




[image: image]







SLEEPING, DREAMING, AND DYING






[image: image]







Wisdom Publications


199 Elm Street


Somerville, MA 02144 USA


wisdompubs.org


© 1997, 2015 Mind and Life Institute


All rights reserved.


No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photography, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system or technologies now known or later developed, without permission in writing from the publisher.


Library of Congress Catalogue-in-Publication Data


Bstan-’dzin-rgya-mtsho, Dalai Lama XIV, 1935–


Sleeping, dreaming, and dying: an exploration of consciousness with the Dalai Lama; foreword by H.H. the Fourteenth Dalai Lama; narrated and edited by Francisco J. Varela; translations by B. Alan Wallace and Thupten Jinpa.


p. cm.


ISBN 0-86171-123-8 (alk. paper)


1. Consciousness—Religious aspects—Buddhism. 2. Sleep—Religious aspects—Buddhism. 3. Dream—Religious aspects—Buddhism. 4. Death—Religious Aspects—Buddhism. 5. Buddhism—Psychology I. Varela, Francisco J. II. Wallace, B. Alan. III. Thupten Jinpa. IV. Title


BQ4570.P75B77 1997


294.3' 422—dc21   97-2448


ISBN 978-0-86171-123-9


ebook ISBN 978-0-86171-765-1


19   18   17   16   15


14  13  12  11  10


Cover design by LZD. Interior design by L.J. Sawlit. Set in Cover Art: Woman Under Grapes, by Andrew Stevovich, courtesy of Adelson Galleries, Inc. New York, NY.


Wisdom Publications’ books are printed on acid-free paper and meet the guidelines for the permanence and durability of the Committee on Production Guidelines for Book Longevity of the Council on Library Resources.


This book was produced with environmental mindfulness. We have elected to print this title on 30% PCW recycled paper. As a result, we have saved the following resources: 4 trees, 2 million BTUs of energy, 355 lbs. of greenhouse gases, 1,924 gallons of water, and 128 lbs. of solid waste. For more information, please visit our website, wisdompubs.org.


Printed in the United States of America.


[image: images]


Please visit fscus.org.




Publisher’s Acknowledgments


WISDOM PUBLICATIONS GRATEFULLY ACKNOWLEDGES the generosity of the Gere Foundation in funding the production of this book. For many years Richard Gere has been instrumental in spreading His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s teachings and message of universal responsibility, compassion, and peace through his own public expressions and by helping Wisdom publish a series of important books by His Holiness. Richard has also steadfastly supported His Holiness’s efforts to focus the world’s attention on the suffering of the Tibetan people and the threat to their land and cultural heritage posed by the Chinese occupation. We laud his efforts and appreciate his support.




Editor’s Acknowledgments


I WOULD LIKE TO EXPRESS my heartfelt gratitude to the many individuals who made the Fourth Mind and Life Conference and this book possible. First and foremost to His Holiness the Dalai Lama for his continued interest and his warm hospitality for these events. To Tenzin Geyche and the Private Office of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who have been enormously helpful. To Adam Engle, our fearless organizer and chairman of the Mind and Life Institute. To Alan Wallace, whose ideas and support were essential. To Ngari Rinpoche and Rinchen Khandro, both gracious hosts at Kashmir Cottage in Dharamsala and steady supporters of these events. To the invited speakers, who cheerfully leapt into this adventure and whose collective minds’ work this book represents. Our generous sponsors Barry and Connie Hershey and Branco Weiss provided the means to transform this vision into reality.


The final edition and transcription was accomplished thanks to the generous work of Phonicia Vuong and Zara Houshmand. Alan Wallace corrected and completed His Holiness’s interventions directly from the original Tibetan. Tim McNeill, John Dunne, and Sara McClintock at Wisdom Publications are responsible for bringing this book into its final form. Their competence and friendliness made the final stages of publication a smooth, enjoyable conclusion to a long journey.




[image: image]


Foreword


WE LIVE IN AN ERA in which science and technology have had a tremendous impact on all our lives. Science, a great product of the human intellect, and the wonderful tool of technology, are expressions of our greatest gift—human creativity. Some of their effects, such as developments in communications and health care, have been wonderfully fruitful. Others, like sophisticated weapons systems, have been unbelievably destructive.


