around a goodly while and has challenged some good minds.  DAN"


"It seems to me," Richard wrote next, "that we've already broken through a variety of ostensible limits in what machines can do, going beyond what many thought would be possible.  For example, it wasn't long ago that people were saying that a machine would never be able to play chess at the level of a grand master.  But now --already-- Big Blue has defeated the world's greatest human chess player.  So I can't see any basis for imagining there to be any limits to what the further development of our intelligent technologies will ultimately be able to do.  RICHARD."


"They've already developed machines that can, for example, smell things-- with built in sensors for certain kinds of molecules, like for explosives," Mike wrote.  "You could certainly build responses of attraction and repulsion into such devices, to go along with the sensing of the presence or absence of various kinds of olfactory signals.  And, of course, there's no need to limit the signals to the olfactory.  All kinds of stimuli could elicit such responses.  MIKE"


"Funny you should mention, Mike, the olfactory signals," James began.  "That fellow Johnston, whose book has entered our discussion here several times already, uses as one of his [heuristic] devices a programmed doggie he calls 'Sniffer' to demonstrate how evolution works, over the generations, to mold creatures who have innate tendencies of positive and negative feelings --attributions of meaning, we might call them here-- to various environmental cues.  He shows how this (purely mechanical) 'Sniffer' creature would evolve over successive generations to be innately attracted toward the trails of creatures that constitute food for him and to be innately inclined to avoid going toward areas marked by the scent of creatures that could kill him.  Just through natural selection—i.e., the more probable survival of those that are drawn toward prey and of those that are repelled by the scents of things that could kill them.


"What Sniffer shows, in Johnston's book, is how a substantive, feeling-governed nature evolved in, for example, us mammals.  Even while he's arguing, as Louis reported, that things like 'sweetness' and 'bitterness' are 'illusions' in our experiential apparatus, Johnston's also saying that we've evolved not only to experience sweetness and bitterness, but also to find the former delicious and the latter repugnant.  The basis for this molding of our inborn nature is that molecules of the shape that evoke the sensation of sweetness tend to be found in substances that nourish us, like fruits, while the taste of bitterness is triggered by molecules that are frequently found in toxic plant substances.  JAMES"


At this point, two messages came in together, each in its way pointing out that, while this discussion was unfolding in its merry way, it was not really engaging a crucial aspect of Jonathan's question.  One was from Molly.  "As I remember Andy's first presentation to us of the problem of meaning, he made a distinction between the two states that he fluctuated between.  One was experiencing meaning in a rich way.  And the other was flat, unable to register meaning.  And what Jonathan's question reminded me of was an image Andy used at that time, something about how a video camera can record a beautiful family scene or a killing ground, wholly indifferent to which it was.  


"It seemed important, that distinction between the video camera and the living human.  And though I know it's possible to build machines a whole lot more sophisticated than a video camera, it's not clear to me that, no matter the level of sophistication, the machine ever crosses that line.  I mean, does Big Blue care that it beat that chessmaster, Karpov?  MOLLY"


The other message that came in at the same time was from Herman.  "That question from Jonathan was a good deal more subtle, I suspect, than the question as we've addressed it so far.  Jonathan asked us about a machine's 'experiencing of meaning.'  By now we've developed some degree of clarity about what we mean by 'meaning.'  And an essential part of it, as I've understood our evolving discussion, is that it has something to do with 'felt experience.'  That is, an essential component of meaning is something that's experienced from the inside.


"So it is one thing to talk about programming machines to be able to smell a rose.  It is another to talk of a machine loving the smell of that rose.  It is one thing for a machine to be designed to move toward a rose, and move away from a pile of steaming excrement.  It is another for a machine to feel enraptured by the rose, and disgusted by the excrement.


"As far as I can tell, that absolutely essential dimension --which I think can be encompassed by the phrase 'subjective experience'-- not only is missing from all present and immediately foreseeable machines we can or might construct.  But beyond that, I think it is quite likely inherently impossible for a machine to be constructed that would have a consciousness that experiences things, feels things, cares about things, from the inside.  HERMAN"


The first response to this came from Dan.  "Are you saying, Herman, that you think it would be impossible for us to build a machine to which anything would 'matter'?"


To which Herman replied, "Yes, in a sense, that's what I'm saying.  Certainly we can build machines that respond behaviorally in a way analogous to the way we respond to various things because they matter to us.  We can build --or will eventually be able to build-- machines that will try to maximize certain outcomes and minimize others.  Big Blue ‘tries’ to win, having been programmed to prefer certain situations on the board to others.  But I think there's probably an unbridgeable gap between that sense of 'prefer' and the sense in which I prefer to have my back massaged than to have it clobbered with a claw hammer.  Behavior is one thing.  'Felt experience' is another.  


"This whole business seems pretty difficult to wrap one's mind around, I must confess.  At the same time, I think that it is in the nature of things that no amount of technological sophistication will get us to a place where we build machines that experience pain, or joy, in the sense that you or I do.  HERMAN"

The Chess Move


Herman's comments triggered a quick burst of discussion among the gang.  Yes, it was conceded, there was an important line --as Molly, also, had indicated-- between external, behavioral capabilities and an internal capacity to have felt experience.  And as for the question of whether that line was inherently uncrossable by any machine we might conceivably construct, that was not so immediately clear.  Adam brought in the computer-character Hal, from the film 2001:  A Space Odyssey, but, appropriately, that fiction was not taken as evidence one way or another.  It shortly emerged, however, that most all of those now speaking on the forum more or less concurred with Herman's intuitive sense that this was indeed an uncrossable line.  Carrey dissented from this, calling it a '"Maginot" line that existed only in our limited imaginations.  But that was the only expression of dissent from the apparent consensus.


It was at this point of consensus that Jonathan rejoined the discussion he'd launched, when he'd inquired about the capacities of a conceivably buildable machine.  He chose to address his comments to Herman, who evidently had answered that question to Jonathan's satisfaction.


