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  There are vast realms of consciousness still undreamed of, vast ranges of experience, like the humming of unseen harps, we know nothing of, within us.
D.H. Lawrence “Terra Incognita”


   




     To All My Students
Here is a lesson that I never taught but should have:




  Life is an open ocean;
Dive out of your boat.








  Foreword




  By Ken Wilber




  Stalking White Crows is a smorgasbord of delightful reflections on some of the least discussed yet utterly most important topics in today’s world. Take a list of the topics that are not discussed in polite company, and you have the table of contents of this book.




  And when I say, “least discussed,” what I mean is, the way that Crittenden discusses these topics involves some of the least heard versions of these ideas—which is a real problem because, I believe, he’s basically right in what he says, and it is a deep shame that our cultural wisdom does not reflect more of these profound perspectives.




  Take religion and science, for example. That’s a fairly hot topic, no doubt. The problem is, most of the suggested solutions to how these two crucial endeavors are related to each other are truly off the mark. They almost always involve trying to show the major limitations (or even total illusions) of the rejected approach; or they attempt an actual integration by trying to prove that the leading-edge sciences of today (usually something like quantum mechanics) show us the very same “ultimate reality” that you can find in the world’s great mystics—namely, a completely interwoven, unified, interrelated world, a “oneness” that is the true nature of reality itself. The only problem with that approach is that it spectacularly doesn’t work in any pragmatic terms. If modern quantum mechanics, for example, showed us the same world that you see when you have a mystical satori in Zen (an enlightenment or awakening experience), then professional physicists, who fully understand quantum mechanics, would be having satoris left and right—and, alas, virtually none of them do. Whatever it is they are doing, they are not getting in touch with the same reality that the Zen student is.




  So what is the typical Zen student doing? Well, Crittenden points out, let’s first ask what the typical scientist is doing, and then see if we can find any similarities. Science, he maintains (and here he adopts a view similar to mine in Eye to Eye), basically has three fundamental strands: an injunction, an illumination, and a verification. The first step, an injunction, simply means that most forms of conventional knowledge have a requirement for some sort of preliminary activity—it’s of the form, “If you want to know this, do this….” So, if you want to know if it’s raining outside, go to the window and look. If you want to know if a cell has a nucleus, get a microscope, learn to take cell sections, stain those sections, put them in the microscope, and then look. This strand is the part of the scientific enterprise that Thomas Kuhn focused on—and he concluded that all science is based on a particular paradigm. “Paradigm” does not mean “theory” but “practice” or “injunction,” which Kuhn at first called a “paradigm” but then, upset with how that concept was being horribly misused (in a way that implied science was nothing but a relativistic construction that created facts and didn’t discover them), he started calling instead an “exemplar,” which shows its basic nature as an injunction (a series of exemplary actions taken as fundamental to any particular knowledge). So that’s strand one.




  Strand two is, if you complete the injunction correctly, then you will have an experience, an illumination, or what’s more typically called “data” (which William James explained basically meant “experience”). Those who complete the same injunction correctly will have the same type of resultant experience, illumination, or data. And notice that this strand does not say what type of experience that must be—it could in fact be a sensory experience (or a datum produced by an extension of the senses, such as a telescope); or it could be a mental experience—such as doing mathematics or performing a logical deduction (this is an interior experience); or it could be a spiritual experience (also an interior experience). This is the strand of scientific knowledge emphasized by the empiricists; it is, in any event, what makes all science evidence-based.




  Strand three is the verification strand—either a confirmation or a rejection of the data. If you complete the first two strands and keep getting the same data, then you have somebody else complete the first two strands and see if they get the same results. If so, then that data becomes widely accepted, and it can enter a stream of hypothetical deductions meant to explain the existence of the data itself. The capacity to reject the data is the core of Karl Popper’s notion of falsifiability. (Hence, this approach integrates the Kuhnian, empiricist, and Popperian theories of scientific knowledge.)




  But look what else it does. It divides religion right down the middle, into those religions that themselves follow these three strands of good knowledge versus those that don’t. We mentioned Zen, for example. Zen has been producing satori experiences in students for almost two millennia, and it does so precisely because it follows all three strands of true scientific knowledge. Strand one for Zen is meditation—if you want to know if you have Buddhanature (that is, if you are one with the Ground of All Being), then you must do this: sit in a comfortable position, count your breath from 1 to 10, then repeat, and do that until you can repeat the process 50 times without mistakes. Then take up a koan practice, meditating on the meaning of the koan until you think you understand it (a koan such as, “Show me your Original Face, the Face you had before your parents were born”). These can’t be solved by logic or any conventional mental means, and it will therefore force you to engage types of consciousness that are radically different from your normal state.




  Which, if you stay at it, will lead to strand two, and you will eventually have some sort of profound illumination called in Zen a “kensho ” or a “satori.” This is a direct and immediate experience, which is a first-person experience or direct datum, and which announces itself as being a truly ultimate reality, a Ground of Being, a sense of being totally one with both an ultimate Reality and the entire manifest universe (an “ultimate unity consciousness”). This carries a staggering degree of certainty (no matter what one’s educational background or training; doctors and lawyers as well as actors and waiters all report the same overwhelming certainty).




  Still, to see if you have truly completed the injunction correctly, you must check your satori understanding—check your data—with both the teacher and the community of practitioners. This is strand three, the verification strand. In grueling tests of authenticity, your illumination is checked against the background of the entire community of knowledge. In this “scientific” fashion, Zen has been passed down for centuries. (And it enters that class of meditative practices around the world that have all reported experiences of an “ultimate unity consciousness” and a perfect oneness with a Ground of All Being.)