Many people have believed that science and technology could solve all our problems. Lately, however, we have witnessed a change in attitude. It has become clear that external progress alone cannot bring mental peace. People have begun to pay greater attention to inner science, the path of mental investigation and development. Through our own experience we have arrived at a point where there is a new awareness of the importance and value of inner mental qualities. Therefore, the explanations of the mind and its workings presented by the ancient scholars of India and Tibet are becoming increasingly valuable in our time. The strength of these traditions is related to developing mental peace. Science and technology are related to material progress. But a combination of these two can provide the complete conditions for obtaining real human happiness.


The series of meetings that we have called “Mind and Life” have been going on for several years. I consider them to be of crucial importance. It is not so long ago that many people viewed common science’s objective knowledge and the subjective understanding of inner science as mutually exclusive. In the Mind and Life meetings experts from both these fields of investigation have come together to exchange their experience and different points of view on topics of common interest. It has been a pleasure to discover the great extent to which we have been able to enrich each other’s understanding. Moreover, our meetings have been marked not merely by polite curiosity, but also by a warm spirit of openness and friendship.


On the occasion reported in this book we met to discuss sleeping, dreaming, and dying. These are topics that absorb scientists and meditators alike, but are also universal elements of human experience. We all sleep. Whether we acknowledge it or not we all dream. And certainly every single one of us will die. Although these issues affect us all, they retain a sense of mystery and fascination. Therefore, I am sure that many readers will be delighted to be able to share in the fruit of our discussions. It remains only for me to express my gratitude to everyone who has contributed to these meetings so far, and to repeat my earnest hope that they will continue to take place in the future.
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His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama


March 25, 1996




A Prelude to the Journey


ALWAYS AND EVERYWHERE, humans have faced two major life passages in which our habitual mind seems to dissolve and enter a radically different realm. The first passage is sleep, humanity’s constant companion, transitory and filled with the dream life that has enchanted cultures from the beginning of history. The second is death, the grand and gaping enigma, the final event that organizes so much of individual existence and cultural ritual. These are ego’s shadow zones, where Western science is often ill at ease, far from its familiar territory of the physical universe or physiological causality. In contrast, the Tibetan Buddhist tradition is fully at home here; in fact, it has accumulated remarkable knowledge in this area.


This book is an account of a week-long exploration of these two great realms of radical transformation of the human body and mind. The exploration takes the form of a unique exchange between the Dalai Lama, with a few of his colleagues in the Tibetan tradition, and representatives of Western science and humanism. The exchange was the fourth in a series of biennial meetings called Mind and Life Conferences. It was a private, highly structured dialogue, that took place over five consecutive days in October 1992 in Dharamsala, India.


On Monday morning, all the participants gathered in the Dalai Lama’s living room to begin our journey. His Holiness the Dalai Lama appeared promptly at nine o’clock, as was his habit. He entered, beamed at everyone, and invited us to sit down. The speakers were grouped in an inner circle of comfortable couches, with observers and advisers in an outer circle. The atmosphere was relaxed and informal: no television cameras, no high podium, no formal speeches. The unique magic of the Mind and Life Conferences was being created once again.


The Dalai Lama opened with some friendly words. “Welcome to all of you! There are many old friends among you, and perhaps you have the feeling that coming to Dharamsala is like coming home. I am very happy to have another Mind and Life Conference. I believe our previous conferences were of great benefit, at least to me and to people interested in these issues.”


He then turned to a more global perspective. “Since our last conference there have been many changes on this planet. One of the most important is the disappearance of the Berlin Wall. The threat of a nuclear holocaust is now more or less gone. Although problems remain, the world is now more favorable for genuine, lasting peace. Of course, killing continues here and there, but overall the situation has improved. Everywhere people are talking about democracy and freedom. That also is of great significance. I believe that the desire for happiness is an essential part of human nature. Happiness comes from freedom. On the contrary, dictatorship of any kind is very harmful for the development of the community. In the old days, certain people had some enthusiasm for authoritarian regimes, but nowadays this has changed. The younger generation is devoted to freedom and democracy. We may change the world, at least in terms of social inequalities. The strength of the human spirit again has the upper hand.”


