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Hitherto it has been assumed that all our knowledge must conform to objects…. We must therefore make trial whether we may not have more success in the tasks of metaphysics.

—IMMANUEL KANT
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Introduction

The Human Desire Project


The nature of man as a combination of mind and body is such that it is bound to mislead him from time to time.

—RENÉ DESCARTES






Most of us have no idea what we really want.

We know we want something—and we want it with great longing and passion, even ferocity. We just cannot seem to get a handle on what it is. This inability feels particularly peculiar now, when our species is so obsessively attentive to issues of satisfaction, self and otherwise, and when the line-up of things to acquire, to do, to experience, to achieve—to desire—is more vast and compelling than ever before. Our culture prompts us to consider our appetites every waking hour of the day: want this, want this, want this. Yet there is always at the back of our minds the twinge of some enigmatic hankering—a feeling that what would really do it for us has yet to be identified or even created.

We seem to understand even less about the true wants and needs—the defining desires—of everybody else. “What is it?” we constantly wonder of one another. “Enlighten me. Work with me. Just tell me what you want.” For most of us, the answer remains a kind of rumbling mystery, whether we are thinking about what to have for dinner or what to do with the rest of our lives.

Why?

Because the dynamics of human desire have rather recently been transformed. It is a change that has been sneaking up on us, catching us mostly unaware and unprepared. As we were looking about for the big news of the future in the world around us—investigating socioeconomic trends and demographic shifts, political revisions and planetary modifications, gazing into the stunning headlights of technology, or struggling to see daylight through the smoke of an exploding architecture of global power—the real revolution has been going on invisibly and nearly imperceptibly inside us, in what it is that makes us (and not our mere machines and social structures) tick now. The big transformation of this transformational era is a recasting of the essential nature of the human being, beginning with that most elemental of realities, the human survival instinct—the source from which all appetites, fears, and enthusiasms flow. This profound change in the dynamics of human desire may well mark the division between Human History Part I and Human History Part II.

Human behavior is now being ruled by a new pleasure imperative—a new primal desire—that is at least as powerful as the one that brought each of us into the world. Although, as you will see, the goal is consummately peaceful, the experience of the new primal desire is provocative, indeed. It needles, it goads, it exhorts, for no desire of the primal variety is ever a wilting lily. It keeps us from our slumbers and visits us in our dreams. It pokes at us as we hide behind a gaze in those brief, empty-headed moments on the bus, behind the wheel, standing in line, facing the mirror—or pushing a cart or a mouse through endless lineups of things for sale. Evidence suggests it has overtaken not only sex, but also money and power as the most persuasive—and irresistible—driver of our twenty-first-century behavior. Ultimately, this new dynamic of motivation, persuasion, and behavior will compel the creation of an entirely new architecture of human exchange—a new model of the marketplace and human relationship—which will reshape human society with a transformative power that rivals that of technology itself.

This is a fairly significant event.

To say the least, this change in human desire presents a professional challenge for those people whose livelihoods depend upon understanding what is going on inside other people’s hearts and minds—the pitchmen, the persuaders, and the wooers of the world—whether they are in the business of selling or politics or religion or writing love songs. But even before we get to the work of pitching and wooing, of rallying and missioneering, there is the ever-present, personal issue of our own hearts and minds. Wouldn’t it be great if we could finally figure out what is going on in there? Great for our lives, great for our selves—and yes, great for business—because we would be armed with a powerful, deep-insider intelligence. The most critical requirement for success in the future is recognizing, understanding, and addressing the big change in what we want.

This need-to-know is, in fact, the mission that launched The Human Desire Project, an ongoing investigation that began in 1996, and whose discoveries this book reports. The Human Desire Project led to a new vision of the future—and a new model for successful transaction—that is at least as critical for the individual—for each of us, you and me—as it is for the corporate clients who were the project’s original stakeholders. This book is designed to share both the learning and the adventure: the discoveries, insights, musings, and imaginings of participating thinkers, the juicy insider stories, facts and figures, and the conclusions that took even the participants by surprise.

The Human Desire Project is an initiative of my company, The Next Group, a think tank founded in 1993 to provide a new kind of resource for people making high-stakes gambles on the future. We observe, investigate, and analyze human behavior—both theoretically and in the trenches of the real world—and use those insights to inform our clients of opportunities for innovation in the marketplace and the culture. We have been described as hired-gun visionaries, a description I rather like, because our work, though intellectually driven and unabashedly visionary, is emphatically pragmatic. Our blue-sky thinking is firmly grounded in the service of no-nonsense corporate task masters—companies such as AT&T, Merck Pharmaceuticals, Diageo, Unilever, Lucent Technologies, Campbell Soup Company, L’Oréal, Miller Brewing, Corning, Viacom, and Procter & Gamble, to name a few—as well as new start-ups backed by investors such as Intel, Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation, and Warburg Pincus. We have also worked with political candidates, venture capitalists, icons of popular culture, and even a well-known religious figure. (Who among us is not in the business of selling something to someone else?)

And so the starting point for our investigations is the flashpoint of desire in the culture: the marketplace. It is there that we make not only our most frequent and straightforward expressions of desire, but also our most documentable ones. Evidence of desire old and new is most easily seen in the great open space of the agora, where the exchange of something for something is plainly revealed. However, like the human heart and mind, the culture of the marketplace—the very idea of life-as-one-big-sales-negotiation: “I want this, you want that, let me try and sell you this exchange”—encompasses a lot of territory, embracing just about every human endeavor. Marketing practices have infiltrated our lives, from the most public to the most private of concerns. Even foreign policy and the patterns of our sex lives are manipulated by the furies of market research, advertising, and spin.1 We may not like the idea that even our most intimate lives are governed by the laws of the marketplace—but they are. The politics of persuasion, seduction, negotiation, and exchange—of skillfully shaping the quid pro quo—the something for something—that makes the sale, cinches the deal, and in some circles, seals it with a kiss—is the law of our current jungle. We are all in the persuasion business—selling an idea, an opinion, a vision of how a relationship (or the next ten minutes) should go forward, an understanding of “the truth,” our very selves. (Consider the amount of attention given lately to the concept of “personal branding”—the way we present ourselves to potential employers, colleagues, and other players in the great game of life.) Some may use the skills of persuasion in a more commercial context than others, some with more self-awareness, skill, or aplomb. But none of us escapes the necessity of negotiating human exchange, or the power of desire politics to shape our lives. The moment any one of us invests in an agenda that is not hermetically solitary, persuasion becomes the critical task.

So when I speak of the business of desire in this book, I am talking to every one of us: those who are marketers by profession, but also those who qualify as marketers simply by dint of being alive. The politics of desire is a basic dynamic of life. It includes any pursuit that lives by the mysterious laws of has/gets: the marketplace itself, management and diplomacy, politics and policy, relationships and romance, religion and war, power and fame. In all of the heart-and-mind fields of life, those people with the keenest understanding of how to address human desire ultimately prevail.

Given how triumphant the model of the marketplace has been in taking over so many aspects of our civilization, one might expect established marketing science and its insights to be right on the money when it comes to understanding how the human heart and mind work now. In fact, someone, somewhere, right this minute, is speechifying about how some imagined secret collaborative of cereal makers, car companies, and soft drink manufacturers has created the ultimate sneaky algorithm to tap into our cravings and control us all. Such is not the case, as every marketing pro reading these sentences is secretly, sadly, and with reluctant denial of omnipotence, acknowledging.