  Is that a genuine “scientific” knowledge? Well, it certainly follows the essential steps of all typical science: it clearly follows all three strands. We might object and say, “Yes, but it’s not exterior sensory data, it’s only interior, so there’s no way to really check it.” But that is to simultaneously say the same thing about mathematics and logic. Nobody has ever seen the square root of a negative one running around out there in the sensory world. And surely Zen is not just a “private” knowledge, because it can clearly be trained (and has been for centuries), and a trained knowledge is a public knowledge.




  What this does do, however, is separate spiritual systems into those that are a type of “interior science,” like Zen and other meditative and contemplative practices around the world (which notoriously report very similar experiences or data, as all real science does), versus those that are based primarily on “mythic-literal” stories, like the Old Testament. Zen differs from, say, the science of physics because Zen focuses, not on sensory experience but on spiritual experience (satori); and it differs from the science of mathematics or logic because it focuses, not on mental experiences but, again, on spiritual experiences. But as for being dependable, repeatable, authentic knowledge—a real “science”—it’s very hard to see how Zen does not meet the necessary requirements.




  Jack Crittenden certainly thinks so. And if we do this—if we recognize that the type of knowledge that injunctions like Zen give us are true and genuine knowledge—then this would involve a stunning revolution in how we think about science and religion in the first place. It wouldn’t matter if the vast majority of the world’s religious believers were following a mythic-literal religion that is no more valid than a fairy tale, all we need is one example of what turns out to be a real religious knowledge in order to open the whole field up. And this is where Jack gets the title of this book. Using a metaphor first employed by William James, if I am trying to prove that crows are not all black, I don’t have to prove that all of them aren’t, I only have to find one white crow to prove it. And religions like Zen—which apparently do indeed involve a type of interior scientific knowledge of a spiritual reality—involve a fair number of white crows which prove the point quite conclusively.




  In this book, Jack is in search of a series of white crows that convincingly prove a point often taken to be wrong. That’s what makes this book so truly enjoyable, as well as educational (and educational as fun, not dreary). He looks at topics such as the capacity of consciousness to survive death (with evidence involving Near-Death Experiences and reincarnation). He points out that the various meditative traditions around the world point to a spiritual reality that is experience-based, and thus, following the three strands of all good scientific knowledge, give us a spiritual knowledge that is real and genuine, and not merely a mythic fairy tale (Zeus, Apollo, Aphrodite, Jehovah). And when it comes to those mythic fairy tales themselves, they have actually evolved, so you can read the Bible itself through a developmental lens. He looks at the existentialists, and suggests that an evidence-based. spirituality gives a much better way to interpret what they were saying. He moves to recent discoveries, and shows what psychedelics can tell us about death and consciousness (especially when used with people having terminal illnesses).




  When it comes to discussing the idea of whether consciousness can exist independently of the material body, Jack examines items like reincarnation, and draws on the brilliant researcher the late Ian Stevenson, who, in books with such unassuming titles as 20 Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation, gave absolutely stunning empirical (sensory-based evidence) cases that are virtually impossible to explain without some sort of reincarnation. (You’ll see what I mean when you read that section.) But this is typical of the types of evidence that Jack uses throughout this book: very, very hard to disagree with; white crows everywhere.




  Jack is particularly hard on scientists that use their version of science to ham-handedly deny all sorts of realities for which there are actually many white crows. And this includes scientists who deny sensory-based evidence for “far-out” realities—such as paranormal events (the evidence for some of which is absolutely overwhelming)—as well as scientists who don’t acknowledge that science itself can definitely cover higher experiences (including mental experiences and spiritual experiences), in addition to the standard sensory experiences (which, if true, would mean that mathematics and logic were not scientific).




  Jack ends—in “Robots Won’t Be Hoarders”—with a discussion of what our near future would look like if knowledge of these white crows were more common. This brings us back to the point that I started with: this is a book about some of the least discussed topics that there are—in the sense of perspectives that are the least realized to be true. We don’t think science and religion can fit together; we don’t think consciousness exists independently of the material body; we see religion as nothing but a series of fairy tales; we’re not aware of the deep openings that psychedelics can give people (especially in areas such as terminal illnesses); we have no official room for things like reincarnation. Do robots really dream of electric sheep—and are they ever hoarders?




  This is a wonderful, exciting, truly illuminating book—and it will awaken you to a host of ideas for which you mostly have already decided just can’t be true. Until they are. Which is what this book will likely do with every item it covers for you. So sit back, relax, and prepare to have your mind and your accepted world blown—and descended upon by a murder of white crows where you thought there were none.
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  Introduction




  This book is about making up our minds and about the makeup of our minds. Making up our minds, as I argue, involves using evidence—that is, reason and fact-based propositions, beliefs, ideas, and claims—in arriving at our conclusions about how best to live. The makeup of our minds involves recognizing consciousness. The makeup that interests me and that appears in the book is altered and elevated states of consciousness.




  Both of these views are under attack. Currently we live in a climate where feelings trump reason and evidence, where lies are treated as “alternative facts.” At the same time, it seems that our culture does not want us to treat altered and even higher states of consciousness seriously, especially, for example, altering consciousness through psychedelic drugs, even in clinical settings.




  Focusing both on evidence and on such states of consciousness can reorient our attitudes, as I argue in the book, about life after death, about the basis of morality and the essence of spirituality, about the meaning of happiness, about the path of dying, and about the proper role of work in our lives and how education connects to that role. These are significant existential facets of our lives, and I discuss them all. Another writer might well have chosen different topics central to how we live, but for me these are the topics most salient and worthy of exploration. Experiences of and the evidence on altered and higher states of consciousness can lead us therefore to better lives and, what is more overlooked, to better deaths.