"I'm both surprised and not surprised to discover, Herman, that you concur with me about the inherent limits of machines," Jonathan began.  "Not surprised because it seems intuitively clear to me, also, that there's something vital about consciousness, as we experience it, that no machine is going to be able to replicate.  And you seem like a very intelligent fellow, so I'm not surprised that something that seems intuitively clear to me would also seem true to you.


"But I'm also surprised, as it would seem that your reasoning on this question undercuts your position on some other, rather important parts of the board on which we've been playing.  JONATHAN"


I thought Jonathan a bit mischievous to just leave that unspecified warning lying out there, leaving it evidently to Herman to look around to discover what Jonathan was alluding to.  Jonathan's ploy struck me as being like a chess player saying to another, in a match more gentlemanly than cut-throat, "Are you sure you want to make that move?"  But then it also occurred to me that --in the particular game of this conversation-- the warning was only useful if the alleged problem with Herman's position lay in his most recent move, and not in the previous positions he'd taken.


Herman soon responded, "Jonathan, I am of course intrigued.  But not yet enlightened.  Could you please draw me a clearer picture of the problem you see in my position?"


"Certainly," Jonathan obliged.  "Throughout this discussion, it has seemed to me, the picture of us human beings that has been emerging --aided in no small measure by your rather intelligent contributions-- is of a creature that is the fruit of a long process of selection in a purely mechanical process acting on the purely material 'stuff' of the earth.  Darwinian processes have sifted through atoms and molecules, and then through self-replicating molecules and then cells and the whole shmear, all the way up to us.  Given enough time, this evolutionary argument goes, an incredible array of variations can be produced.  And those that work-- well, if they work they continue and if they don't, they don't.  Eventually, voila-- here we are, living, breathing, intelligent creatures.  By the grace of natural selection, the dead rock of this planet got turned into Bach and Shakespeare and Mother Theresa!


"Right?  Isn't that how it happened?  Isn't that the 'evolutionary perspective' you've been advocating all along here as the key to understanding what we are, and to envisioning the nature of the 'meaning' we experience, including the bridge you propose that provides a link between the realm of experience within us and the cosmos that lies outside ourselves?


"Now, if that is the picture you are advocating --if all that we are is the product of various kinds of intricately structured molecules arrayed in an elaborate physical organization-- then it would seem that you are portraying us as, essentially, machines.  Machines of enormous complexity, but machines nonetheless.  


"Is that not so?  Is there any essential difference between a creature that is made up purely of material 'stuff' and a machine?  I'm assuming that, when you were talking about machines we might conceivably make, you were not confining yourself to devices that are made up of gears and levers you might find in a Newtonian machine.  You were presumably including all the other purely physical kinds of components that we now, or might eventually, have available as ingredients for a recipe-- not only metal and plastic, electricity and computer chips, but also designer molecules, DNA-style helixes, etc.  Right?  And I understood that unbridgeable line you thought could not be crossed --into subjective experience-- had to do with the purely mechanical nature of material assemblages and their interactions.  Isn't that what you meant by 'the nature of things'-- that purely material stuff (it seemed intuitively clear) was not going to have the capacity to experience things from the inside?


"If that was not what you were saying, I am at a loss as to just what would have been your argument."


Though I'd not yet reached the end of Jonathan's message, I now saw where he was going.  And as the trap into which Herman had placed himself became clear, and I felt a tingling of gooseflesh along my arms.  Which triggered in my mind the recollection of what Herman, drawing upon his anthropological and psychoanalytic learning, had once told me about goose pimples, how at one level they represent the mammalian response to fear --a mechanism to get the fur to stand out, thus making oneself look more formidable to whatever it is that one was experiencing as a threat-- and that in us humans it had developed to include, among its meanings, a signification of an encounter with the uncanny.


"So you see the problem, I trust," Jonathan continued.  "If it is true that the capacity for subjective experience is not conceivable for something that's assembled from just so much stuff, however technologically sophisticated.  And if it's true, as of course we all know it is --for, as it's been said here before, it is this reality of subjective awareness, and not mere thought, that should have been Descartes' foundation-- that we are capable of subjective experience, of 'felt meaning,' of being conscious 'from the inside.'  Then it would seem to follow necessarily that we cannot be simply assemblages of material stuff.  


"The purely material account of our nature and origins thus seems undercut by your --correct, I would say-- assertion that, by the nature of things, machines could never be constructed that experience meaning in the sense that we do.  JONATHAN"


Now that Jonathan had revealed this contradiction --now that he'd sprung his trap-- it seemed so obvious that I felt some amazement at how we (and I did include myself in this) had not noticed it before, had not, for example, seen it immediately upon Jonathan's making his gambit with the "conceivable machine" question.  


Next, I wondered how Herman would respond.  I'd seen Herman in a goodly number of conversations over the years, in most but not all of which I was his chief interlocutor, but I'd never seen him trapped like this.  A nifty trap, I thought, with its surprising invisibility.  I was eager to see what Herman would do in this unfamiliar position.  Not long to wait, though-- and I was pleased if wholly unsurprised to see that he responded with the intellectual integrity that I had always found in him (not like that surprisingly large number of people who, when confronted with arguments they cannot answer, will just pretend that they are not there).


"Very nicely done!" Herman began.  "I feel like a chess player looking around and thinking, surely there will be some place I can move my king.  Or some piece of mine that can capture the piece that's put me in check.  For now, however, I don't know just what response to give.  I am not prepared to abandon my understanding of evolution.  Nor am I, just for the sake of securing my escape from your trap, ready to deny that intuitive sense of mine about the limits of machines.  And I cannot see any way to refute your point that, between those two positions of mine, there's a contradiction.  So for the moment, I'll just tip my hat to you, and thank you for presenting me with this fascinating challenge.  HERMAN"


"As far as I'm concerned," Carrey wrote in, "the problem you got yourself into was with that unwarranted intuition about what machines can or can't do."  Carrey seemed to feel vindicated in his argument that the line that was presumed to separate behavior (of which machines were said to be capable) and subjective experience (of which they were said to be inherently incapable) was a "Maginot" line.