If it were true, marketing science would not see such astonishing rates of failure: up to 95 percent of all new products, for instance, are destined to end in a bloodbath of red ink and oblivion. So while it is difficult to imagine a culture more deeply invested in innovation than consumer marketing (“It’s new! It’s improved! It’s the next big thing!”), the official marketing world is revealing itself to be one of the most iron-bound, anti-insightful, anti-visionary industries still alive these days—even as it engages in the business of innovation itself. The official mouthpiece of new news in the world of desire has become a dusty old compendium of clichés and conventional wisdoms, many established way back in the fifties and sixties. In turbulent times, even the champions of change tend to cling to what they perceive to be the status quo. Mature markets, unpredictable economic karma, scary times, and the powerful reflex to hold on tight to the familiar when everything else seems to be madly morphing, make most marketers afraid not to follow the established canon of insights into what makes us want the things we want and do the things we do. And so we have a marketing industry whose efforts are inspired not by real and true insight into people’s hearts and minds, but by excessive attachment to outdated research techniques, technology, internal political agendas, the service of method over mission, or paranoid projections of what the competition might do—a competition that is probably equally trapped in a consumer-intelligence time-warp—the marketing-insight equivalent of your father’s Oldsmobile, windows up, doors locked. Classic premise and methodology are plainly discernible and politically difficult to fault, even as they continue to fail.

It is true that the community of commerce has exerted enormous effort at understanding the new mechanics of the business of desire: the rush of new technology that changes the whole playing field of communication, distribution, and selling; global brand management, database mining, digital culture, and that still-ruling king of corporate self-satisfaction, “core—this is what we do—competency.” But the prevailing assumptions of how the consumer mind works have been unexamined—and obsolescent—for years. How ironic it is that the business of desire has become so obsessed with every revolution that affects the structure of commerce—bricks or clicks? global or local? content or conduit? lone crusade or mega-alliance?—that it has been largely oblivious to the revolution in desire itself that may well make all of these issues beside the point. The process of rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic comes to mind.

This failure of insight on the part of the marketing industry—the mothers of desire, as it were—creates a bizarre disconnect in all of our lives. The loudest voices of human want and need in the culture are strangely out of sync with the quieter—but more compelling—voices inside our own heads. We struggle with the sensation that there are two realities going down—our own private inner hungers and the loud public hungers that rule the airwaves and the conventional wisdom.

Our truest, most powerful desires are undercover, in the dark, misunderstood, and disquietingly—weirdly—unrecognized by the prevailing premises of official marketing science. The purpose of The Human Desire Project, and this book, is to go boldly in there, into the dark, where the true motivating power of our lives dwells, to have a good look around, ask the important questions, and come out with a plan. Why do we want the things we want and do the things we do? And how do we use these new insights to find greater satisfaction and success in our personal and professional lives?

The Project began with a straightforward research and development proposition: to identify those products, services, ideas, enthusiasms, and innovations that will strike a successful chord in the future. What will be the big motivators of our twenty-first-century spending behavior? What will make our eyes grow wide, our pulses quicken, and our wallets open? In short, what will people buy? This question led, inevitably, to the bigger question before us right now: what do human beings really want? We discovered that this is, in fact, the question of the century—the futurist’s equivalent of the physicist’s “answer for everything,” the explanation of the origins of the universe. For human desire is the ultimate force of creation. What we want determines who we are and what we will make of this world. Given the nature of the question, I suppose we at The Next Group should not have been surprised that what started out as a mission for big business became, in addition, an amazingly personal adventure for everyone involved, a journey into an interior landscape that is both intimately familiar and totally unexpected: the mysteries of the human heart and mind in the throes of an astonishing metamorphosis.

Like all Next Group investigations, The Human Desire Project goes forward as a collaborative of insider experts. These beloved “peripheral visionaries” (a term I lift, with a bow, from Tom Peters) represent an extraordinary assemblage of cutting-edge expertise, indeed—celebrated thinkers, authorities, movers and shakers from virtually every field of inquiry and enthusiasm alive and kicking in the human circus. Our process is inspired by a vigorous belief in the powers of interdisciplinary collaboration. There is priceless enlightenment to be found in identifying those hot zones where apparently divergent phenomena—say, technology, religion, fashion, intellectual inquiry, supermarket trends, science, popular entertainment, visual and literary art, the cult of celebrity, and the ruminations of scholarly genius—converge.

Our expert ranks include research scientists and scholars, poets and choreographers, corporate chairmen and cultural alphas, psychiatrists and senior marketing executives, artists and authors, policy wonks and theme park designers, film producers and neurophysiologists, media whizzes and quantum physicists, performance artists and digital-world-makers, epidemiologists and educators, healers (AMA, shamanic, and otherwise) and trendsetting chefs, Chasidic rabbis and rock promoters, social anthropologists and retailing gurus, molecular biologists and architects, professors and award-winning screenwriters, magazine editors and journalists—the insider knowers and analyzers of the news along with the newsmakers themselves. Our objective is to capture an advance look at what’s next from that most insider of all possible views—the inside of the heads of the imagineers of the future. We look for telling cross-category convergences—common grounds of cutting-edge curiosity, theory, point of view, passion—that point a knowing finger in the direction of the Next Big Aha. From our cross-category perch, we are able to spot surprising and powerful new commonalities shared by even the most dissimilar fields, and to identify new forces that will drive innovation in both the culture and the marketplace. Our ongoing intelligence work allows us to discover the fires of the future while they are still just a twinkle in an insider’s eye. It is an extremely privileged perspective on coming attractions.

We work together in many ways: in think-tank sessions, one-on-one interviews, collaborative e-mail threads, and, when possible, on the expert’s own turf (hence the references you will see throughout this book to such diverse locations as molecular biology labs, drumming circles, Margaret Mead’s old office at the AmericanMuseum of Natural History, chefs’ kitchens, centers for nuclear medicine and brain imaging, artists’ studios, Swiss clinics, black market phone shops in Singapore, absinthe bars in London, the many new descendants of the old Bell Labs, the dressing rooms of underground drag clubs, and the hallowed halls of Harvard and Yale). Our work is a labor of curiosity—a kind of thinking man’s and woman’s romp through the passions of the future. In fact, romp and passion is a critical part of the process. Our think-tank methodology emphasizes the importance of not only the rational data and insights our experts provide, but also the irrational data, the personal revelation—the heart of their desire. For it is what is inside the hearts as well as the minds of cultural alphas that determines the direction the culture will take. For reasons that will become clear to you as you progress through this book, our think-tanks frequently become a kind of group therapy session in which the deepest drivers behind an expert’s work are revealed. What begins as a rousing camaraderie of intellectual competition, cosmic flashes, and stream-of-consciousness connection-making often becomes an experience of unexpected and astonishingly personal, communal discovery. One cosmic convergence in particular has been revealed.

Over the last few years, we have witnessed an extraordinary phenomenon in our think-tank sessions at The Next Group. No matter what fields the assembled experts and alphas represent—be it physics, finance, food, or sports. No matter what the subject on the table—be it health care, luxury, digital lifestyle, or sex. And no matter how aggressively concrete the ultimate application might be—whether it be new businesses to develop, new policies to implement, new candidates to support, new products to create. Virtually every strategic excursion into the future has become an investigation, ultimately and inevitably, into what I call the imaginational—the invisible, the uncanny, the intangible, the interior, the ungraspable—what is known in some circles as non-ordinary or consciousness-based reality, the triumph of the unseen, The Castaneda Effect, ironic science, or, occasionally, by remaining skeptics, as “the woo woo.”

We seem to be spending a lot more time these days in what we once perceived to be an alternative reality.

This is a staggering turn of events, certainly in my twenty-some years in the business of investigating the culture. And it is not something that I went looking for, or even bought into for a long, long time, for I am a stubborn pragmatist who came to all of this etheriosity with more than a little chip of skepticism on my shoulder. But there you have it.