  As far as we can tell, we are the only species that knows we are going to die. Knowing this, why then do we seem so ill prepared for death? One reason is that our physicians are too often unwilling, or unable, to talk straightforwardly to patients and families when a patient is dying. Too often, doctors think that a patient dying is their failure. Another reason is that our principal knowledge-gatherers—scientists—are too often unwilling, or unable, to look at the evidence for life after death. Failure to talk openly and to look at the evidence means that dying remains a taboo subject, and living in the face of death is thereby made more difficult. At the very least, missed in our experiences of and around dying is the chance to awaken to the value and purpose of the life we lived. Philosophy, Plato wrote, is preparation for death. We should take him at his word and ponder what he meant—wonder, that is, how death figures into aspects of how we live.




  In this book I do just that. I look at evidence about consciousness that could help us both live better and die better. In doing so, I uncover some white crows; that is, exceptions that probe our rules, norms, and mores. I’ll have more to say about white crows later in this introduction.




  My focus in the book is best captured by a series of “what if” questions:




  	What if morality were based on reasons and evidence and not on God and sacred texts? Is it scientific evidence that establishes our morality?




  	What if Jesus had never lived? Would Christianity have any value? What if our spiritual pursuits, and the Bible itself, were not matters of history and faith, but were matters of evidence?




  	What if happiness lies not in what we think, how we feel, and what we long for, but in living in the present and in the dying of the self itself?




  	What if we could overcome our fear of death by taking a single small pill?




  	What if robots eliminate all of our jobs? Where will those who identify with their work find meaning and worth and dignity when jobs are dying or dead? What kind of educational system do we need to meet this predicted eventuality?





  These “what if” questions led me to address and explore possible answers that involve altering, and perhaps elevating, consciousness, because consciousness is perhaps the ultimate perplexity: It uncovers what makes us distinctively human. To explore states of consciousness I focus on evidence, on finding evidence, exploring its basis and implications, and following the evidence when we establish our perspectives and beliefs. We use evidence, or should, whenever we investigate propositions and opinions, our own and those of others.1 The evidence of interest to me, and that serves as the basis of this book, is that which surrounds, informs, and provides insight into a straightforward but knotty question: Where does consciousness come from? That leads to a second question: Does personal consciousness disappear when we die? From there I take a turn into ways to deepen and/or expand consciousness.




  To those who think that the physical world—the world that we maneuver in and can explore through our five senses and their extensions—is all that there is, consciousness is the product of the brain. Thus, when the brain dies, our consciousness dies with it. But is that so? I went in search of evidence to help me understand whether consciousness is independent of or produced by the brain. Through writing this book, I also grew evermore interested in the evidence we use as it relates to states of consciousness in which and through which we form, maintain, and change our views on morality, religion, happiness, and, of course, death.




  Something is wrong with our understanding of morality, religion, happiness, well-being, work, and death. In each case the misunderstanding can be rectified, as I argue, by following the evidence about altered and higher states of consciousness. By doing so, we can indeed live better and die better, though this involves looking at the misunderstandings in new ways, ways that can uncover exceptions or white crows.




  To be honest, this book is not wound tightly around a single central thesis. It is instead, as its title conveys, the pursuit of white crows: reorienting evidence on consciousness that relates to topics of existential significance to us human beings. Thus the chapters of the book are woven loosely together by looking at evidence on or related to altering, raising, and reexamining states of consciousness.




  Since this book is about consciousness, I feel obligated to say something at the outset about what consciousness is. I’d prefer not to, since like “truth,” “beauty,” “goodness,” or an adept cat burglar, apprehending consciousness is difficult. Most often consciousness is thought of and defined as awareness or attention. As a general concept, the idea of awareness or attention seems informative but not fully adequate. More to the point, and more to my liking, consciousness is the subjective experience that we all have of our internal life—for instance, pain, instincts, desires, emotions, thoughts—and of the world. We are aware of, attentive to, or conscious of…something. We are always conscious of some object or feeling, some thought or sensation.




  We report to others what we experience by describing these subjective states. Sometimes that reporting is not verbal but nonverbal, as we can communicate anxiety, elation, sadness, puzzlement, and the like through body language and facial expressions. Nonverbal communication is the kind of report that we receive from animals, whom we assume are conscious. We don’t know much about their subjective experiences, other than that they have them. We know that something is going on inside when Barney the Beagle is asleep and yet his legs are moving as if he is running. We assume that he is dreaming, given his movement and rapid breathing, and dreaming is a subjective experience that can be scientifically detected through, for example, EEG machines.




  We cannot measure the subjective experience of another, other than to hear his or her report. Absent such a report, we cannot know another’s subjective experience directly except by some extraordinary means such as mind reading or telepathy, about which I shall have more to say going forward. So, consciousness seems to be something that we assume on the basis of the techniques that we currently use to gauge subjective experience.




  The kind of consciousness that interests me in this book is the kind that we humans describe as self-reflective and self-referential consciousness; that is, states of internal awareness that we can attend to and reflect on, including our own thinking. Of course, when we are conscious, as I wrote earlier, we are always conscious or aware of something; we cannot be aware, however, of consciousness itself. Or can we? Can we be aware of pure consciousness; that is, of consciousness without an object of attention? I doubt that many scientists think that we can; philosophers might be able to imagine mental constructs that include the idea of pure consciousness; but mystics often discuss that possibility as a lived reality. But if consciousness is, as I said, our subjective experience, our first-person experience, then how can we be conscious of something that we don’t experience? How can we experience consciousness itself, which would be without anything to experience? Those who have experienced this declare that it can happen. I’m among them. This is a significant white crow. I’ll have more to say about this later and throughout the text.