His Holiness went on to set the context for our meeting. “Now we have these two fields, science and spirituality, in which we are supposedly involved,” and as he said this he laughed wholeheartedly and contagiously. That laughter was to be as present in the days to come as was the probing intelligence of all the participants, and the group was never far from a sense of humor. “It seems that scientific research reaches deeper and deeper. But it also seems that more and more people, at least scientists, are beginning to realize that the spiritual factor is important. I say ‘spiritual’ without meaning any particular religion or faith, just simple warmhearted compassion, human affection, and gentleness. It is as if such warmhearted people are a bit more humble, a little bit more content. I consider spiritual values primary, and religion secondary. As I see it, the various religions strengthen these basic human qualities. As a practitioner of Buddhism, my practice of compassion and my practice of Buddhism are actually one and the same. But the practice of compassion does not require religious devotion or religious faith; it can be independent from the practice of religion. Therefore, the ultimate source of happiness for human society very much depends on the human spirit, on spiritual values. If we do not combine science and these basic human values, then scientific knowledge may sometimes create troubles, even disaster. I think the achievements of science and technology, for all their awful destructive powers, are immense. But because they bring us fear, suffering, and anxiety, some people consider them to be negative.


“Scientific knowledge can be seen as a faculty of human intelligence—it can be used either positively or negatively, but in itself it is morally neutral. Whether it becomes beneficial or harmful depends on one’s motivation. With proper motivation scientific knowledge becomes constructive. But if the motivation is negative, then the knowledge becomes destructive. These conferences will eventually demonstrate ways for science and spirituality to work together more closely. I think each of us has already made some contribution in this respect, and I’m quite sure this conference will as well. We may contribute something, and if not, at least there will be no harm.” This sentence was followed by a good laugh from everyone. His Holiness concluded with a beaming smile, “So that’s good. For these reasons, with these feelings, I welcome you all to my home.”


It was my turn, as chairman and scientific coordinator, to reply to his welcoming words. By then, it was easy to say that we were all quite moved to be there and to have the opportunity to be part of this singular adventure.


Charting Ego’s Shadow Zones


I went on briefly to set the stage for the week’s agenda. Basically, we would focus on areas of mind that are essential for human existence, yet difficult for Westerners to understand: sleeping, dreaming, and dying. In keeping with the spirit of these meetings, we wanted to address these topics in the widest possible sense, so that broad surveys of what is happening in the West would be presented by researchers involved in their respective fields. The first three days would be devoted to sleep and dreaming, and the last two days to dying. I will briefly describe the reasons for these thematic choices, and introduce the invited speakers. Detailed biographical sketches of participants can be found at the end of this book.


The first day on the topic of sleep and dreams was devoted to neuroscience, which studies the brain’s involvement in sleep as a biological process. It was essential to have on hand some basic results of one of neuroscience’s most active fields: sleep research. This first morning presentation had been entrusted to a specialist in the field, Michael Chase (University of California at Los Angeles), who had to cancel at the last minute. Fortunately we had a distinguished group of neurobiologists present in Dharamsala: Clifford Saron (University of California at San Francisco), Richard Davidson (University of Wisconsin at Madison), Gregory Simpson (Albert Einstein School of Medicine), Robert Livingstone (University of California at San Diego), and myself (Centre Nationale de la Recherche Scientifique, Paris). Collectively we prepared a presentation on basic sleep mechanisms, and it was decided that I should present it to His Holiness.


The second day would address dream work in psychoanalysis, which is somewhere between a scientific psychology and a humanist practice. It is a tradition that has left a deep mark on Western views of the structure of mind and the role of dreams. Although some readers might prefer that another psychotherapeutic school had taken its place at the conference, it seemed to me that the Freudian tradition was the most influential and pervasive. The point was not to champion contemporary Freudian schools, but to bring to the discussion a sense of how dream work has become part of Western thinking and culture. Joyce McDougall, a well-known and respected figure in contemporary psychoanalysis in both Europe and in the larger English-speaking world, was chosen as the presenter.


During the third day we would move to a more recent and controversial area within the study of dreams: the phenomenon of lucid dreaming. We chose this topic because on the one hand it has received some scientific attention in the West, and on the other hand it has been a very active field of study in the Buddhist tradition. We hoped that some connections with Tibetan Buddhism would emerge. Jayne Gackenbach, a psychologist at the University of Alberta who had been active in this field for some years, would be the presenter.