We start off talking about medicine with hardnosed scientists and physicians, and end up talking about belief systems and destinations of the mind. We start off talking about design with real estate developers and engineers, and end up talking about positive energy flow and mood manipulation. We start off talking about golf with no-nonsense executives, and end up talking about oneness with the universe. We start off talking about the stock market with financial and economic specialists, and end up talking about primitive terror of the invisible. We start off talking about crime or foreign enemies with those authorities who are actively engaged in our defense, and end up talking about clairvoyance, belief systems, and unseen sources of paranoia. We start off talking about communication networks with fiber optics engineers, and end up talking about the experience of the divine. We start off talking about travel and leisure with credit card company executives, and end up talking about out-of-body experiences, mind trips, and interior flights of fancy. We start off talking about fashion with international retailing conglomerates, and end up talking about inner self, hidden identities, multiple personalities, reincarnation, detailed plans for reincarnation. In fact, so urgently do our experts zero in on this inside stuff, it is as if all of the astonishing transformations going on in the world around us—techno-triumph after techno-triumph, colossal demographic shifts, staggering revisions of the planet, world-morphing socioeconomic trends—are all merely old-think background to some much more astonishing and supremely more significant transformation going on, well, in our own minds: the exploration and colonization of an entirely new frontier that is not of this world. The most portentous phenomenon I have experienced in all of my years of looking for what’s next is this: an unprecedented number of people—both the people who create the newnesses of the future (like these experts) and the people who accept them or reject them (like you and me)—have switched worlds. It is in this new world that the truth of human desire—and the future of us all—resides.

This book is an invitation to join in a strategic expedition into the heart of it, in pursuit of reward that is both intimate and worldly, personal and professional—fully equipped with the same insights and strategies that inform the future plans of some of the most powerful corporate movers and shakers around. The Human Desire Project presents an unconventional vision of the future, derived using unconventional means, and resulting in an unconventional plan of action—for our goal is to succeed in unconventional times. In keeping with this premise, I have presented this vision in somewhat unconventional terms. You will see throughout the book that the text is frequently interrupted with “hyper-text,” intended as a kind of deeper, experiential illumination of the main ideas. Our concept of the future is, above all, personal. These hypertexts invite you to engage the ideas in a deeply personal way—with quizzes that guide you in finding yourself in this new model of the universe, with the words and stories of others who have experienced it, and with excursions into the inner workings of The Human Desire Project itself.

You will notice also that, unlike many books that originate in the world of business, this book spends most of its time in the world of human beings. Imagine that. It is my stalwart conviction—and that of my smartest clients—that business innovation must follow the lead of the consumer (which is just another word, after all, for human being). It is hubris to think that the marketplace still works the other way around. And so this book begins with the human side of our mysterious new reality. Join me in a close-up look at the five new personal strategies that we as individuals are instinctively—and mostly unconsciously—employing in order to make sense of a baffling new world and ultimately find satisfaction. These are the forces that drive human behavior now. Developing insights into these forces—and using those insights for success, in our business and in our lives—is the purpose of The Human Desire Project and this book.

So, think of your reading as a professional investment—to gain an insider’s look into the new ruling dynamic of motivation, persuasion, and behavior that will transform all business playing fields. Or think of it as a personal adventure, a kind of guided safari inside your own head, complete with treasure maps, campfire stories, and survival instructions. Ultimately, the destination is the same: a vision of the future that may feel to you both outrageous and inevitable, as it did to those of us who participated in the Project—and an answer to that crucial futurist’s question: what do we do now?









Part One

A New Understanding of Human Behavior










Chapter 1

Human History, Part II

Welcome to the Age of the Imaginational


There is a theory which states that if ever anybody discovers exactly what the Universe is for and why it is here, it will instantly disappear and be replaced by something even more bizarre and inexplicable. There is another theory that this has already happened.

—DOUGLAS ADAMS, THE RESTAURANT AT THE END OF THE UNIVERSE

I do take 100 percent seriously the idea that the world is a figment of the imagination.

—PROFESSOR JOHN ARCHIBALD WHEELER, QUANTUM PHYSICIST, PRINCETON UNIVERSITY




Sometime in or around the winter of 1993, the world as we knew it ceased to be. It was then that we finally succeeded in shifting the tender balance we have always maintained between our two separate levels of reality: the world we can see and experience outside of ourselves, and the world we can only experience inside our own heads. It was then that we began to collectively face an entirely new human predicament: one in which the big action of our lives is going on not in the certain, material universe, but in the ungraspable world of thought, image, and idea. This most extraordinary phenomenon, in which interior reality becomes more pressing—more real—than exterior reality—heretofore a fairly conventional definition of insanity—has taken over the mainstream human experience.

Reality itself has gone mental. The future, you might say, is all in your mind.

The technological events that turbo-charged the transformation are clear. The Defense Department licenses the Arpanet technology to consumer land giants AT&T and IBM (Arpanet being, of course, the first project of the Advanced Research Projects Agency, and the forerunner of the Internet.) In 1991, Timothy Berners-Lee creates the World Wide Web in a particle physics lab near Lake Geneva. In 1992, Marc Andreesen invents MOSAIC, precursor to Netscape and the mother of all Net browsers. In 1993 alone, Internet traffic increases 341,634 percent in a single year. And we begin, en masse, to disengage ourselves from the physical world—the world of reliable limits and steadying reference points—to gather in village greens nowhere. We become captured by a non-physical and extraordinarily disequilibriating new world. (William Gibson, in Neuromancer, called cyberspace “consensual hallucination.”) The World Wide Web gives unstoppable momentum to the defining phenomenon of Human History Part II: our abandonment of physical reality as the primary habitat of our species. The Web makes the hegemony of non-physical reality inevitable, for it sets into motion the same force of nature that placed so many of us in the first human reality, in physical reality, to begin with: population explosion. The Web escorts a critical mass of people into head space.

But this shifting of worlds is not merely a technological phenomenon. Far from it. An unprecedented convergence of events—technological, to be sure, but also socioeconomic, intellectual, psychological, demographic, scientific, commercial, physiological—perhaps even cosmic—is wrenching our focus from the material world, seizing our primal attention, and forcing us to become, to our own surprise, a species of skull-dwellers, living in the uncanny land of the mind’s eye. Whether we realize it or not, each of us is spending less and less time in the exterior, physical world, and more and more time in an uncertain, imaginational world. Most astonishingly, we treat living in this new non-ordinary reality as if it were business as usual—and not the wholesale exodus from the physical universe that it is.

Let’s be clear. The imaginational world is not an imaginary world, by any means, but an invisible, idea-and-electron-spun world that exists—and that can only be experienced—in the human imagination. It is the increasingly urgent world of digital data bombarding neurons, of knowledge work and innovation, of image and brand, of a new vision of physics—of how the world works—that deals in mechanisms all too infinite or infinitesimally small to be anything but imagined. This universe is a dance of nano-molecular particles, the jansenist machinations of genes, the jockeying for power between your body and your mind—the visionary, the virtual, the intellectually capitalized, the cataclysmically powerful but unidentifiable. The ungraspable.

The players of this world are intangible: powerful forces that are almost always unverifiable by the naked human senses, but that are increasingly perceived to be determinative: molecules, microbes, spirits, x-factors, energy fields, memes, mood—not to mention mercurial levels of “economic vigor,” “voter interest,” “consumer confidence,” “investor courage,” and a whole new generation of terror-inflicted terrors and zeitgeist-begotten anxieties. The powers that be are, frankly speaking, occult—hidden from view, beyond our grasp, no longer a part of the old, familiar certainty of physical reality—not of this world.

Even the concept of “action news” has made a shift to the interior realm. News reports of our day focus less on the event in the physical world, and more on the imaginational reaction to it inside our collective heads. Consider the following front-page headlines: “Californians enraged by insinuations of energy indulgence,” “Paradise motivates mindset of zealots.” And today, as I write: “Intelligence humiliated by lack of foresight.” The current event of most powerful import now is an imaginational experience. We move from the physical event in the outside world to report, with great urgency, the imaginational reaction to it inside our collective heads—whether it be a sports contest or a historical global event.

That which is not material is no longer “immaterial.”

Reality is not a thing but a spin.

There is very little “let’s lift the hood and take a look” appraisal possible in this new order of things.