  I am not suggesting here that we are always conscious or aware of what we do and why we do it. We know that much of our daily lives is taken up with behaviors and functions that are subconscious or at least subconsciously driven. But that fact makes consciousness itself all the more mysterious, since we can then ask, “If much of our life is subconsciously driven, what purpose does consciousness itself serve?” Well, somehow those subconscious drives arise into consciousness to some degree if we are to act on those drives.




  My concern in this text, however, is not whether we humans could do without consciousness. The point is, we are conscious; we have consciousness. One of my concerns in this text is where consciousness comes from. I consider that question in the first chapter. The upshot of that chapter is this: If, as many scientists and even philosophers argue, consciousness is the product of the brain, then what are we to make of numerous cases within the world of psychic phenomena that undercut that perspective? Once that perspective is undercut, then we are free, I think, to explore other manifestations of consciousness that don’t rest on brain chemistry or neural pathways—though surely there are physiological correlates to altered states of consciousness. Released from a physical or materialist grounding, such states of consciousness can be described and referred to as real. That is, they are not illusions or hallucinations. Indeed, in some instances, as you, dear reader, will see, some of these states of consciousness may well reveal depths or heights of reality that render our own material world a mere shadow of that deep or heightened reality. This, then, is another concern explored in the text: Where can consciousness take us?




  What Readers Will Find in the Text




  Chapter 1 addresses the initial “what if” question: What if our memories, thoughts, and whole personality lived on after we died? What if there is life after death? As I shall discuss in the text, science is now showing us that this might well be true; most scientists, however, deny it. Why do they?




  It turns out that scientists are human. We tend to think of them as persons driven by experiments and data who remain neutral and objective until the evidence is in. Then they make up their minds. But that isn’t always the case. With some (and as I’ll discuss in the first chapter, “some” here equals “most”), when the evidence runs against their deeply held beliefs, especially about the scope and nature of scientific inquiry itself, then they close their minds, look away, and flee from the ghosts. The ghosts are possibilities that they don’t want to look at.




  One ghost is the possibility that we live on after our brains die. There is ample evidence today, scientific evidence, that consciousness survives bodily death. It is that evidence and other evidence-driven adventures that constitute the heart of this book.




  I am by training and perhaps temperament a political theorist. But as a long-time meditator, I also have an abiding interest in states of consciousness. A few years ago, I began thinking about the materialist/physicalist proposition that consciousness is a product of the brain, so that when we die and our brains stop functioning, then our consciousness—and all it entails: for example, memories, plans, thoughts, personality—dies too. How might we put this proposition to the test? I thought that one way might be to examine recent (and not-so-recent) experiments in paranormal phenomena that show some remarkable results in demonstrating the ongoing existence of personal consciousness after death. I even went so far in my explorations to offer twice a semester-long seminar on life-after-death. This, you can imagine, was unusual in a political science program and was greeted, when colleagues paid attention, with raised eyebrows.




  These explorations led me to the scientific work on medium readings of the dead, on near-death experiences, and on reincarnation. Thus, the first chapter (“Stalking the White Crow” and the origin of the book’s title) is on medium readings, with a special focus on the ongoing work by Dr. Julie Beischel at the Windbridge Institute. Here I challenge scientists to examine her research protocols, because Beischel uses rigorous research conditions in her work.




  Beischel’s work is really a continuation of serious scientific inquiry into parapsychology that began at the end of the nineteenth century and continued into the twentieth. In 1896, in his presidential address to the American Society for Psychical Research, William James declared the evidence from medium Leonora Piper to be so stunningly revealing and consistent that she was a “white crow” that destroyed the proposition that all crows are black.




  In short, Leonora Piper was the exception that destroyed the rule. James understood the role of exceptions. Today we often follow the cliché that “the exception proves the rule.” Logically, of course, that is nonsense. The cliché derives from the sensible proposition that exceptions probe the rule, which we can see in the phrase’s Latin origins: exceptio probat regulam. When an exception probes sufficiently and discloses anomalies, then the rule must be changed. The presence of a white crow is not an exception that thereby proves the rule that crows are black.




  “Prove” in this context refers to the sense of the word as in “proving ground”—a place to test something. For James the tests of Mrs. Piper that she was receiving information from the dead produced evidence that was so overwhelming that he thought that our scientific understanding of consciousness and the afterlife had to be fundamentally rethought. Her work demonstrated beyond doubt that all crows are not black. As you shall see, Mrs. Piper was hardly alone. Today, research scientists are uncovering a murder, or a bunch, of white crows.




  Scientists who dismiss out-of-hand such paranormal studies are abandoning the very open-minded attitude— the probing—that led them into science in the first place… or should have. Chapter 2 is also a dispassionate examination of two other paranormal phenomena: near-death experiences and reincarnation. Both chapters focus on the veridical or independently verifiable evidence that comes out of many of these studies. The evidence from these two other paranormal phenomena reveal their own white crows.




  In Chapter 3 I move on to ask whether the evidence from the paranormal undercuts our theistic Abrahamic religious views. Most particularly, I ask whether we can have morality without God. This is an important question, especially in an era when feelings today compete with or even supersede facts. According to a Pew poll conducted in May, 2014, 53 percent of Americans think that one must believe in God to be a moral person.2




  This is a dangerous perspective, because acts sanctioned by interpreters of God’s word can otherwise show all the hallmarks of immoral acts. Religious sanction cannot be anything but the beginning of the search for establishing a moral code.




  Nor is religious experience itself sufficient. Without further investigation into the claims engendered by the experience, that experience can be little but confirmation bias and the applause from a self-congratulatory group. We must demand more, and in this chapter I discuss the form that that “more” ought to take: investigations using reason and evidence. Such investigations can provide a white crow against claims of moral relativism.