"I'm inclined to agree with Carrey," wrote Earl, next.  "It's true that these matters are difficult to think clearly about.  But it always seems that we have underestimated what machines might ultimately be capable of.  Big Blue being the best chess player in the world by the 1990s was a good example.  And how close we are to building machines that can build other machines that can build other machines, for another example.  EARL"


"Not only have we underestimated what our own creations might be able to do," wrote Mike, following up.  "But there's been a long historical tendency to create imaginary special properties that are supposed to differentiate the living creature from the non-living.  One thinks of the belief in an elan vital, or life force --something breathed as it were, into living things to make them alive-- that a hundred years ago many were still clinging to as a some final means to prevent life itself from being explained in purely material terms.  Yet again and again, science has squeezed out the space in which such special forces are said to exist, exposing that there is no such thing.  The capacity for subjective experience will eventually succumb to that same process, I've little doubt:  that capability will become as clearly as behavior already is one which a purely material construction can possess.  MIKE"


"But how are we going to tell," Leo answered, in his sly fashion, "except from how such machines will 'behave' in telling us about their subjective experiences.  It seems a problem like the 'Turing box' problem of some of the old cybernetic thinkers."  He was alluding to the problem of how one would possibly be able to differentiate, through an interactive conversation, between a box inhabited by another person, and one inhabited just by a smart machine.  "For that matter, how can I tell that you have subjective experience, too, just as I do-- except that you tell me you do, and I believe you.  (But I could just as reasonably make the solipsistic choice.)  LEO"


"Your comment, Mike, about the elan vital, is a telling one," wrote James next.  "I would ask Jonathan if he also thinks it will ever be possible for us humans to create --out of non-living stuff in chemical bottles-- living organisms of some kind?"


"Did God have to breathe into the dust?"  Jonathan posted in response.  "Is that what you are asking?


"Well, that is indeed a deep question," he continued, apparently having answered his own second question in the affirmative.  "I'm not sure how to answer that.  My intuitive sense does not speak as clearly on that question as on the other.  That is --whether rightly or wrongly, I don't know-- I have an easier time imagining self-replicating molecules, and eventually cells emerging out of a non-living soup that has carbon-based molecules floating in it over vast stretches of time, than I do imagining the capacity for a creature, like ourselves, to emerge out of a purely material process with a consciousness that enables him to stand upon a mountain and behold the Creation and shed tears of wonder and awe.  JONATHAN"


"To me, the two are similar --and similarly plausible-- examples of the same phenomenon," began the next message, from James.  "And that is the phenomenon of ‘emergence.’  It's a well-known principle in science, including and perhaps especially in evolutionary science.  The idea is that as things develop, new levels of organization emerge that, while they obey the laws of the lower levels, also spring forth with new laws of their own.  For example, nothing in chemistry violates the laws of physics, but neither are the laws of chemistry confined to those of physics.  And so also with biology, with its laws, as it emerges out of chemistry.  And further up the line, sociological phenomena are not governed merely by psychological mechanisms, but the higher level of organization, as it develops, brings forth new systemic properties embodying new laws.


"So, I would suggest, just as life can emerge out of non-living primordial soup, so also can the capacity for subjective experience develop, as an emergent property, as living organisms become more and more elaborated.  JAMES"


"I didn't hear you fellows saying all this before Jonathan sprang his trap on Herman," Melinda said-- validly if indelicately, I thought.

In Search of Spirit


"I'm not inclined to rule out the possibility that what James says is true about consciousness being emergent out of pure matter as it gets more and more levels of organization," Herman wrote next.  "But I'm not ready yet, myself, to claim that as an out.  For now, I'd rather concede for the moment that my position has problems, and to see if there's some other position that's problem free.


"In the search of which, Jonathan, I'd like to ask you a question.  How do you explain our capacity to experience meaning?  Have you got a way out of the mystery?  HERMAN"


"A reasonable question.  And if yours conceals a trap, as mine did, I don't yet see it," Jonathan began.  "Well, I see the world largely through a Christian perspective.  We've got God breathing life into the dust from which Adam was made.  To me, that's not to be taken entirely literally-- not necessarily 'breath,' not necessarily 'dust,' not necessarily a first created human.  But nonetheless we've got within us a spirit, a soul, that's in the body but not, like the body, of a material nature.  JONATHAN"


"How does that solve the problem?" Herman inquired.


"Yes, sorry.  Let me work harder on my answer," Jonathan replied.  "I understand spirit to partake, in its essence, of consciousness.  It partakes, in some basic way, of the nature of our Creator.  So, unlike a rock --even an evolved rock-- it never has to cross that line from unawareness into awareness.


"I don't claim that by talking about 'spirit' or 'soul' I've gotten rid of all the mystery.  But what I would claim is that I've posited that there's something in us that's part of that larger mystery of the intelligence and awareness that created this orderly, profoundly meaningful cosmos.  So, given that mystery is already there, my explanation has the virtue of, at least, economizing on mysteries by not having to invent some new one, as your evolutionary approach does.  JONATHAN"


That message from Jonathan just sat there for somewhat longer than had been usual in our recent exchanges.  I wondered, was Herman off someplace?  Were others in the group deferring to Herman to carry the conversation forward?  Finally, James came forward.