On the fourth and fifth days we were to cover the issue of dying. We reduced this enormous topic to two main themes. On the fourth day we wanted to cover the biomedical understanding of the process of dying. Although medicine pervades our lives, once a person is considered over the threshold, the entire observational and experimental machine of modern biomedicine grinds to a halt. Little is known about death’s intimate, final stages. We called on Jerome (“Pete”) Engel to fulfill this difficult task. As a member of a large biomedical facility at the University of California at Los Angeles, and a world-renowned neurologist, he seemed better prepared than other professionals to explore this uncharted ground.


Finally, we would close on the fifth day with our second death-related theme, a view of recent research on how humans have traditionally grappled with death through so-called near-death experiences. These were, again, controversial waters for established science, but they are areas that are clearly evoking a huge interest in the West. We hoped to find links between this research and one of the most original areas of experiential and philosophical importance in the Tibetan tradition, the human encounter with death. As the day’s speaker, we chose Joan Halifax, a medical anthropologist who had been a pioneer in this field in the sixties and seventies, and had extended her observations to shamanic traditions.


That was, in a nutshell, the agenda of the meeting in regard to its scientific content. However, as in the previous Mind and Life Conferences, we found it essential to include an overview of the philosophical underpinnings of the Western perspective on these topics. This was crucial, though it might at first glance seem surprising. Clarifying the conceptual basis of a discipline or a history of ideas lays out fertile terrain on which to build discussion. The Tibetans, masters in the art of conceptual clarity, were always very receptive to this dimension of our previous discussions. We had asked Charles Taylor from McGill University to fulfill this role now, since he was known for his perceptive studies on the modern self and its historical roots.


Cross-Cultural Dialogue and the Mind and Life Conferences


Before we begin our journey with Charles Taylor’s exploration of the concept of self, let us pause for an account of the background that led to this unique gathering. As I mentioned above, this conference is the fourth in a series of similar meetings, starting in 1987, that came to be called the Mind and Life Conferences. The rich dialogue that fills this book shows that this fourth conference was a resounding success. This was not a matter of mere chance. Intercultural exchanges are notoriously difficult to stage properly, for they easily slip into the pitfalls of superficial formality or hasty conclusions. To give some idea of how we avoided those pitfalls, I will briefly describe our approach to the process of dialogue. And since the exchanges in the previous Mind and Life Conferences were an integral part of the dialogue that unfolded in this fourth meeting, I will also sketch the content of those conferences. A more extensive account of the origins of the Mind and Life Conferences and information about the participants can be found in the Appendix.


As with all such endeavors, the Mind and Life Conferences began merely as an intriguing notion shared among a few friends and colleagues. I had been interested since 1978 in the intercultural and interdisciplinary bridges that can enrich modern science (particularly the neurosciences, my specialty). It was not until 1985, however, that an opportunity to act on these interests presented itself. In that year, Adam Engle and I began to plan a dialogue between Western scientists and His Holiness the Dalai Lama, one of the most accomplished practitioners and theorists within contemporary Buddhist traditions. Two more years of organizational groundwork were to pass before the first Mind and Life Conference finally took place.


For the conferences to succeed, we learned that the scientists chosen need not necessarily be famous names. Of course, they needed to be competent and accomplished within their own fields, but they also had to be open-minded—and preferably not too ignorant of Buddhism. We adjusted the agenda as further conversations with His Holiness clarified how much of the scientific background we would need to fill in. In the end, His Holiness agreed to set aside a full week for us, a measure of the importance he placed on these discussions. In October 1987, the first Mind and Life Conference took place in Dharamsala. It covered the basic ground of modern cognitive science, the most natural starting point for contact between the Buddhist tradition and modern science. Many of the basic features of the meeting would be maintained and refined at subsequent Mind and Life Conferences.


One important feature ensured that the meetings would be fully participatory. We created a format that called for presentations by Western scientists each morning, with the afternoons devoted solely to discussion. In this way, His Holiness could be briefed on the topic at hand. We insisted that this presentation be made from a broad, nonpartisan point of view for fairness. The presenter could spell out his or her own preferences and judgments freely in the afternoon.


A second important issue was translation. We were able to secure the services of many wonderful interpreters, and at every session two were present, one on each side of the Dalai Lama. This allowed quick, on-the-spot clarification of terms, which is absolutely essential for moving beyond the initial misunderstandings that sometimes arise in dialogues between two vastly different traditions.