And to make life all the more mysterious, we get only uncertain, imaginational explanations from the Great Explainers. Look for the answers, they say, in the stuff of dreams. The rock of rationality has gone all funny. Science has become phenomenological—ironic. (Einstein himself called the field of quantum mechanics “spooky action at a distance.”) Astrophysicists peer into the heavens for answers and solemnly intone the words “black hole.” Scientists struggle to find physical evidence to defend their reputations as empiricists and not poets—in hopes of reestablishing, in the words of superstring theorist (and author of The Elegant Universe) Brian Greene, that “we are not just doing philosophy here.” In his landmark book The End of Science, John Horgan reports a profound unease on the part of many leading scientific thinkers, who find themselves engaged in labors more akin to literary criticism, in Horgan’s view, than the pure science that came before. “We have reached the end of certainty,” says Nobel prize–winning scientist Ilya Prigogine. (Ain’t that the truth, the layman replies.) The Truth has become Opinion. Probability. Dream. Or in the words of physicist John Wheeler, “a figment of the imagination.” Professor Wheeler is among those living men and women who have actually trafficked with the innermost secrets of physical existence: the particles, the waves, the cosmic nothingnesses. His conclusion, and the conclusion of an increasing number of postmodern scientists, is that even physicality itself may exist exclusively in our own minds.

And while a fixation on the ephemeral has always been the norm for at least some segments of the culture: the mystics of the world, the intellectual, the spiritual, the artistic, the dying, and the mad—each of us at one time or another—it is now the norm for most all of us, most all of the time. This is true whether one engages imaginational reality intellectually, pragmatically, recreationally, spiritually, or simply by dint of having moved from the physical world to the world of the screen. (See “What Is Your Imaginational Profile?” page 46.) Imaginational reality is consuming us all like a great Biblical mist—from the most cloud-enshrouded among us to the most mud-footed—swallowing us all up, even those big, solid strongholds of the culture that have always been the least ethereally aware, the least invisibly inclined, the very least vulnerable to the woo-woo.

Ironically, the movement into a consciousness-based reality has been largely an unconscious transition. It only becomes top of mind when The Switch occurs: that moment when you experience a kind of revelation, and clearly “see” that most of your most important reality is going on, not in the physical world, but in an intangible world you can only experience in your mind’s eye.

Making The Switch

Benjamin R. experienced The Switch when his company moved him to an all-electronic, all-the-time mode of business, using computer networking software that allows real-time group collaboration between members of a marketing team scattered across multiple continents and time zones. Says Benjamin: “I was still in my pajamas in bed with my laptop. I logged on to a meeting that was already in full, angry swing, battling about how to define our brand’s ‘core identity.’ Suddenly this message flashes across the screen: Glasgow and Singapore cannot agree. London and Paris would like to bring you in. Where do you stand, Ben?

“Stand? I thought. Stand! I thought I was falling down a rabbit hole . I was being addressed by people I could not see or hear, to talk about something that only exists in our own heads, in a timeless Glaswegian-Singaporean-British-French-American world that, until that moment, did not even exist.” Benjamin R. has made The Switch.

For Pilar H., it was an excruciating revelation experienced in a hospital corridor. Still in shock from a recent diagnosis of breast cancer—the tiny lump removed from her left breast had proven to be malignant—she was waiting to hear the doctor’s advice: what should her next course of action be? Says Pilar: “The doctor told me it was up to me, but she thought a genetic test was in order. If I have some kind of mutation in a specific pair of genes—BRCA 1 or BRCA 2 they call it—she would recommend a double mastectomy.2 Or I could just remove one breast. Or I could go with chemotherapy and radiation. Or just radiation. Or I could just go home. My whole life was in the balance and the power in charge was a tiny little genetic tweak that may or may not even be there. Whoa! Whoa! That’s all I could say. I had to make the biggest decision of my life on the basis of a mystery-world itty-bitty I did not even know existed until that day.” Happily, Pilar was found not to have the genetic predisposition for a greater risk of recurrence of breast cancer, she had no further surgery, and she has passed the last five years’ tests with flying colors. But Pilar H. has made The Switch.

Richard W. has a secret ritual—a superstition, he once called it—that he religiously performs every day. He began it several years ago, following a painful divorce. It consists of deliberately directing loving, healing thoughts to his daughter, who lives miles away with his former wife. Says Richard: “I guess I do it for myself as much as for my daughter. Every morning when I wake up, I picture myself hugging her and telling her I love her and kind of sprinkling the magic dust of protection all around her.” He made The Switch when he read about a distance healing project conducted by Dr. Elizabeth Targ that concluded that directed thought does seem to have the power to alter the physical world.3 Says Richard: “I knew that! I have known that all along! But when I saw that my sense of invisible power was validated by serious science—that smart people believe it, too—I felt this extraordinary exhilaration. This is real! My secret world is the same as the real world! It felt like I had been shot into space. And I was just reading a magazine on the couch.”

For Anne T., The Switch happened during an ordinary conversation with her ten-year-old, walking home from the bus stop. Here is her account.

 

‘What did you learn in school today?’ I asked my son.

‘Superstrings!’4 he answers.

‘Cool!’ I say, ‘what’s that? Are Electro-Slide-Whangers already over?’

‘It’s not a thing, Mom. It’s reality,’ he tells me.

‘Cool,’ I say. ‘What do superstrings look like?’

‘Well, if you have to see it, Mom, it’s almost hopeless.’ says my son.

And he begins to help me conjure up an inner vision of the universe that sent me right back to smoking dope in the seventies. Weird does not begin to describe it. I was suddenly psychedelic—and this was my kid’s homework! I see it now as a privileged glimpse into a new reality—the one my ten-year-old knows way more about than me.”


When Anne T. made The Switch, her son, like many American children between the ages of twelve and sixteen, was already there.

Many of us made The Switch together when a new reality hit home on September 11, 2001—when we all witnessed, at virtually the same moment, a seemingly unassailable physical reality disappear into thin air. It was an attack that was unspeakably horrible not only in the finite, physical world, but also in the imaginational realm, when the American sense of inviolability was shattered by an enemy who broke through our psychic borders. This enemy wants to kill the very idea of us, to undermine our imaginational strength, to inflict a killing blow on our communal state of mind—the ultimate act of war in an imaginational age.

Our sense of the threats that are out to get us had already moved dramatically into invisible territory with worldwide AIDS and environmental toxins. We were intimately familiar with invisible enemies—new pathogens and poisons—hiding out to ambush us in the most elemental aspects of our lives—our air, our food, our water, our lovemaking. Now even our human enemies are invisible—no longer reliably to be found on the other side of a geopolitical border. Now terrorists—our new macro-biological predators—live as invisibly in our midst as microbiological threats. They lurk in the backs of our minds threatening horror at any moment, making a mockery of our old concepts of “a safe place.” They strike us invisibly in our hearts. They slip stealthily into our mail, our air, our lungs.

The more the developed world progresses technologically and intellectually, the more we find ourselves in the dark, living in invisible, unknowable vapors. The world as we have known it is disappearing. We are having some reality-testing problems and experiencing what the psychiatric community calls “derealization.” (“I don’t know. Sometimes it feels like nothing is real.”) Many have returned to a vision of reality in which our fates are in the hands of invisible powers beyond our mere human perception, comprehension, or control. We find ourselves right back where we started—at the beginning of Human History Part I—when the earth was so famously without form and void the first time. Invisible reality is our new Eden (or purgatory, or hell, depending on your point of view), and we are starting all over, trying to make sense of a bewildering new jungle. The human environment is, once again, a radically mystifying place, and we are the naked new primitives within it—trying to figure out how to live, the last several thousand years of human advancement be damned—because all of the progress we have made so far is about mastering the old world, the physical world, the world we are switching out of. The physical world as primary human environment is over.