"I know that this belief in a non-material soul has a long and distinguished pedigree," James wrote.  "But for all that, I can't see what reason there is to believe it.  By 'reason,' I mean an epistemologically respectable basis for arriving at the belief.  I understand that we don't want to believe that we are such finite creatures as our bodies' lifespan, and the decomposition of our flesh after death, would suggest.  But I don't regard the understandable desire for 'eternal life' to be a respectable reason in the sense I mean.  JAMES"


This led to a somewhat incoherent little flurry of brief messages from a variety of people.  Jonathan thought James's epistemology somewhat limited, not allowing room for other kinds of knowing, spanning from intuitive receptivity to outright revelation.  Earl called attention to Jonathan's assumption --not warranted in Earl's view-- that a mysterious Great Consciousness underlay the material universe.  And there was a bit of discussion of whether the idea that we might have a spiritual element within us --something without any material basis-- necessarily implied life after death, or that it was necessarily motivated by the desire to deny death.  And then Herman came back in with an inquiry of a different sort, one that took Jonathan's notion on its own terms and explored it a step further.


"This spirit, or soul, that we possess," Herman wrote, "is this something that we humans alone possess?  Or is it more general, throughout the spectrum of living things?  or what?  I know that in the Biblical tradition, God makes all the creatures but it is only with our kind that he breathes into the dust.  HERMAN"


"I pretty much stick with the tradition on this one," Jonathan replied.  "It seems that we human beings are, indeed, as the Bible suggests, something special among the creatures.  It is we who create, and are thus in that way in the image of our Creator.  It is we who must make moral choices, and thus have eaten of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  It is we who have the awareness and self-awareness to be asking the kinds of questions this group has been exploring about meaning.  JONATHAN"


"And so, then, are you aligning yourself with those Cartesians who said all the other animals are mere machines (and who likened the cries of the vivisected dog to the sounds made by some whirling device in need of lubrication)?  HERMAN"


"Whoa!"  Jonathan cried out, or did so as much as can be done in the medium of words typed onto computers and sent out across wire to computers around the country.  "How did you get from my notion of human specialness to the idea that I'd be willing to torture dogs?  JONATHAN"


When I saw Jonathan's question, something intuitively clicked for me and, once again, I felt the follicles on my arms tighten up around their hairs.  Bedecked with gooseflesh, I looked forward with eagerness to seeing how Herman would respond.


"Not human specialness per se," wrote Herman, without noticeable delay.  "But the particular kind of specialness you are proposing:  namely, that we have a soul, and they do not.


"Now, I don't know anything about souls, so I am not going to quarrel with you about who has got them and who doesn't.  But it does seem to me that, with the use you intended to make of this notion of the soul, you've put yourself into a box.  HERMAN"


"This time, evidently, it is my turn to ask you to draw the picture of the box, because I don't see it.  JONATHAN"


"You brought in the idea of our possessing a non-material spirit in order to confer upon us the capacity --which we agree that, undeniably, we possess-- to experience meaning, to be conscious of things in a way that makes them matter.  Without something that goes beyond the assemblage of merely material elements, you said --and, yes, you showed that I'd as much as said it, too-- we'd not be able to cross the line into being able to have subjective experience, to live from the inside.  


"Now, have you not proved --given also your traditional religious assertions about humans alone having this extra, non-material ingredient-- the Cartesian notion that a dog is 'just a machine'?  And if you add to those assertions your premise about the limits of purely material stuff --i.e. about a creature made just of flesh and blood-- would it not follow that the dog must lack the capacity to experience meaning, to have ‘felt experience.‘?  


"Now, think of it.  Does this not leave you compelled to support the Cartesian vivisectionists' argument?  For if a dog has no soul, if it's just so much matter and energy elaborately organized, then --according to your premises that nothing can matter to mere matter-- it cannot 'matter' to the dog what you do to him.  HERMAN"


After a little while, a brief message came in from Jonathan.  "My turn for hat tipping.  I'm going to have to ponder this."


The next one to post was Sylvia.  "It seems clear enough to me what is at least one problem in Jonathan's position.  Whatever it is that enables us human beings to experience meaning, it can't be something unique to us.  Anyone who's had a dog or a cat certainly knows:  things matter plenty to them!  Indeed, one of the joys of having one of them around is that they're so much closer to experiencing how much things matter than most people.  (At least most grown-up people.  Kids are that way, too.  Full of feeling, not at all indifferent or deadened to what happens to them.)  But anybody who can spend time with an animal and think that they're not experiencing life from the inside, just as we do, and that they have experience that's meaningful to them, must be a fool.  Or willfully blind.  SYLVIA"


"I agree with Sylvia," James wrote next.  "Whatever 'lines' we might end up thinking need to be drawn, the idea of drawing a line between humans and, for example, dogs and cats with respect to the ability to experience meaning just doesn't stand up.  If we've agreed, and I think we have, that the experience of meaning depends upon a dimension of emotional responsiveness, then it bears remarking that the emotional nature of the human animal is profoundly continuous with that of other mammals.  


"Here's a quote from a fellow named Panskepp, writing in an article about 'Basic Emotions.'  He writes of 'the variety of emotive tendencies, accompanied by appropriate affective states, that can be reliably evoked by localized brain stimulation of essentially the same brain areas across a diversity of species.'  
  And he's including humans.  Indeed, a fair amount is known now about the mechanisms by which we experience the feelings that make things matter, and those parts of our nervous and chemical systems that are involved in our experiencing those emotions are physiological characteristics we have in common with 'a diversity of species.'  JAMES"


A response came in quickly from Melinda, who wrote:  "I think it should be noted that this fellow Panskepp, with his talk of 'localized brain stimulation,' seems to be assuming part of what's here under question.  He seems to be assuming that our experience is indeed a function of these material, flesh-and-blood structures, and that it does not come from some spiritual dimension."



To this James responded immediately.  "By the way, Panskepp goes on to express his fear that those who believe that such brain systems no longer move the human mind are perhaps 'committed to maintaining the hegemony of long-standing cultural biases (such as metaphysical/spiritual views of mental organization).'  JAMES"


And Melinda came back sharply:  "That's not an argument.  The fact that some people are committed to defending certain important ideas about our nature does not undercut the validity of those ideas.  One can throw in pejorative terms like 'hegemony' and 'biases' all one likes.  The question is still:  what's true?  MELINDA"


That question at issue here between James and Melinda was about to be taken up by the group.  But in the meanwhile, an interesting message came in from Herman.