A third key aspect of the meeting was that it was entirely private: no press, no television cameras, and very few invited guests. This stood in sharp contrast to meetings in the West, where the public image of the Dalai Lama makes relaxed, spontaneous discussion increasingly impossible. Thus, meeting in Dharamsala allowed us a kind of protective freedom to conduct our exploration.


The agenda for the first conference introduced broad themes from cognitive science: scientific method, neurobiology, cognitive psychology, artificial intelligence, brain development, and evolution.1 The event was an enormous success in that both His Holiness and we felt that there was a true meeting of minds, and some substantial advances in bridging the gap between Western and Buddhist thinking. The Dalai Lama encouraged us to continue with further dialogues on a two-year basis, a request that we were only too happy to honor.


Mind and Life II took place in October 1989 in Newport, California. It was a two-day event that focused more specifically on neuroscience. The event was especially memorable, as we learned on the first morning that His Holiness had been awarded the Nobel Prize. The third Mind and Life Conference dealt with the relationship between emotions and health.2 At its close, His Holiness again agreed to continue the dialogue in a subsequent meeting—that meeting constitutes the adventure reported in this book.


It was against this background that we met for the fourth conference, with a sense that our efforts were beginning to bear fruit. And now, once again in Dharamsala for a week, we would push the dialogue deeper, into the territory of sleeping, dreaming, and dying. Sitting with me were the contributors whose voices the reader will hear in this book. As in the past, Thupten Jinpa and Alan Wallace would serve as our very able translators.


It seemed best to begin with a learned philosopher’s account of the Western conception of what it is to be a self. Hence, I asked Charles Taylor to be the first to take the “hot seat,” the armchair next to His Holiness that each participant in turn would occupy in the days to follow.




1


What’s in a Self?


A History of the Concept of Self


PAST CONFERENCES WITH HIS HOLINESS in the Mind and Life series had taught us that having a professional philosopher conversant with the scientific topic at hand was very useful. One of the main reasons is that in the Tibetan tradition philosophical reflection and discipline are highly valued and cultivated. A Western philosopher among scientists often provided valuable bridges and alternative formulations that were clearer and closer to the Tibetan tradition. For the topic of this conference, Charles Taylor, a well-known philosopher and writer, was an ideal choice. In his recent book Sources of the Self, he had drawn a vivid and insightful picture of how we in the West have come to think about the thing we call the self.3 He launched into the subject with speed and precision.


“I’d like to talk about some of the most important aspects of the Western understanding of the self. To do that I’d like to paint a very broad picture of the concept’s historical development. I think a good place to start would be with the very expression the self. In our history it’s something quite new in the last couple of centuries to say ‘I am a self.’ Before this, we never used the reflexive pronoun self with a definite or indefinite article (such as the or a). The ancient Greeks, the Romans, and people of the Middle Ages never treated it as a descriptive expression. We could say today that there are thirty selves in the room, but our ancestors wouldn’t have said that. They would have perhaps said there are thirty souls in the room or employed some other description, but they wouldn’t have used the word self. I think this reflects something fundamental in our understanding of the human agent, something very deeply embedded in Western culture.


“In the past one would have used the words myself or I indistinctly, but the word self is now used to describe what a human being is. I would never describe myself as ‘I.’ I just use that word to refer to myself. I would say: What am I? I’m a human being; I’m from Canada. I describe myself in that way, but in the twentieth century I might say ‘I am a self.’ The reason I think that’s important is because we choose the descriptive expressions that reflect what we think is spiritually or morally important about human beings. That’s why our ancestors spoke of us as souls; that’s what was spiritually and morally important to them.


“Why did people become uncomfortable with that usage and why did they shift over to using the self ? Part of the story is that they found something spiritually significant in describing us as selves. Certain capacities that we possess to reflect on ourselves and operate on ourselves became morally and spiritually central to Western human life in a crucial way. Historically, we sometimes called ourselves ‘souls’ or ‘intelligences,’ because those concepts were very important. Now we speak of ourselves as ‘selves’ because there are two forms of concentration and reflection on the self which have become absolutely central to our culture, and which are also in tension with each other in modern Western life: self-control and self-exploration.


“Let’s first look at self-control. Plato, the great philosopher of the fourth century B.C.E., spoke of self-mastery. What Plato meant was that one’s reason was in control of one’s desires. If one’s desires were in control, one would not be master of oneself.”