  Chapter 3 is a companion-piece to Chapter 4, which is on the topic of “divine knowing.” My view is that religious or spiritual experience needs to be verified and can be verified following precisely the same steps, as Ken Wilber argued, that establishes epistemological validity in both science and morality. Thus, insights into or revelations from altered, and maybe higher, states of consciousness must be and can be epistemologically verified through proper testing, again using reasons and evidence. This testing also provides a white crow against the view that spirituality is only or can only be feelings and metaphysical musings.




  Arguably, the insights gained from meditation or contemplation, given their metaphysical or paranormal content, can reflect a higher level of consciousness. Those insights undercut our theistic traditions by providing practitioners with direct experiences or even direct apprehension of the supernatural. Such experiences permit and encourage us to jettison the absurd historical events depicted in the scriptures of the three Abrahamic religions. A reliance on history causes nothing but trouble, or should, for practitioners of those religions. Without that reliance practitioners can concentrate on direct transcendental or spiritual experiences through altered and higher states of consciousness. To this end, I offer in Chapter 5 a transition away from historical paralysis and toward liberation by reading the Bible as a history of moral development. This reading interprets the Old and New Testaments as expositions on the three stages of morality as discussed by psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg (among others) and shows their progression to the teachings of Jesus.




  Having argued in Chapter 5 that transcendental or Christic consciousness is a level of development—psychological and spiritual development—that all of us can undertake and that many of us can attain, I then discuss, in Chapter 6, three spiritual teachers today—Eckhart Tolle, Gangaji, and Bernadette Roberts—who are exploring and explaining this state of consciousness and in some cases offering practices to help us attain it. I discuss these three teachers in the context of Existentialism. We often think of Existentialists as writers and philosophers focused on freedom of choice, of course, but also on certain by-products of unbridled freedom—fear, dread, nihilism, alienation, meaninglessness, and, best of all, absurdity. In this sense, “happy Existentialists”—the title of the chapter— may seem oxymoronic. But Albert Camus introduces us through Sisyphus to the idea of happiness in the face of an absurd world, and Nietzsche, a progenitor of Existentialism, clearly sees a way to a joyous, even a happy, life. I focus heavily on a couple of Nietzsche’s philosophical concepts that underscore ideas related to the psychological states explored today by teachers of non-dual awareness or elevated consciousness and to their views of happiness.




  In Chapter 7 we arrive where we started: the topic of death. We don’t die well in America. Though most of us wish to die at home surrounded by our loved ones, most of us will die in a hospital, connected to machines that we don’t want and surrounded by people dedicated—and their work is dedication—to keeping us alive. I find it impossible to imagine how dying in a hospital could lessen the fear, anxiety, depression, and discomfort that many experience as they face and tumble down into death. Yet even at home or in a hospice, making persons physically and emotionally comfortable might well not be sufficient to ease them into a peaceful death.




  Based on recent research, I think that giving them psychedelic drugs in a controlled setting could help immensely in providing that ease. The chapter is a fictional account, though based on research, of two persons immersed in the dying process and how the use of psychedelics might play a significant part in relieving fear and anxiety for those facing death. If there is one condition that almost all Americans face, in addition to all of us being terminal, it is that we fear death. Overcoming that fear can be instrumental in helping us live better, more fulfilling, more flourishing lives. Altering states of consciousness through the use of psychedelic drugs, administered in accordance with strict scientific protocols, is showing us how that can be done. Again, a white crow appears: Psychedelic drugs are not to be feared, but are useful, often necessary, elements in treating anxiety, depression, phobias, addiction, and even PTSD.




  I taught political theory at Arizona State University for nearly 30 years. In our introductory theory class on Political Ideologies, I asked students to wrestle with one of the profound questions of human existence: What is human nature? Every founder or every exemplar of a political ideology has a view of human nature—what a person is and can become. So this is no idle question within the study of politics.




  In the course I presented the views of human nature that lie beneath political ideologies, but I didn’t dwell on those views. That was not the purpose of the course. But it should be the purpose of some course and some course that has connections to politics—how we can live together and flourish as individuals and societies. Indeed, I think that the question about human nature is merely one variant of a deeper question—what is the nature of life itself? Concomitant with that is the question of whether there is life, the continuation of personal consciousness, after death.




  No political theory course, let alone any political science course, asks such questions. They are relegated to different disciplines. I think that this is a mistake, because until we find, derive, develop, or steal some views on these deeper questions, I fear that politics will be nothing but the parade of different faces in positions of power all practicing some variant of the political ideologies that we already have. That is, nothing fundamental will change politically until we have sorted out and come to terms philosophically, psychologically, and metaphysically with these other questions. Fundamental and structural political change is just what we need today. As I discuss in the final chapter, Chapter 8, the industrial world is on the cusp of widespread and, for many, catastrophic change in the availability and the meaning of work. Our jobs are dying out. In the face of this kind of death, what are people who define themselves by their work to do? If work can no longer be the source of personal and social identity, dignity, and respect, then what are people to do to find and live out a flourishing life? With the advent of robots, Artificial Intelligence, and other technological innovations, work will no longer be the source. This new era of the machines will be, then, a test of the flexibility of our human natures. What appears at the outset as a disaster may actually be a white crow: an era of increased leisure time and thus an opportunity to increase and intensify our adventures in consciousness, as we explore the further reaches of human nature.




  This book, therefore, might be a prelude to the kinds of adventures in consciousness that people will explore and the kind of attitudes toward inquiry that they might well adopt as we move into a full “robo-economy.”




  These and other adventures in consciousness can begin with identifying the exceptions or white crows:




  	Materialism is a powerful framework for understanding the world, except in light of what science itself can tell us about the survival of personal consciousness after bodily death.




  	Values and morality are relative to different cultures, except when we see evidence for ways to universalize moral codes.




  	Science is divorced from spirituality, except when we see how science can investigate the paranormal and how valid knowledge in both realms shares the same epistemological process.