"I agree that, if I were Jonathan, I'd not want to take his initial tack of drawing a firm and essential line between humans and all non-human animals," Herman wrote.  "It just doesn't stand up.  It's just too preposterous to end up having to talking about the yelping of a dog in pain as if it were like the turning of an unlubricated crank.  


"What options does that leave Jonathan concerning the soul-- this non-material ingredient he's postulated?  Well, he can always stick with his traditional Christian notion of a human monopoly on the soul, for a variety of reasons having nothing to do with our topic.  But he brought it in here as something necessary to account for our ability to experience meaning.  ('Nothing can matter to mere matter.')   And it is the implication of that move that's in question here for, as Sylvia and James have argued, whatever it takes to experience meaning, dogs and cats also evidently possess it, just as we do.


"So it would seem that Jonathan could salvage his argument about the alleged need for us to be made of more than our material bodies by extending the idea of a soul or spirit to creatures like dogs and cats.  Except for its running counter to the particulars of our biblical tradition, I see no problem with that.  After all, the Hindus and the Buddhists do that, attributing souls to other creatures.


"But further reflection suggests that this move doesn't really save Jonathan's basic argument as well as it might at first seem.  


"If Jonathan is forced to get rid of the line between humans and these other creatures who can experience meaning, is he going to redraw the line --above which one attributes a soul and a capacity to experience meaning, and below the line, not-- lower down in the evolutionary scale?   As Aristotle would say, either he does or he does not.  And in either case, it seems to me, he ends up undercutting his initial premise.


"If he draws this new line, there is the question, where does one draw such a line?  Does a ladybug have a soul?  Do things matter to an ant?  And if one answers that question in the affirmative, how about one-celled creatures, or viruses that aren't even cells?  Is there not some point, heading down the evolutionary ladder toward greater simplicity of form, where it seems no longer to make sense to talk about 'subjective experience' or about things 'mattering'?  Does it 'matter' to a virus, in some experiential way, if I kill it-- matter in any way that it does not matter to a pebble whether I smash it, or throw it into the ocean, or into a raging fire?


"Let's imagine that one can find a place where such a line can validly be drawn.   Or, perhaps instead of a precise line, one graphs an increasing capacity of creatures --as one climbs the evolutionary ladder-- to have a subjective consciousness, to experience meaning, to have things matter to them.  But bringing in either a 'yes-no' line or the 'less-to-more' graph is troublesome for Jonathan's point of view.  And the trouble is that both bolster that argument, presented earlier by James, for 'emergence' that James presented earlier.  In other words, it seems to be saying that as the evolutionary process assembled matter into increasingly elaborately organized forms, the capacity for experience emerged.  


"I suppose Jonathan might rescue his idea of the soul by some sort of notion that, little by little, God breathed into these evolving creatures ever increasing amounts of this non-material soul that confers the capacity to live from the inside.  Emergence via deus ex machina, one might say.  But such a contrivance would be a sure sign of a failing theory, wouldn't it?  (Like the various little eccentricities that new observations induced the Ptolomaic astronomers to incorporate into their system, just before it collapsed in favor of the Copernican model.) 


"It would seem far more sensible to concede that this emergence (of the capacity to experience meaning) would, in fact, undercut Jonathan's case for the need for a soul.  In other words, it would seem to suggest that, indeed --intuitively hard to grasp as it may be--  the capacity for felt experience did emerge over time out of purely material elements, as the 'stuff' that comprised the ancient, dead earth got reassembled into increasingly elaborate organizations of living creatures. 


"That idea of the once 'dead earth' points to the other approach Jonathan might make, to rescue his assertion about the soul," Herman continued. "This would be to draw no lines whatever, to say that the soul we use to experience meaning was always there, a part not only of everything that lives but also of everything that preceded life, everything that our mainstream worldview calls 'non-living'.  In other words, if 'soul' and 'the capacity to experience' meaning did not emerge, then they must have been there from the beginning.  In atoms, in molecules, etc.  It all would then be said to have material and spiritual aspects.


"But this doesn't really get him anywhere either, it seems to me.  If nothing whatever is 'just material,' then what happens to that whole argument about machines, about the intuitive unacceptability of 'mere machines' having consciousness, having 'felt experience'?  


"All of which leaves me ready to go back, even if still a bit puzzled, to my original evolutionary perspective.  Whatever we are, I do believe, is here in our bodies.  The alternative --giving us a soul-- doesn't seem to solve anything germane to our concerns here.  HERMAN"

But the Flesh


"Melinda threw down a gauntlet of sorts," Barry wrote. "She indicated that the belief in our having some non-material element that's vital to who and what we are --a soul, a spirit-- could not just be dismissed as a 'cultural bias.'  The question, she said, is what's true?  And I agree.  Indeed, as soon as Jonathan argued that we needed to postulate a spiritual element to explain our own experience, I immediately began thinking about the evidence that seems to me to reveal the truth about what we're made of.  'In view of this evidence,' I wanted to say to Jonathan, 'how can we believe in such a soul as you postulate?'


"What kind of evidence?  Well, let's just take Alzheimer's Disease,” Barry continued.  “It can stand for a whole gamut of afflictions to which our flesh is heir.  Flesh, yes, but the thing is, it's hard to see what spiritual part of us lies outside of the reach of this disease.  Where's Descartes' cogito, when the capacity for thought is gone.  And where's Jonathan's 'soul'?  All because something's eating away at the brain.  