Technology Makes Us Imaginational

Captured in the Digital-Neural Web

Life As an Invisible Stream of Electrons Bombarding Neurons

Technology is the great enabler of imaginational life—it pushes us (some of us kicking and screaming) into the intangible realm. The endless in-streaming of techno-accelerated image and information causes us to spend increasing amounts of time inside our own skulls, stuck in mind traffic. This imaginational congestion is a predicament we all share, whether we spend our nonphysical-reality hours working and playing at computer monitors, couch bound in front of television screens, engaging Japanimation villains in electronic games, performing distance micro-neurosurgery through computer networking, buying on-line pornography, struggling to dream up the next big idea, checking our latest e-mail jokes, moving money electronically between checking and savings accounts, or merely living a tenaciously tangible life in a world where everyone else’s experience of life is not a direct engagement of the physical world, but an electronically mediated experience—always at least one degree of separation from the real thing. (“Do you believe what happened on Friends?”) Proving once again that Marshall McLuhan was right.5

We have become accustomed to the chaos of dueling data—information, idea, bits and bytes—coming at us from all directions, unpoliced by the laws of time, space, and matter: an unprecedented invasion of the

TIME OUT FOR A BRIEF SELF-ADMINISTERED META-PHYSICAL
How engaged are you in imaginational reality?

Here are some questions to consider. Give yourself one point for every “yes.”


	Do you spend more than two hours a day in front of an electronic window, be it a television, computer, or other electronic screen?

	Do you judge potential purchases by brand image?

	Have you started spending more time thinking about the spiritual aspects of life?

	Have you changed the way you live or work because of a pager or cell phone?

	Do you use the word “vision” in everyday conversation—not in reference to physical sight?

	Have you ever worked in a virtual “team” by using the Internet, audio or video conferencing?

	Do you have more than one e-mail address?

	Have you incorporated meditation or other anti-stress practices in your life to help clear your head?

	Do you find yourself changing plans or strategies because of mood or emotional energy?

	Have you ever wondered about whether or not you have a genetic predisposition to a condition or capability?

	Do you think about your mind as much as your body when you work out or play sports?

	Do you ever find that you have “lost yourself” in a video game or other “immersive” experience?

	Do you consider the effect of stress on your health?

	Do you know what it means to be “in the zone”?



to see how you scored.

 

human skull, demanding unprecedented interior attention. Our heads have become the Grand Central Station of unspeakably multitudinous electronic locomotives.

Here is what is portentously new: we are losing the ability to close the door. The whole world feels increasingly entitled to enter our heads. New technologies and techno-strategies remove the gates to our personal electronic and cerebral worlds. Witness the electronic in-pushing of the products of digital entrepreneurs, storming the doors of our minds, seeking to monopolize the modern imaginational world. It began with a simple mission statement: “Own the desktop, own the mind.” Soon the objective was to own the gates to the communal mind itself: Mosaic? Netscape? Explorer? Microsoft’s fight over Internet portal dominance went to the highest court of the land. Who will rule that great meeting place of all of our imaginational selves? Call it genius, call it the new info-stealth offensive: it is the future. It is open season on the brain. They have invisibly broken through the invisible boundaries of where the personal cerebral world ends and the public cerebral world begins.

In the old days, we had to invite in the data stream before we were flooded with information. Now data can enter and exit our most personal electronic world (our minds!) at will. Push technology! Cookies! Pushy cookies! The indefatigable electron shoots in and out of the space of our own skulls, seemingly as it pleases, or seduces its way in, Mata Hari–like (Wow! Hot graphics!), carrying secret messages in and out. Digital moles establish a presence in our computer brains, waiting to be called into action by techno-invasion strategies not even dreamed up yet. The average Web user—say, a ten-hours-a-week person—has eleven cookies implanted on his or her hard drive—a kind of alternative data-self that talks to people the real self never sees, creating data life with other data-selves that may or may not exist. This is no mere interior monologue—this is transaction, this is life, going on in the invisible, time-and-spaceless ethers of information technology.

New technologies go far beyond the we-know-you-and-we-know-what-you-want capabilities of the Firefly technology that is the engine of Amazon.com and others’ “personal recommendation” features. Whereas Firefly gains its insider knowledge of your tastes by keeping track of your previous purchases, and then, in order to make recommendations, compares that list with the lists of people who have made similar purchases, these new technologies track not only purchases across multiple sites, but also your “favorites” list, what banner ads you have entered, the contents of your e-mail. (One early version was code-named “Yenta.”) Carnivore, a controversial new tool known in cyber circles as a “network sniffer,” is a tool developed for the FBI that is capable of scanning millions of e-mails per second, processing as much as six gigabytes an hour. Multiple on-line shopping technologies allow invisible observers to measure how long you look at, say, blue things on line. (We know what you are thinking, and we know what you want. And they all know, of course, a lot more about you than where you live.) One is capable of telling a wallpaper and window dressing purveyor, for example, that you are building a house, that you travel Air France, that you have ordered café au lait toilets from Kohler, casement windows from Marvin, that you have a friend named Yvonne in Wichita and a sister in Paris, Illinois; that you seem to have an inordinate taste for imported olive oil and French vanilla ice cream (delivered in under an hour), that you have never declared bankruptcy, and that you charge in excess of $7,000 a year on American Express. “Quick, play the Piaf and roll the French Provincial swatches,” some invisible being is saying, without, of course speaking, to some invisible direct sales department, who, without, of course, hearing, invisibly executes the command. Such technologies make fairly quick assessments of people’s personalities and tastes, of course, but don’t we all?

About to be introduced is 24/7 SIPS—Streaming Immersive Push Screening, in which a flat-screen–TV “wall” provides a constantly present, personalized streaming video—a branded entertainment and information companion that anticipates your needs (through past behavior, personal request, and passive “affective computing”). Pervasive computing—in which one is never more than an eye twitch away from the next screen reality—is the future.

Near direct brain-to-tech transactions are becoming increasingly possible. Michael Hawley at MIT Media Lab is playing in the ultimate silicon sandbox, developing technologies that allow kids to imagine their own fantasy toys into reality—“wishing, wishing makes it so!”—an object created in an extended imaginational realm that eventually emerges in the physical. (These dreamed-up toys are so smart, by the way, that they will know their new address and ship themselves, once created, to their dreamer-upper. They even know how to call Federal Express.) Accenture, the high-tech consulting firm, has developed a Barbie that acts as its own “autonomous purchasing agent.” Chips and sensors within the doll communicate with other, similarly implanted dolls, as well as with objects for sale in stores. When something catches this Barbie’s fancy (usually by comparing an article of clothing with her existing wardrobe, within a pre-set spending limit), the doll can buy it straight from the manufacturer through a wireless connection, or send a kind of purchase order to a home PC.

New interfaces with the techno-imaginational make tech-to-brain interaction not only effortless but also undetectable. (Where does my brain end and technology begin?) Computer scientists at the Salk Institute for Biological Studies in La Jolla, California, have announced astonishing accuracy in a sort of early stage mind-reading-by-computer-through-facial-expression—so-called “affective computing”—a technology that insinuates data in and out of our brains with the wiles of emotional empathy. At the moment, technology that allows computers to read facial expression (being pursued at MIT, Xerox PARC, Stanford, Microsoft, and other originating suppliers of your local Radio Shack) is limited mostly to smile/frown binary systems. Sensors placed on the corners of your mouth, for example, tell the computer whether it is upturned in contentment or downturned in displeasure.

New retinal interfaces target the very windows of our souls. The University of Washington’s Human Interface Technology Laboratory has developed a way to project images directly onto the retina with a “head-mounted” device. Technology exists right this minute that allows Israeli fighter pilots to shoot down enemy targets with a calculated glance. General Motors has technology in the pipeline that watches your eye movements from a sensor in the steering wheel in order to detect a drop in concentration—otherwise known as nodding off. Deus ex machina.

Technology makes our negotiation of the physical world an increasingly imaginational undertaking. The digital-neural Web—an inevitable new construct of the media, in which we are all truly connected, seemingly mind to mind—will deliver us up to a wholly new common ground of human experience that is exclusively and irreversibly imaginational: one enormous, deeply informed, transparently connected, communal brain. We are all in here together, negotiating the ethers as best we can, feeling an ever-increasing awe for just how dominant invisible reality really is.

Our New Geography Is Imaginational

No More Time, No More Space

OK, Where Are We?

In the early days of The Next Group, we employed a young alpha geek who was a product of MIT’s Media Lab. (He is now a multimillionaire, having sold his e-commerce start-up company in 1999.) He recorded the simulated voice of Vincent Price to play at the start-up of his computer, following the familiar Windows boot-up chords. The voice could be heard to intone the following: “The sound you have just heard is a requiem for time and space.” We always smiled. He always nodded gravely. Now we know. It is true.