  	The Old Testament, the New Testament, and the Koran are steeped in history and rely upon historical figures and events, except when new frameworks for interpreting those texts provide coherent and consistent readings independent of alleged historical grounding that violates what we know of how the world works.




  	A life without a sense of self or ego is a life of “nothingness,” of nonexistence, except where that emptiness means fullness and can be lived as such.




  	Psychedelics are harmful and thus dangerous drugs that must be eliminated from research protocols, except where those drugs are shown in clinical studies to have salutary and lasting effects on those who take them.




  	Finally, with predictions of our jobs dying off, never to be replaced, life for those who identify with and find dignity in their work will be left to flounder, except where new social, political, and educational developments can use the dearth and death of work as an opportunity to turn leisure time into productive ways to expand and elevate consciousness.





  Regardless of how the future looks—for example, full of robots or full of jobs—the topics discussed throughout the book are germane, I think, to our future human flourishing: How different might our lives be if we based our notions of spirituality, morality, happiness, and life-after-death on reasons and evidence and not on feelings, emotions, and beliefs? The world—our societies and cultures and the planet itself—is changing at a dizzying pace. But disorientation can transform into reorientation with adequate preparation. Your reading this book is such preparation, if you remain on the lookout for, and even hunt for, white crows.


   




   

  Chapter 1




  Stalking the White Crow: When Exceptions Become the Rule




  Science advances one funeral at a time.




  Max Planck




  Blind certainty: a close-mindedness that amounts to an imprisonment so total that the prisoner doesn’t even know he’s locked up.




  David Foster Wallace, Commencement Address, Kenyon College





  How might a talented Cambridge- and Harvard-trained biochemist and botanist veer away from a promising career in biochemistry and into the shadowy and questionable world of parapsychology? In the case of Dr. Rupert Sheldrake, just such a biochemist and botanist, it happened by following the evidence.




  Once, years ago, while a fellow at Clare College, Cambridge, he and some graduate biochemists, relaxing in the tearoom, laughingly dismissed as rubbish ideas about telepathy in particular and paranormal or psychic phenomena in general. Sitting nearby, eavesdropping as it were on their conversation, was Sir Rudolph Peters. Sir Rudolph, formerly Professor of Biochemistry at Oxford, had retired from that position and at the time was working in the biochemistry lab at Cambridge. Sir Rudolph interrupted the group by saying to Sheldrake, “Have you looked at the evidence for telepathy?” Sheldrake, of course, as an ardent materialist, had not. He had already concluded that telepathy had to be rubbish. Why bother looking at the “evidence” when it could not possibly be scientific or, for that matter, evidence? Sir Rudolph then responded, “Well, I have, and I think there might be something in it.”




  Of course, even moments like this, when one is pressed by a senior professor or a distinguished colleague to look at the data, can fail to persuade materialists to look at something that, to their minds, cannot have any merit. But Sheldrake was intrigued by a story that Sir Rudolph then told:




  An ophthalmologist friend of Sir Rudolph’s, E.G. Recordon, was treating a boy who was severely disabled, nearly blind, and mentally deficient. Recordon asked the boy to read the eye chart across the room, which the boy then did flawlessly. At first, Recordon thought that the boy had simply guessed correctly, but there were too many letters for that. Then he thought that the boy might be reading the chart through his mother. So, Recordon asked the mother to leave the room, and the boy could no longer read the chart.




  Recordon told Sir Rudolph about this, and the two of them created an experiment in which they separated the boy and his mother by a screen, showed the mother a series of letters and numbers, and the boy immediately revealed what they were. They then set up another experiment with the boy in one English town and the mother in another. They showed the mother cards of letters and numbers, pre-randomized. The boy would then say over the phone what the cards showed. The boy should have been right 1 out of 26 times or 3.8 percent with the letters. He was actually right almost 40 percent.




  The findings were significant, as Sir Rudolph had declared. Sheldrake then asked to listen to the audiotapes of the experiment and, having done so, came away agreeing with Sir Rudolph’s conclusion. Next, Recordon, Sir Rudolph, and Sheldrake enlisted magicians to listen to the tapes to ascertain whether there was any subtle cheating going on. They could not detect any. After this initial encounter in the tearoom with Sir Rudolph, Sheldrake has since gone on to make investigations into telepathy a significant part of his research.3







  Telepathy is a form of communication with or information transmission from one person to another without the aid of any sensory mechanisms, as far as we can detect. It is, therefore, the direct link of one person’s mind or consciousness with another’s, with no physical interaction—no talking, no reading of body language, no nonverbal cues—between one person and another.




  The nature of consciousness itself is a tough question for any scientist: What is it? Where does it come from? How does it arise? In a material universe how does the physical brain produce subjective experience? How do neurons and chemical substances create an invisible and immaterial phenomenon?




  For many scientists consciousness is housed in the brain. More than housed there, for them it is created there and is, as well, destroyed there when the brain dies. Neuroscientist Daniel Bor sums up this attitude: “Of course consciousness is a physical thing.”4




  But scientists don’t know this scientifically; that is, they have yet to demonstrate empirically that consciousness is a physical thing. Because scientists have yet to demonstrate this, they can’t know it. They can only believe it, which many do because the belief follows logically from their view that the brain produces consciousness, which ends when the brain dies.




  Could consciousness—our awareness, our memories, and even our personalities—however, be independent of the brain? Could consciousness live on after the brain has died?




  If we wanted to answer those questions, where would we look? Wouldn’t one area be anomalous experiences, those that seem to defy the idea that the brain produces consciousness and thus defy the idea that the brain can be the same as the mind? That would seem to be a likely and possibly fruitful place to look to test whether the material-mechanistic view of consciousness is the true view.