"Alzheimer's seems more devastating than just the fact of our mortality to the idea that we're constituted of more than material things.  When the body dies, one can always say, 'Oh, that was just So-and-so's body that died.  But upon death, his immortal soul took off for other, better climes.'  But with Alzheimer, the body still lives, yet the aspects of the person that would seem to have been essential to who and what he is --the personality, the character, the being who used to experience things in a certain way, from the inside-- seem to have vanished.  Yet the body can live in such a state for years, and the believer in the soul has to confront the question:  during all those years, what's the situation then with that hypothesized soul?  That it left, leaving this body-without-a-soul staring vacantly into space (suggesting that keeping body and soul together is not necessary for a human being to be alive)?  Or that, somehow, the soul is still there?


"But what evidence is there of such a soul still present?  What would evidence look like?  And in the absence of evidence, is there a good reason to imagine it so?


"In the face of the evidence, would it not make more sense to hold the idea, even if that idea is deeply disturbing, that everything we are is constituted of this vulnerable stuff of flesh and blood?  BARRY"


Reading Barry's message to the group now, I was reminded of his response back at that lunch in Berkeley Springs when I'd first articulated to my buddies the haunting feeling I had from the fluctuations I experienced from day to day in my consciousness.  As I recalled, he'd expressed how distressed he felt by the thought that we're just so much stuff.  He was troubled to think that even our awareness and our reasoning --our "godlike gifts," as he called them-- were just epiphenomena of the "groceries" that went into making us.  Troubled or not, though, here he was saying that he thought us required to confront and accept as reality the idea of our being "just conscious machines." 



Two messages came in the wake of Barry's.  The first, from Carrey, decried the whole idea of any kind of "duality."  Carrey argued that the dualism of our (predominantly Christian) religious heritage, and the dualism of our Western philosophy in the wake of Descartes, had inflicted devastating consequences on our civilization.  "Not only have we belittled the body," Carrey wrote, "but we have denigrated the world around us.  Only by strictly separating the Creation from the Creator could we come to the mind-set that Western civilization has now bequeathed to the rest of the industrialized and industrializing world:  one in which the living Nature around us appears as only so much raw material for us to exploit.  For we see nothing of real and essential value in the 'stuff' of the world, but only in the supposed spiritual realm, and especially in the God who is conceived as radically separate from the world, and in the soul that leaves the body after a brief sojourn.  CARREY"


And at the same time, another message had come in from Adam who, while acknowledging that this recent conversation had taken some nifty twists and turns, expressed concern about whether, by "getting into all this body-vs.-soul stuff," we had lost our way in this discussion.  What, he wondered, did all this have to do with that nice juicy topic we had been exploring not long ago, i.e., how we experience meaning, and what it means when we do so?


Adam's inquiry (or challenge, depending upon how one choose to interpret it), elicited some thoughts from Leo.  "It is interesting how Carrey's message, though it arrived along with Adam's or, if anything, preceded it slightly, provides at least a partial answer to Adam's question (or complaint).  Carrey points out how our way of thinking about these abstruse matters does have some impact on how we understand, and experience, meaning.


"To Carrey's piece I'd like to add what seems to me another part of an answer to Adam," Leo continued.  "What I sense behind Jonathan's ideas --i.e. behind the whole theological edifice fundamental to our civilization-- is a way of looking at what meaning is, and our relationship to it.  At one level, this theology has entered into our discussion when Jonathan and Ken have protested the suggestions, made by some of us here, that meaning (i.e. various forms of value) should be understood as based in our own experience.  J & K have maintained, against this idea, that it's 'out there,' something for us not to create but to discover.  Recall, for example, the 'Easter egg hunt' notion of beauty.  We're called upon, say they, to get in on a pre-existing game.  


"Which connects with that notion that I brought in, but Ken successfully hijacked for his purposes:  the world as text.  In Ken's version, it's like that Easter Egg hunt (which Jonathan brought in when we were discussing beauty):  read to discover what the Author has put in for us to find.  That's a rather different approach than saying to someone, find your way, compose the text that makes the world congenial for you.  LEO"


"In the evolutionary framework," James wrote next, "it's neither 'read it and weep,' nor 'make it up to suit yourself.'  It's more a matter of how we're part of something that's developing over time, and the meaning of things is there in the relationship between us and that larger evolving world.  JAMES"


"I think that Leo's onto something," Herman posted next, "when he says this all connects with a fundamental question about how we conceive the world.  I'd like to extend what's already been said.


"Let me take for my text the opening words of the Gospel according to John.  'In the beginning,' it says there, 'was the Word.  And the Word was with God.  And the Word was God.'  (In the original, the word for Word is 'logos.'[implications of 'logos.'])  It really is a question of what comes first.  Does the meaning come first, and then the creation unfolds afterward, shaped by that meaning?  Or does the creation come first, and then the meaning emerges out of it?  Does our body come first, with our 'soul' evolving as an epiphenomenon of the flesh?  Or does our soul come first, entering into the body with a pre-determined mission?  


"Once again, these questions are not easy to wrap our minds around.  But it really does seem as though these 'abstruse' questions are central --and not peripheral, or off in woo-woo land-- to how we understand meaning and our experience of it.  HERMAN"


As seemed so often to happen in the course of these discussions, a given entry into the discourse on the forum would evoke a variety of answers which, though touching upon each other in interesting ways, pointed in different directions.


One response to Herman's message was from Ken, who apparently was brought back into the conversation by his finding something congenial in what Herman had written.  "Yes, I do think you've put your finger on something, Herman.  Or if your finger isn't on it, it's at least pointing toward it.


"What I am sensing is that this question of 'what comes first?' has some important moral implications," Ken continued.  "If the body comes first, then it seems that all of our higher functions 'emerge,' as you folks put it, out of that.  And the implication of that, I would argue, would be that we're not really, ultimately responsible for what we do.  If the part of us that makes choices is just a product of our body, then we're in the position of saying 'Hey, I can't help being what I am.'  