“Very wise!” the Dalai Lama interjected.


“But interestingly, self-control had a very different meaning for Plato than it has in the modern world. For Plato, reason was the capacity in human beings to grasp the order of the universe, the order of the ‘ideas,’ as he called them, that gave shape to the universe. To have reason commanding one’s soul was the same as having the order of the universe commanding one’s soul. If I look at the order of things, my soul comes into order from love of that order. So it was really not control by myself as an agent alone; it was control by the order of the universe. Human beings were not encouraged to reflect inward on the contents of their own souls, but rather to turn outward to the order of things.


“Christianity changed that very profoundly with Saint Augustine in the fourth century C.E. He was influenced by Plato, but he had a very different view. His idea was that we can get close to God by turning inward and coming to examine what we have within ourselves. We discover that at the very heart of things we depend upon the power of God, so we discover the power of God by examining our selves.


“So we had these two spiritual directions: one, Plato, turning outward and the other, Augustine, turning inward, but still with the intention of reaching something beyond ourselves, which is God. A third change comes in the modern West. Take the seventeenth-century philosopher Descartes as an example. Descartes believed in God and he thought of himself as following Augustine, but he understood something quite different by the idea of self-control: the instrumental control that I as an agent can exercise over my own thinking and over my own feeling. I stand in relation to myself as I stand to some instrument that I can use for whatever purpose I want. Descartes reinterpreted human life as the way we concentrate on our selves as instruments. We came to see our bodily existence as a mechanism we can use, and this happened in the great age when a mechanistic construct of the universe arose.


“The modern idea of self-control is very different from Plato, because the order of the universe is no longer important or relevant. It’s not in control. I am no longer even turning inward to get beyond myself to God; instead I have a self-enclosed capacity to order my own thoughts and my own life, to use reason as an instrument to control and order my own life. It becomes very important for me to order my own thinking, to keep it operating in the right way by the right steps, to relate to it as an object domain that I can somehow dominate. This has become absolutely central to Western life. It’s one way we begin to think of ourselves as ‘selves,’ because what’s really important is not the particular content of our feelings or thinking but the power to control it reflexively.”


As was customary in our Mind and Life meetings, presentations were peppered with clarifying questions from the Dalai Lama. In fact, by following the type of questions asked, the reader can gain accurate insight into the gaps between the Tibetan and Western traditions. In this case, he politely interrupted Charles: “Would you say that this self as a controller has the same nature as the body and mind that are being controlled? Or is its nature distinct from those of body and mind?”


“For Descartes, it was the same thing,” came the reply. “But the self came to be seen as something distinct because it doesn’t have any particular content itself. It is just the power to control whatever thought content or bodily content occurs.”


Self-Exploration and Modernity


The discussion turned to self-exploration. “At the same time as Descartes was developing these ideas, another important human capacity appeared in the West: self-exploration. This grew out of the flourishing of Christian spirituality that was inspired by Augustine, which led people to turn to self-examination, examining their souls and examining their lives. Self-examination, too, developed beyond the original Christian form, and in just the last two hundred years it has become an extraordinarily powerful idea, which is now fundamental in the West, that each human being has their own particular, original way of being human.


“There were ancient practices of self-exploration, but they always started from the assumption that we already know what human nature is, and our task is to discover within ourselves what we already know to be true. In the last two hundred years, the assumption is that we know in general what human nature is, but because every human being has their own particular, original way of being human, we therefore have to draw that nature out of ourselves by self-exploration. This has opened a whole range of human capacities which are thought to be very important. How do you explore yourself ? You find what is not yet said, what is not yet expressed, and then find a way of bringing it to expression. Self-expression becomes very significant.


“How do you find the languages of self-expression? In the West in the last two hundred years it’s been thought that people can find the best languages of self-expression in art, whether poetry, visual art, or music. It is a feature of modern Western culture that art has an almost religious significance. In particular, people who have no traditional religious consciousness often have this deep reverence for art. Some of the great performers in the West have an aura around them—famous, beloved, and admired—that is unprecedented in human history.


“So we have these two practices of self-relation: self-control and self-exploration. Because they are both crucially important, we have come to think of ourselves as ‘selves’ and to refer to ourselves that way without reflecting. Both practices belong to the same culture but they are also profoundly at odds, and our civilization is constantly battling itself over this. You see it everywhere you look.