  Anomalous experiences of consciousness are also known as paranormal phenomena and, more narrowly, psychic experiences, one of which, not surprisingly, is telepathy. As one form of paranormal phenomena, telepathy’s existence would be evidence of anomalous information reception,5 which is part and parcel of evidence of consciousness independent of the brain. Evidence of consciousness independent of the brain is itself the basis for claiming that life survives bodily (brain) death. If we get demonstrable results from telepathy experiments and if we eliminate cheating and fraud (for example, everyone involved is lying), then what explanations remain? That is a good question, and it is one that should interest mainstream scientists, because Sheldrake, for one, is getting demonstrable results.




  Yet, despite the history of experiments on the paranormal and despite the current level of scientific investigations into the paranormal, Dr. Mark Leary, Professor of Psychology and Neuroscience and Director of the Social Psychology Program at Duke University, comments that “many scientists…remain disdainful” of those researchers who explore the paranormal (2011). “Disdainful” doesn’t mean that they debate the methodologies used. It means that these scientists ridicule, dismiss, and denigrate the entire field and those who work in it.6 Why are they reluctant, when this seems one promising avenue for exploring and explaining the nature of consciousness?




  “Many scientists” does not comprise, of course, every scientist. So another question is: Why are some scientists open to evaluating the scientific investigations into the paranormal, even if their motivation is to debunk such studies, while others refuse to do so? Why Rupert Sheldrake and not, say, Stephen Hawking?7




  Are we surprised that a highly trained scientist like Sheldrake would spend time exploring telepathy, one form of paranormal phenomena? It is difficult to ignore the tug on your sleeve when the pull is by a renowned and respected scholar like Sir Rudolph Peters, but it’s less difficult when so many of your peers reinforce the preconception that these phenomena are “rubbish,” to recur to Sheldrake and his colleagues’ earlier conclusion or, in actuality, their earlier assumption. And it is an assumption, because they hadn’t looked at and evaluated the methods, the evidence, or the results. Their objections to paranormal research are not based on studies or experiments or counter-evidence. Instead, most of the objections are subjective reactions and impressions without evidence. This strikes me as a most unscientific attitude.8




  Scientists with such an attitude are not unlike fundamentalists. This may seem to be an overly dramatic charge, but the charge rests on what we mean by the term “fundamentalist.” Malise Ruthven, author of Fundamentalism (2007), states that the term now bleeds into, among other ideas, doctrinairism and ideological purism.




  Ruthven himself suggests that such nonreligious uses of the term aren’t really analytically useful (p. 22). But we’re not looking for one-to-one correspondences among the practices of antiabortionists, animal rights activists, Islamic agitators, and Six Day Creationists, or even family resemblances among them. To support our charge we are looking for foundations of perspective. In that sense, using the term fundamentalism outside of its historical religious context makes sense, because all fundamentalists show the same dogmatic adherence to beliefs or a set of beliefs and do so without evidence. It is not that they won’t compromise on these beliefs. The issue is starker than even that. It is that the alternative perspectives, the “other side,” are wrong, evil, or “rubbish.”




  But are scientists as materialists the same as believers in religious dogma? Are we really talking about beliefs and belief systems for scientists? I am not suggesting that science has no starting assumptions that themselves cannot be proven. I’m suggesting that science and the scientific method as processes move us beyond beliefs and into evidence and experimental results. Yes, the processes do, or, rather, they should. But too often they do not. When some scientists refuse to examine the evidence for the paranormal collected in a scientifically valid way, then such scientists are clinging to some beliefs that preclude them from following the very methods and inquiries that they otherwise proclaim and around which they structure their own work. They are behaving like fundamentalists.




  This attitude is encapsulated in this observation by neuroscientist Sam Harris and psychologist Paul Bloom: “Philosophers and scientists remain uncertain about how consciousness emerges from the material world, but few doubt that it does.”9 This is the very problem: Few scientists doubt something for which they have, at this point, no scientific evidence or, for that matter, grounded scientific explanation. The closest they come is to say something like this: “Humans are meat machines. Therefore, we should be able to build conscious living robots if we replicate human mechanisms.”




  Happily, there are scientists like Sheldrake willing at least to look at new evidence. Perhaps his turnabout doesn’t even surprise us guileless souls, since Sheldrake is, after all, a scientist who wants, as so ably spoken by Galileo in Bertolt Brecht’s eponymous play: “not to prove that I was right but to find out whether I was right” (1966, p. 96; emphasis in the original). This, we might well think, is the attitude of scientists, because it is the scientific way: “What we find out today we will wipe from the blackboard tomorrow and reject it—unless it shows up again the day after tomorrow. And if we find anything that would suit us, that thing we will eye with particular distrust” (1966, p. 96). So let us be led by the evidence, not by our prejudices; let us look through the damn telescope.




  There is a lot at stake in maintaining a materialist worldview. Not just careers are built on it, but so, too, are purpose, meaning, and identity. Biologist Richard Dawkins is on record as saying that the existence of the parapsychological phenomenon of telepathy would “turn the laws of physics upside down.”10 And with those laws the worldview and understanding built on and of those laws turn upside down as well.




  Along similar lines, two leading skeptics,11 both psychologists, Richard Wiseman and Chris French have declared that the evidence for telepathy is so strong that “by the standards of any other area of science, [telepathy] is proven.”12 But the evidence is downplayed or ignored. This state of affairs reinforces Dawkins’s observation: If telepathy is true, then the scientific understanding of the world as portrayed in the orthodox scientific paradigm is wrong in some significant ways. That’s difficult for many scientists to stomach. Still, a failure to be open to scientific studies that stretch or push the scientific worldview leaves us to think that the very existence of “scientist” as an identity and of “science” as a community rests solely on a single, hegemonic, and shared understanding that will brook no renegades. Even if the scientific method reveals anomalous data, materialist scientists cannot look at or tolerate that data, though they risk by their intolerance the generation of a new worldview that could integrate the anomalous data.