A quiet but decidedly anarchical upheaval has occurred in the basic laws of reality. The physical constants of our lives no longer have an inescapable hold over us. Time and space, the noble constants as we once knew them, are not so immutable anymore—not with virtually unlimited asynchronous and synchronous global communication. British physicist Julian Barbour argues that time itself does not even exist. “The passage of time,” he says, “is simply an illusion created by our brains.”6

By the beginning of the new century, more than half of all Americans and Japanese (95 percent of Japanese teenage girls!), 80 percent of all Finns, 20 percent of all Brazilians, and 11 percent of all Chinese (that works out to about 140 million people) are already habitually breaking the bonds of time and space simply by making a call on their cell phones.

Likewise, we have lost the absoluteness of space, for we have become accustomed to the techno-miracle of magical, mystical, electronic connections that allow our brains, our very beings, to beam around the planet at will. (With video conferencing and CU–See Me cameras, we can take part in meetings of the mind in multiple locations around the planet simultaneously. Corporate travel bans immediately following the events of September 11, 2001, increased teleconferencing by some 87 percent. The resident geniuses at Lucent have even conjured up a way to quite literally beam us through time and space, a near-realization of every Trekkie’s transporter dream. The greatest hurdle, according to a chief Lucent scientist, is to resolve the data-compression problem. Right now, it would require a stack of CD-ROMs as big as a space ship to contain a single individual’s soma data.

Call it the absolute victory of relativity (or perhaps the relative defeat of absolutism). This change alone makes reality unequivocally imaginational. Our human interactions are now taking place in a place that is beyond time and space. Says Rabbi Shloma Majesky, a leading figure in the Lubavitcher Chasidim community of Brooklyn and an expert on ancient mystical texts such as the Tanya (Likutei Amorim), the Zohar, and Sefer Yetzirah (the book of creation), “No time. No space. That’s the realm of pure spirit.” Just another word for imaginational.

Work Is Imaginational

The Cerebral-Industrial Complex

Now We Are Deeply Seated in the Workplace of the Mind

Your new ideas or your life! The new nature of work exhorts us to innovate or die—because ideas are the new ch’i of Western civilization. Or, to use historic metaphor, ideas are the new steel. Everything in this new marketplace is built with them, supported by them. They are the pure imaginational raw material: the stuff without which the new foundries go dark. But they are more: they are the energy that drives even the existing machines, the fuel that drives the aging new economy. Sometimes they are the very products themselves: think of software—dreamed up out of thin air (and often delivered, through Net downloads, through thin air)—to operate, invisibly, as we go about the work that proceeds invisibly inside our own heads. Imaginational capitalism is upon us: products that are “thought up” and not manufactured or grown, objects of the head and not of the hand—value that makes its way through the world as “consumable bytes” and not as “shippable atoms,” to use MIT Media Lab’s Nicholas Negroponte’s language.

Peter Drucker calls this new era of the imaginationally driven economy Post-Capitalist Society, in which the center of gravity of the culture is no longer capital, or natural resources, or even labor, but knowledge and idea and innovation. According to Drucker, productivity—America’s creationism—is and will be increasingly defined by the application of knowledge to knowledge. The massive concept of productivity itself, with all of its powerfully materialistic imagery of manufactured goods marching, Roman-legion-like, off assembly lines, is a phenomenon of the cusp of two economies: a physical phenomenon inflected by a cerebral one, material process given value by the application of idea. “Knowledge-worker productivity is the biggest of the twenty-first-century management challenges,” says Drucker. “In the developing countries, it is their first survival requirement.”7

This transition from a manufacturing-driven economy to an idea-driven one has decidedly personal ramifications. It has relocated great numbers of workers to a new Cerebral-Industrial Complex inside our own heads. At the beginning of the twentieth century, two-thirds of working Americans earned their living by making things, Henry Ford style. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, two-thirds earn a living by making decisions. Ninety percent of us are now white-collar workers. “It’s the biggest change since the caveman started bartering,” says Sandia Laboratories’ head economist Arnold Baker.8 Sixty percent of office time is spent processing documents, or sending and receiving messages. The average office worker receives some 220 messages a day in multiple media. Even factory workers are now required to participate in mission statement creation and team think sessions—to produce ideas that will give them the right idea about how to go forward “in the right head,” ideawise, as they go about their labors.

More than two-thirds of Americans have engaged in “virtual work,” or work done at a distance from the main office or other project team members. More than half of Americans work for an organization that allows virtual work (27 percent encourage it). Tom Davenport, director for strategic change at Accenture and author of The Attention Economy: Understanding the New Currency of Business, writes, “Today, attention is the real currency of business and individuals. It has become the most valuable resource for the New Economy knowledge worker.” There are already more than 1,600 corporate training institutions in the United States, established to tool up employees for an imaginational age. A report published by the U.S. Department of Labor predicts that these new corporate training institutions could surpass the number of traditional universities by the year 2010.

Work, now, is the exertion of brain attention, and the conjuring up of imaginational product by imaginational means that are both mind-begotten and mind-dwelling. This new dynamic makes of human life an increasingly imaginational adventure.

Money Is Imaginational

Vaporware, Vapor Worth, and Vapor Valuations

What Hot Air and Net Worth Have in Common

And as if it were not enough that our work is imaginational, our net worth is largely the stuff of dreams now, too. Investor perception and consumer confidence seem to rule the ups and downs of the market. This invisible tumult affects us all—whether we own stock or just live in a world where people do. (According to a 1999 Gallup poll, 60 percent of Americans have investments in the stock market, versus 8 percent in the 1950s.) In the five-month period from November 2000 to March 2001, American investors saw more than $3 trillion dollars in their stock portfolios disappear into thin air. That figure represents more than the gross domestic product of all of Africa.9 Often, not only are a company’s assets imaginational—its intellectual property, the idea for an idea, a concept—but its value is imaginationally determined, as well: inflated or misrepresented by creative accounting practices, the hype of vaporware, or the ephemera of future profit. Amazon.com, the still happily floating mothership of the new economy, showed its first profit only in 2002—and then largely because of a new Euro-tweak in accounting. In 2002, Enron redefined the concept of evaporating wealth. Following a loss of more than half a billion dollars, the company reduced shareholder equity by $1.2 billion in a single day, devouring the worth of pension plans everywhere. Fortunes disappear like a wisp of smoke! Does that mean there is no there there? How can you count on something you cannot even count?

The big deals of our day are imaginational. An IPO is an idea about how an idea might make some money. The poster deal of the last days of the twentieth century: America Online bought Time-Warner, imaginationally bringing together two huge imaginational properties. These colossal comings together rarely bring any body together. It is an exercise in accounting and, ultimately, group psychotherapy for the victims of attempts to merge imaginational properties. It is forbiddingly difficult to merge the imaginational entities of divergent corporate cultures, opposing senses of identity, and battling visions of who’s on top and who’s on first. This is some people’s idea of imaginational heaven and hell.

When MicroStrategy CEO Michael Saylor can lose $6 billion of his personal net worth in a single day, following a dizzying market reaction to an accounting report, there is no time for the little guy to indulge in schadenfreude: there is no pleasure to be taken in a big guy’s troubles. (According to Reuters, some 80,000 of the 260,000 dot-com millionaires created in 2000 lost their fortunes following the dotcom debacle the next year.) The $1,500 we are down in our retirement account has a rather more personal monopoly on our attention. Likewise, when the magical gains come, we worry that this balloon is filled with the same hot air that failed us before, that bust is inevitable, that whatever invisible powers so mysteriously pump things up will just as mysteriously pummel things—ourselves included—back down. Consider how the fear of fear itself has battered world markets following attack by both invisible terrorists and imaginational losses.