"But if, in the beginning, there was the soul --something partaking of Logos, something with a pre-existing moral orientation-- then it can make sense to talk about free will, and thus also moral responsibility.  KEN"


And the message that came together with Ken's was from Mike.  "I'm with Herman on the idea that, in the beginning, there is the material reality. Our nature emerges through time.  I don't really have a clue to what the ultimate 'meaning' of this cosmic reality is --whatever 'meaning' might mean in such a grand context-- but when it comes to meaning as we know it, it seems clear to me that the meaning we find in things grows out of the combination of the species' experience over the eons, on the one hand, and on the other our own experience in the process of individual learning.  For what else could we be except shaped by the forces that brought us into being, and then by the forces that mold our learning thereafter?  That old team of heredity and environment.


"As an example of the way our evolved animal bodies govern our meanings, I'm happy with that previous image of the pile of steaming excrement:  repulsive to us, for reasons of repeated evolutionary selection, and attractive to the fly and the dung beetle for the same reasons, but with different selective criteria programming our respective species' evolving Sniffers.  (And for our individual learning, an illustration could be how a person might feel about 'Tammy in Love,' or about Sinatra's songs, or whatever music one's generation might have been listening to while making out, or making love.)  MIKE"


"Yes, let's bring it all back to the way meaning is tied to the body," James wrote next.  "I very much appreciated the points that Barry made about Alzheimer's Disease:  if a physical process like that disorder can rob us of the most vital aspects of what we are, then how is it arguable --how, indeed, does it remain conceivable-- that these vital aspects are the fruit of something that is non-material, of some spirit or soul of the sort that the traditionally religious here want to believe in?


"Here for example is a passage from some recent reading I was doing.  'One patient, for example, was on the verge of tears while discussing the illness of his father.  At that point, the electrode implanted in the septal region of the brain was activated, and within a 15-second period, the patient grinned and shifted the conversation to a discussion of his plans to seduce a particular girl friend.  The patient was not aware that he had received stimulation and could not account for the sudden change in his train of thought.  Another patient in a severe depressive state expressing feelings of hopelessness smiled and began to talk about a youthful sexual experience within one minute after septal stimulation.'  



"As Barry said when he adduced the example of Alzheimer's Disease, these particular examples can stand in for an enormous spectrum of observations from neurology.  JAMES"


Next came a message from Sam.  "I've been thinking about an aspect of my own experience which brought home to me how undeniable it is that what we are is material creatures who also have the property of consciousness.  However amazing it may be that something made of 'groceries' can think and feel and be aware of its standing in the midst of a vast cosmos, the reality that our consciousness is the fruit of a chemical soup made of atoms and molecules seems to me incontrovertible.


"My experience has not been with Alzheimer's disease, or with people zapping parts of my brain with some electric stimulus, but, like both of those phenomena, what I've gone through clearly demonstrates a profound causal connection between the material reality of the body and the 'spiritual' layers of consciousness.  I'm referring to my experience with depression.


"I'm not going to try here to describe very fully what that's like for me, on the inside.  People like William Styron and Rod Steiger have done the job pretty well, although in their cases the excruciating degree of agony makes me think theirs had a slightly different nature from mine.  My depressions have certainly been very dark times, but it is more a darkness of emptiness and despair than one of unbearable agony.  What for me was hardest to take was the feeling of loss --being robbed of so much of my own vitality and joy of living-- and a profound worry that what had been lost would never be regained, that I would have to live forever in this shadow.


"I didn't know just how to understand what had happened to me, but it was not my sense that this depression was something I'd brought on myself.  The main episode I remember seemed to have been triggered by a couple of months of great strain in my life, that came after a time of a few years when I'd been pushing rather hard to achieve some important goals.  But there wasn't any important and obvious trigger.  It just felt as though, somehow, the lights of my life had gone dim.  It was as though there had always been some clouds up in my sky blowing around, but for some unknown reason the winds had kept on blowing in their usual way and now, suddenly, some cloud had blown in front of the sun and everything had taken on somber tones.


"Anyway, to make a long story short, I had the good fortune to come into my times of darkness in an era when science had developed a greater understanding of the chemistry of depression and when pharmacology had developed new tools to correct the chemical imbalance in the brains of depressed people.  Evidently, it doesn't matter who you are:  if someone found a way to decrease greatly the level of the neurotransmitter serotonin in your brain, you will find yourself depressed.  Fortunately, for at least a lot of depressed people, taking a serotonin-reuptake-inhibitor --a class of drugs including Prozac-- will correct this chemical deficiency within a few weeks and will allow the sun to come out again.


"What this experience made clear to me is that even such 'spiritual' aspects of our experiences as 'joy' and 'hope' --aspects of the 'sun' in our lives that make them worth living-- are the outgrowths of the quite material chemistry at work within our bodies.  SAM"

Where's Morality?


"Like Ken," wrote Jonathan next, "I'm concerned about how this materialistic and evolutionary view of things impacts our approach to moral questions.  A question has been forming itself in my mind, one that seems to crystallize for me out of the various ingredients in the present conversation.


"My question is for you guys who seem to think that meaning for us is, and must be, somehow altogether based in our bodies.  And it is this:  'How is morality in the body?'  JONATHAN"


A quick response came in from James who reminded Jonathan of that study in which subjects receiving tranquilizers were more likely to cheat on a test.  And then he went on to describe another study.  "This one was of sociopaths, or was it psychopaths?   Anyway, the subjects of the study were all prisoners, and it had been established that these men had a lesser ability than normal people to learn to avoid doing something that would lead to their experiencing an electric shock.  The experimenters then administered adrenaline to one group of these prisoners, and a placebo to a control group.  The idea was that the adrenaline might make for a more 'effective emotional feedback system for guiding them away from dangerous behavior.'  And sure enough, the ones given the adrenalin did learn a whole lot faster than the controls. 
 The lesson of which, as it pertains to your question, Jonathan, would seem to be that there may be some neurological abnormalities in men like these that contribute to their life of crime, that if they had different bodies they would be more 'upright' citizens.  JAMES"


The other response that came in at the same time was from Molly.  "Very early on in this forum, just after Andy had first posed his questions about how meaning changes depending upon one's bodily state, I had some glimmering of a thought about sharing a story from my family that's been rather troubling to me.