  So reputations and worldviews are at stake. Yet why isn’t there pressure on reputation and scientific growth from the opposite end? Why don’t those scientists themselves who practice the scientific method when investigating the paranormal press their colleagues to conduct experiments on psychic phenomena? Why aren’t they calling out in the media those scientists who refuse to examine the evidence of the paranormal? After all, it is the scientists investigating the paranormal who are living up to the standards—and, indeed, the reputation—of science itself. It is they who are following science’s call, as Brecht says, “for valor. She [Science] trades in knowledge, which is the product of doubt” (1966, p. 123). These are the true scientific explorers. Scientists, on the other hand, who refuse to consider the experiments in, methods of, and evidence for the paranormal are, ironically, in the very same spot as the Church officials who refused to look through Galileo’s telescope. Those officials claimed already to know, with no distrust or doubt whatsoever, that there was no evidence there. So today’s intransigent scientists, fixated on a materialist worldview, take the blind positions that they say they oppose and thereby become the very thing that they hate.13




  Cognitive Dissonance and TMT




  There is a host of possible reasons, reputation aside, why scientists would avoid looking at the methods and results of studies of the paranormal. Freud’s “cathexis” might be one: Scientists develop a strong emotional attachment, often unconscious, to an idea— say, the materialistic structure of our world. Evidence against the idea is bypassed or ignored. Another candidate might be “post-hoc rationalization,” where we tend to invent reasons for accepting something that we have already accepted. A similar phenomenon is “confirmation bias.” In this case, the scientist doesn’t simply invent reasons to support what he already supports. Instead, the scientist listens mostly, if not only, to the reasons and evidence that give support to his positions and ignores the reasons and evidence that challenge those positions.




  Another powerful motivation is “cognitive dissonance”— the discomfort that comes from holding two conflicting beliefs simultaneously. Faced with challenges to one’s self-concept and worldview, a person really only has two choices—fight or flee. Fleeing seems the easier course, as one simply pulls his/her cognitive hat over the face and refuses to peek out. What is really lost by dismissing as “utter rubbish” scientific studies of the paranormal? From the perspective of one who fully accepts the materialist view of the world, very little. What is saved through the dismissal is one’s identity and worldview. Fighting would require confronting the evidence, looking to see what is there. In jeopardy by doing so is the world of meaning constructed throughout one’s life, thought, and work. At risk is one’s very identity.




  The challenges raised by cognitive dissonance are, of course, not peculiar to scientists. They are part and parcel of every human life, for challenges arise all the time. This is how we grow or arrest, how we progress or regress. There seems no middle ground.




  One clear example of “fight” within cognitive dissonance is the case of journalist, blogger, and public intellectual Andrew Sullivan. Sullivan was an unabashed champion of the US invasion of Iraq. In the days after 9/11 he moved in lockstep with the neoconservatives. But then came the release of the photographs of prisoner abuse from Abu Ghraib, and Sullivan had to confront the use of torture and the neoconservative attempts to justify it. For Sullivan this was nothing short of a total loss of all moral basis for the war.




  That admission, and recognition, led Sullivan to a critique of neoconservative positions on war and foreign policy. Sullivan did not stop there. He found himself in profound disagreement with the Bush Administration’s policy of off-the-books funding of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which shook his fiscal-conservative sensibilities, as did the ever-rising costs of funding the Bush prescription-drug program. By the end of the Bush Administration Sullivan was recommending a full Justice Department investigation into what Sullivan viewed as the war crimes committed by Bush and Cheney.




  One can find more pertinent views of dismissal and contempt in philosopher Neal Grossman’s article “Who’s Afraid of Life After Death?”14 And here is an example from my own small world at Arizona State University: A philosophy professor denies categorically to one of my students that mediums can gain information from the dead. Okay, my student retorts, but what about the quintuple-blind studies on mediums coming out of the Windbridge Institute showing positive results (see below for more on Windbridge)? The philosopher’s response: There aren’t any good grounds for thinking that they are actually studying talking to the dead. Well, then, my student continues, what are the weaknesses of the methodology? “Don’t know,” he said; “I haven’t looked.” It’s easy to conclude that there are no “good grounds” when one hasn’t bothered to look at the methods.




  Perhaps the most powerful motivation of all for dismissing dissonant studies emanates from our human nature. Most humans fear death. That fear, stemming from awareness of our own mortality, affects our lives and life choices. Beyond the natural survival instincts that come from just being living animals, humans strive, in numerous ways, for immortality, which can mitigate the fear. One extensive line of research examining the effects of this “immortality seeking” is Terror Management Theory (TMT). The researchers involved hypothesize, and their studies bear them out, that much of our thought and actions is based on the need to deny physical death, which is seen as the end of human existence. That is, people seek ways to dispel or offset the terror of finitude, our deepest existential dread.




  One frequent strategy for avoiding this paralyzing terror is to find ways to bolster one’s self-esteem, which is centered around and dependent on one’s cultural worldview. Self-esteem, therefore, is sustained and even increased “by maintaining faith in the validity of one’s worldview and the belief that one is living up to the standards of value that are part of it” (Dechesne et al., 2003, p. 722).15




  We can readily see, then, the importance for some scientists to defend their materialist worldview and to enhance their self-esteem by adhering even more closely to the values and features of that worldview. There is every reason, therefore, to eschew claims and studies that could undermine that worldview and with it one’s self-esteem; there is every reason, also, to embrace, if not cling to, those who help defend and maintain the worldview.
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