Our Predators Are Imaginational

The Invisible Enemies out to Get us

The Abiding Terror of the Terror We Imagine

The world has never been more full of no-see-ums out to get us—invisible predators that are real to us only to the extent that we can imagine them in our minds—or until we discover that we are being done in by them. We cannot see these enemies coming. New viruses infect our bodies. New viruses infect our machines. New kinds of warfare and ever-present, inescapable surveillance are part of our daily life. (The average American has his or her picture taken surreptitiously more than twenty times each day, on average—sometimes from outer space.) The Pentagon rallies for invisible digital war. For America’s defense, it develops new strategies to protect against an assault on our mostly hidden power base: the information/communication network.

An invisible war of mind-versus-mind is in full force. Shortly after September 11, 2001, the Pentagon announced the establishment of a new initiative, the Pentagon Office of Strategic Influence. The mission: to go on the imaginational offensive by planting news items with foreign media—sometimes true, sometimes false—in order to influence public sentiment abroad. Developers of the program positioned it as an effort to counter the loud voices of Islamic fundamentalists and other America-haters, in both enemy and friendly nations. “Saddam Hussein has a charm offensive going on, and we haven’t done anything to counteract it,” says a senior military official quoted in The New York Times.10 It was a highly funded initiative that brought back the old days of wartime disinformation, but this time the campaigns were to include friendly nations as well, using advertising executives, public relations firms, political consulting groups, and covert “newsmen.” And it was all under the direction of a former astrophysicist, Brigadier General Simon P. Worden. The New York Times quoted a senior military official as saying, “When I get their briefings, it’s scary.”11 Following public outcry, it was quickly announced that the Pentagon Office of Strategic Influence had been closed.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention work in top-secret collaboration with universities and molecular biology labs to develop defenses against invisible attack by pathogens. (Following September 11, sales of gas masks and the antibiotic Cipro, a first treatment for anthrax, went sky high.) Killer microbes are back and they have a bigger gun. Old diseases we thought we had obliterated return with new vengeance—sometimes, like smallpox, as a potential weapon of nameless terrorists. Our newest terrors exist, shadowless, in the ethers—in the air, in cyberspace, in mass emotion, in the mysteries of well-concealed psychic damage: the faceless electronic saboteurs of critical data and records; thieves that are not only out to steal our digital cash, but also to highjack our power to control our financial transactions, our very identities. Most everyone feels the personal threat of terrorists living anonymously among us, the lethal volatility of geopolitical religious differences, and the return to holy wars. Fear of Satan has increased. Exorcisms are up. Parents in communities wrenched by the tragic killing of children by children consistently refer to the cause as a kind of inexplicable “demonic possession.”

Our scariest predators are invisible, intangible—and often without names.

The Human Body Is Imaginational

Mind Vs. Matter Physicality

The Zen of Health, Sex, Sports, and Heavy Lifting

Even the most physical aspects of our lives have been taken over by imaginational power. Our health has become a mind/body/spirit proposition: increasing evidence shows us that the physical wholeness of our bodies is highly affected by our state of mind and imaginational energies put to use on our behalf. The Office of Alternative Medicine at the National Institutes of Health is thoroughly establishment now (and recently renamed, in a great surge of new age ecumenical spirit, the Office of Complementary and Integrative Medicine).

More than 30 million Americans seek the services of faith healers and alternative therapies. Seventy-seven percent of Americans believe that God sometimes intervenes to cure people with serious illness. Half of accredited U.S. medical schools now routinely instruct their students in the importance of faith in successful outcome. Of 191 studies done on “remote healing,” two-thirds of them have had some very winning results. In studies at Duke, Columbia University, New York–Presbyterian Hospital, and the National Institutes of Health, researchers found in mostly double-blind studies that the power of the mind, sometimes called “intercessory prayer,” sometimes “directed spiritual energy,” can have a significant effect on outcome. (At New York–Presbyterian, in a study of infertile women trying in-vitro fertilization, it was found that 50 percent of the women receiving intercessory prayer became pregnant, compared with 26 percent in the control group.) Even if we do not believe that we can be healed through manipulation of our state of mind, hardly anyone alive now doesn’t believe wholeheartedly that he or she can be made sick by stress, grief, or heartbreak. Our state of mind can lead to serious disease that goes far beyond headaches and upset stomachs. Imaginational reality takes on a lot of power when our very own bodies are at stake.

Athletics has become a hotbed of mind-over-body practice, with practitioners of the zen of sports in virtually every activity, from martial arts to synchronized swimming. Basketball, says Lakers coach Phil Jackson, has become “primarily a game of the mind.” Studies by neurophysiologist Ian Robertson of Trinity College, Dublin, have demonstrated that, in his words, “mental practice can actually increase real-world strength and performance.” Visualization exercises work the same neural circuits as physical effort. When Olympic javelin thrower Steve Backley sprained his ankle and was unable to train, the British athlete used imaginational training to keep his edge. He lost several weeks of physical training, but used those same weeks for imaginational training, and succeeded in breaking his own records when he returned to the field. Coach Jim Fannin trains athletes in the world of baseball—such as Alex Rodriguez and Randy Johnson—to work “in the zone,” as well as non-athletes who want to improve their performance in other games—say, management or creativity.

Sex is moving into ever more imaginational ground: sexual imagery in the media has escalated from images of body perfection to the imaginational experiences of “advanced” sexual mind games such as complicated role-playing and sado-masochism, heretofore not so very visible in the mainstream.12 There is a whole lot of sex going on on-line. Pornography—a $10 billion business—has found the perfect venue for vicarious sexual adventure on the Internet. An MSNBC study in the United States found that one in ten of the 38,000 adult Internet users it polled admitted to being addicted to on-line sex, and that one of every seven hours of time on-line is devoted to sexual activity: the sexual meetings of not bodies but minds and imaginations.

According to David Greenfield, founder of the Center for Internet Studies, 6 percent of the more than 200 million people on-line around the world are addicted to cybersex. Some studies estimate that 60 percent of Web sites—our imaginational mainstream ground zero—are sexual in nature, and that some 28 million Americans visit those sites every week. A third of us have at one time or another. One Fortune 500 company discovered that 62 percent of male computer time at work was spent engaged in cybersex. Heads have rolled.

A study published in a journal of the American Psychological Association investigating the explosive growth of the sex industry revealed that a lot of the appeal of out-of-body sex is the ability to enter an imaginational identity: 61 percent of participants lie about their age, a third lies about their race, and many switch sexes. In perhaps the most public acknowledgment that we have officially moved into a world of out-of-body sex, computer-generated sex symbol Dr. Aki Ross (from the “Final Fantasy” game and movie) wins the coveted cover of Maxim magazine’s “Hot 100 Rising Stars” in 2001—becoming the first fleshless flesh queen of a new millennium. One early consumer study of Viagra somehow concluded that 24 percent of Viagra use is for masturbation.

In the Imaginational Age, the body has been demoted. A prevalent new vision of the human condition is not so far removed from an old religious concept: the body is ultimately superfluous, a mere vessel for expression of the deeper truth within. This mystical idea seems to be becoming a kind of virus in the culture, and astonishingly mainstream. “God, it’s so over with the body,” said Karole Armitage, head of the Armitage Dance Company, to wrap up a think-tank about peak experience. To Karole, best known to some as the “punk ballerina” who choreographed Madonna’s “Vogue” and Michael Jackson’s “In the Closet” videos, to others as resident choreographer for several important international dance companies, the greatest pleasure is the movement out of the body. “Your body. Get over it,” says the August 2001 cover of Wired magazine. We have better things to replace it.

In an extraordinary story of courage and judgment, a young boy and his parents in California made the decision to amputate his two perfectly healthy but “defective” legs—legs that had been made useless from a birth defect that confined the young boy to a wheelchair—and to replace them with new, bio-engineered “flex legs,” to allow him to run, even sprint in world-class time. (A shadow group of mid-level competitive runners meets regularly in southern California to discuss the ethics—and financing—of elective above-the-knee amputation of indisputably healthy legs in order to have them replaced with faster, newer technology. Would we qualify for Special Olympics, they ponder, or would it require the creation of a new division?)