"It's about an uncle of mine, and an accident that befell him when I was a child of about eight or nine.  I was old enough to have known and loved him before the accident, so when the accident happened and produced the changes it did, it really disturbed me-- more, I think, than if it had been a fatal accident and had simply killed him.


"Anyway, my father's oldest brother, Merle, was a really fine man.  After their father died (of a massive heart attack) when the brothers were in their late teens and early twenties respectively, Merle was the one they'd all relied on for his judgment and probity.  Just a solid and responsible sort of guy.


"Merle worked in the steel mills, as had his father and grandfather before him.  And one day there was some sort of freak accident --some metal piping falling from a cable or something like that-- and Merle was struck in the head.  He was unconscious for a day or two but he came out of it.  But there had been some damage to a particular part of the brain, though don't ask me what it's called because I don't remember, if I ever knew.


"Actually, I don't know if they knew in the hospital already that he'd had brain damage, or if that just came out later when he recovered and it became clear that he wasn't the same man as he'd been before the accident.  And the difference wasn't something like his being slowed down, crippled, paralyzed on the right side, or something like that.  That would have been tough enough to take.  But the change was of a wholly different nature.


"He had all his vitality, after a time, and his strength, and his range of motion.  What he didn't seem to have was his conscience.  He just seemed to do whatever he damned pleased, though he did have the capacity to calculate what it was that he could or couldn't get away with.  He was not impulsive, but just indifferent to any issues of right or wrong.  Whatever had happened in his brain had evidently turned him in to a sociopath.  


"My dad looked into this, and I gather that a body of medical cases made clear that Merle's case was not unique, and that there is indeed some structure in the brain that's evidently essential for moral thinking, or moral motivation, or something like that.  MOLLY"


"Thanks, Molly, for your story," Jonathan wrote back, "and for your account of that study, James. And I can see how you both are addressing my question.  Or at least addressing what my question seems to ask, and maybe a piece of what I actually was also after.  But I can see now that my question was in need of being more sharply articulated.


"The story of Molly's uncle, and the study of the prisoners, address the question of how the condition of our physical body --specifically, the brain-- might affect our capacity to perceive or understand or respond to right and wrong.  But the other dimension of it, and this was closer to what I was trying to get at, has to do with the nature of right and wrong itself.  If meaning is rooted in our bodies, how do right and wrong come to have any existence at all?


"Are good and evil like the attractiveness or repulsiveness of a pile of excrement?  Let’s look first at the latter.  Molecules from the steaming crap waft in the air striking olfactory receptors, thus triggering whatever internal chemical responses occur that are experienced as either pleasurable or unpleasurable.  The molecules come from outside, and then the experience gets colored one way or another by internal chemical reactions.  


"If this is how it happens with morality, what are the analogues of the wafted molecules or of the olfactory receptors?  Is everything that gives the extermination camp at Auschwitz its morally repugnant nature located in the body of the person who beholds it?  And if we decide that this is not the case, then where else is good and evil located that's not in some beholder's body or another?   Do we not come back to some form of 'In the beginning was the Word'?  JONATHAN"


"I appreciate, Jonathan, your pressing this issue again," Ken wrote quickly upon the heels of Jonathan's challenging inquiry.  "I've tried to raise the question of moral relativism on a few previous occasions, and the little bit of attention it has received from our materialistic brethren did not address this question to my satisfaction.


"If all we are is bodies; and if meaning is just something that we experience, and not some hard spine embedded in the body of the cosmos; and if therefore questions of right and wrong boil down to how particular creatures, wearing their own specific bodies, feel about things;  then have we not opened up the gates of hell?  In other words, does not such an understanding threaten to make Auschwitz a model for human affairs generally?  KEN"


"Your question, Ken, sent me scurrying into my home library to find a passage I read a year or two ago," Dan wrote.  "In a book called Evolution, Morality and the Meaning of Life, Jeffrie C. Murphy writes about the worry --closely akin to yours-- that if values are just 'preferences,' then might it not be just 'luck' that we find considerable agreement among people upon pretty decent values, and might not this consensus break down at any time and even reform around some terrible values like those of a Hitler.  And he answers by saying that the evolutionary view assuages that worry, because in 'the Darwinian view the existing patterns of preferences are not a matter of luck, but are rather the result of a long selection process that made them similar, settled, and firm.' 
  


"In other words, it's in the design.  Deformities can happen, just as people can become physically deformed by exposure to destructive forces.  But even the children of people thus scarred and deformed will come into the world with an inborn design that's intended to unfold into what's proved over eons to be a life-serving form.  DAN"


To which James added, in the following posting:  "Maybe this is something of an answer to Jonathan's question also, the one about morality being 'in our bodies.'  True, the moral preferences we have may not offer a good analogue to wafting molecules, but nonetheless built into us are some basic structures relating to the dynamics of human relationships --which, just like our response to the smell of rotting flesh, are ancient components of our strategy of survival-- upon which the main components of a decent morality can be built.


"After all, what makes something good?  It's not some abstract matter, way off in some cosmic recess far removed from the realities of our lives.  Goodness, rather, is connected with the needs of life.  And the whole Darwinian vision has to do with the way we are structured for survival.


"Here's a little quote from Darwin himself:  'Selfish and contentious people will not cohere, and without coherence nothing can be effected.' 
  What works for life becomes part of the structure of living things.  The moral disposition is not an alien import handed down from some Leviathan on the mountain.  It is, rather --just as a rat will  flee the odor of cat even if it's never encountered such a creature-- something inborn within us.  JAMES"  
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