In a think-tank discussing “the wholeness of the body,” an expert in retailing who travels the world in his wheelchair made this powerful comment: “Don’t feel sorry for me. I am closer to the center of the universe than any of you. Life hasn’t been about the body for a long, long time.”

The mind rules even the physical phenomena of the world. This has traditionally been a figurative truth, but it is more and more a mechanical one. Neurobiologist Niels Birbaumer and others have succeeded in using imaginational power—the invisible power of the consciousness—to move physical objects: the scientific triumph of mind over matter. Please note that this is not the old Uri Geller fork-bending trick that once amazed audiences of The Ed Sullivan Show: it is decidedly not accomplished with smoke and mirrors, but with a phenomenon called cortical control. The principle is as follows: imaginational powers (thoughts, musings, ideas, intentions) are not ghostly forces with no physical power—they are, in fact, measurable electrical impulses that can be detected by existing technologies such as electroencephalograph (EEG). When the mind thinks, “Move foot,” the thought exists as an electrical signal in the brain’s motor cortex, the part of the brain that controls movement.

New cortical control techniques teach people to modulate these brain waves in a highly developed application of biofeedback intelligence. These brain wave signals can then be detected by electrodes (sometimes actually implanted in the brain, sometimes not), which, through an admittedly complex electronic intervention, translate the thought into the movement of, say, a cursor on a computer screen. The power of brain waves—thought—points the cursor to specific letters or icons to construct words, phrases, sentences: to communicate with pure imaginational power.

Birbaumer’s work at the University of Tübingen in Germany may one day make it possible for victims of such devastating diseases as amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS, or Lou Gehrig’s disease), which paralyzes the body but leaves the mind intact, to emerge from their worlds of physical limitation and communicate with sheer mind power, through what he calls a “thought translation device.” “For the first time,” says Birbaumer, “we have shown that it is possible to communicate with nothing but the power of one’s own brain and to escape, at least verbally, the locked-in state.”

Dr. Philip Kennedy at Emory University has had similar success using electrodes planted in the motor cortex of a man paralyzed by a stroke: the man learned how to modulate his brain waves in such a way that, with electronic translation, he is able to communicate such thoughts as “I am cold.” Caltech researchers Richard Anderson and Krishna Shenoy are doing similar work in the parietal lobe of the brain—the realm of “intentions.” The future promises the ability to control virtually any aspect of our physical environment with the power of thought alone.

Demographic Trends Make Us More Imaginational

Big Boom Faces Final Bang

Popular Metaphysics at the End of Days

As the Baby Boom approaches the last hurrah, it wonders, en masse, what it’s all about. Everybody’s asking the Alfie question. Aging itself inspires the quest for final comprehension—the heavy lifting of our imaginational lives. End-of-days meditations and broodings keep ever more people awake in their beds, poking around in the furrows of memory and myth. This great self-absorbed generation becomes obsessively imaginational as it considers its individual and collective grand finales.

Rumination—the deep plowing of imaginational ground—becomes the national sport. Our souls’ quiet ponderings of the infinite are not so quiet or private anymore. Cerebral, imaginational work that used to go on behind the scenes, cognitively speaking, is taking place way out in the open these days. The collective unconscious has broken out all over: selfrevelatory television, personal betterment fairs, group analysis by radio personalities with very little impulse control. Our once deeply secret imaginational lives are being broadcast. The myths of our back-of-the-brain worlds are being staged all around us, with commentary, in soul-baring, shame-preening, tell-it-all television—sometimes elevational, sometimes merely shame-preening.

Science Is Imaginational

The Invisible New Mechanics of the Universe

Ethereal Physics, DNA, and Other Invisible Gears Controlling Your Fate

The scientific purview of “where the action is” expands and expands to the infinite invisibilities of space, or contracts and contracts to the mini-molecular. If not gazing at the mysteries of the cosmos, the great truth-and-code hunters focus on ever more molecularly miniature grounds. Americans have always turned to the scientific community for explanations. Yet now, when our heads have never been so full of questions about the ways things work, the Great Explainers seem to have nothing concrete to offer us. Look for the explanations, they say, in little reality levers of infinitesimal tinyness—invisible genes, invisible molecules, invisible microbes, invisible gears. Or find them in cosmic catastrophes of infinite grandeur.

Consider the holy grail of the physicist, whose mission is to uncover the so-called “theory of everything.” In simplest terms, that means finding a way to reconcile the two great theories of physical reality: general relativity and quantum mechanics. The first, general relativity, takes the ultimate macro view, and deals with enormous bodies of matter (think stars) that bend the space around them, according to Einstein, to create gravity. The second theory, quantum mechanics, deals with subatomic particles so small that we cannot even say with certainty where they are. Both theories seem to work in their own right, but no one has found a way to reliably put the two together. Proving the existence of a mechanism that reconciles these two concepts is the great imaginational quest of science, and it is being pursued with an appropriate sense of mystic wonder. How fitting to this great age of uncertainty that when the world of physics posits the ultimate mystery of reality, it is “everything,” scientifically speaking, that is up for grabs.

This kind of cosmic thinking has a powerful effect on the culture at large, and contributes to the collective shift on all of our parts to a more imaginational point of view about the world. Even for those of us who do not understand a word of it (which is, of course, most of us)—or perhaps, in fact, precisely because we do not understand—imaginational science ratchets up the mystery.

According to molecular biology, the secrets of all of humankind, those to come as well as those who came before, are hidden within every single one of our cells. A rash of television crime shows make DNA part of the popular vocabulary. (“I had to move out of that apartment. I just couldn’t stay there with all of his DNA hanging around all over everything!”) Cloning—once only a subject for high-flying science or popular comedy—is a national policy issue. Not only the media but the marketplace builds awareness of widespread cloning as a real possibility. Already, hundreds of pet lovers have signed up with companies such as PerPETuate, Genetic Savings & Clone, and Lazaron to store their pets’ DNA while they wait for duplication technology to be perfected—paying up to $1,500 a pet, plus annual storage fees. A cat has already been cloned. Dogs are trickier, but next.

More than one Next Group expert has reported to us that cloning a human being has already been done, but with unhappy results, and kept secret. The first successfully cloned human being may well be introduced to the world on the way to his or her first day of school. (Or would that be the second first day of school?) Human cloning is pursued worldwide—in a Lexington, Kentucky, fertility clinic; in a Chicago physics lab; in biomed labs set up in Israeli garages, in offshore islands, and in South American Quonset huts; after-hours in leading and not-so-leading pharmaceutical companies; and in anonymous biotech start-ups—mostly driven by individuals with personal missions, hellbent for genesis.

Former French racie car driver Claude Vorilhon, founder of the Raelian cult (and known to his followers as the prophet Rael), has built a secret laboratory to pursue the goal with religious fervor. He is a kind of new techno-creationist, with a God’s-voice-to-his-ears zeal, although Vorilhon says the message to save humanity by cloning was first relayed to him by an extraterrestrial. He apparently has strong science, and his own advanced molecular biology laboratory, Clonaid, supporting his efforts. The first real federal crackdown on such an operation began with an FDA visit to a Syracuse, New York, lab and an order to halt operations while a federal grand jury investigates the goings on of the leading Raelian scientist Brigitte Boisselier (an expert who has testified before Congress). We are living in a world where the work of human creation—the greatest imaginational mystery of all—has entered the realm of imaginational manufacturing.

The invisible reality of genetics is relentlessly personal. We marvel at the mapping of the human genome, and wonder what it might turn up for us. Are there time bombs in our own private codes? Genes associated with increased incidence of breast cancer, schizophrenia, and “risk-seeking” behavior have already been identified, with aggressive research investigating the codes for other feared maladies, such as Alzheimer’s and ALS. The imaginational reality precedes the physical reality. We are faced with the possibility of having to make deeply disturbing choices: do we want to find out if we are destined for a disease? Do we want this imaginational reality revealed—to ourselves or to anyone else? For insurance companies, knowing that a subscriber may one day be stricken with a condition is virtually the same thing as his having it.
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