“You see it in the conflict today in the West between people with a very strict, narrow, technological orientation to the world and themselves, and those who oppose them in the name of ecological health and openness to oneself because the technological stance of self-control also closes off self-exploration.


“You get it in attitudes to language. On one side, language is conceived as a pure instrument controlled by the mind, and on the other side are conceptions of language that have led to some of the richest discoveries about human understanding—language as the house of being, language as what opens up the very mystery of the human being.


“What draws self-control and self-exploration together is that they have a common source: a conception of the human being that focuses on the human being in a self-enclosed way. Plato could not grasp the human being outside of the relationship to the cosmos, and Augustine couldn’t grasp the human being outside the relationship to God. But now we have a picture of the human being in which you may also believe in God, you may also want to relate to the cosmos, but you can grasp the human being in a self-enclosed fashion with these two capacities of self-control and self-exploration. It also has meant that perhaps the most central value in the moral and political life of the West is freedom, the freedom to be in control or the freedom to understand who one is and to be one’s real self.”


Once more the Dalai Lama clarified a key issue: “Is there an underlying assumption that self-control necessarily implies a self-existent or autonomous self, whereas self-exploration implies that that’s doubtful?” Charles answered that that was not necessarily the case, that self-exploration also presupposes a self, but opens the possibility that the exploration can go beyond that. The stance of self-control assumes that there is a controlling agency and never calls that into doubt. For instance, Descartes’ philosophy famously starts with the certainty that I, myself, exist. The entire edifice of scientific understanding of the world is built on that certainty.


Science and the Self


After painting this masterful picture of what it is to be a modern self, Charles brought the discussion back to the task at hand by relating these concepts of the self to the scientific tradition, and in particular to certain modes of scientific understanding that had already figured in earlier Mind and Life Conferences. “Take, for instance, the type of cognitive psychology that understands human thinking on the model of the digital computer. This is an extraordinary idea, a crazy idea for some of us, I have to admit, but with immense imaginative power.


“Going back to Descartes himself, the stance towards the self as a domain of instrumentality views the self as a kind of mechanism. The idea that we are, at bottom, just a mechanism is very congenial to this field. At the same time, Descartes put a tremendous emphasis on clear, calculative thinking. In other words, thinking would be clearest when it followed certain formal rules where you could be absolutely certain that each stage was a valid step from which to proceed to the next valid step. The wonderful thing about computers is that they combine this absolutely formal thinking with a mechanistic embodiment. People who are deeply moved by this side of Western culture are endlessly fascinated by computers and therefore are ready to make them the basis of their model of the human mind.


“On the other side are human sciences that grow out of the long tradition of self-exploration. One of the changes that has occurred in language in the West, along with using words like the self, is the development of a very rich language of inward exploration. Expressions like ‘inner depths’ are very much part of our culture— I would love to know if something similar exists in Tibetan. The idea is that each of us has to carry out a very long and deep exploration in ourselves; we think of that which we don’t fully understand as somewhere deep down and we think of these depths as inner. This emerges in another strand of Western scientific discourse, an example of which is psychoanalysis.


“Another direction of self-understanding that belongs to the line of self-exploration in the West today is identity. This is another word that is used today in a quite unprecedented sense. We often talk about discovering ‘my identity’ or we talk about our teenagers having a crisis of identity—of not knowing their identity, and the pain and drama of discovering it. My identity is who I am. In a sense, this is a way of describing myself as a spiritual being because when people talk about what they think their identity is, they’re really talking about the horizon from which they understand what is really important to them and what is vital in human life. In other words, the spiritual horizon of each person is understood as being bound by who that person is. Once again this reflects the search for what is particular to each human being. It is in this domain that explorations of new ways of understanding the human being are taking place in the West.


“This is a point that opens some very interesting and illuminating contact between the Western view and the Buddhist view. The discourse of identity allows for the possibility that I can radically rediscover and redescribe who I am; that I can discover that who I thought I was is not really correct and has to be re-understood and redescribed. Moreover, it’s in this domain that some Western philosophies have begun to question the very certainty of the self as a circumscribed entity. They have raised questions such as, ‘Is there really a unitary self ?’ This is the area in which exploration is going on, the frontier of uncertainty about the very nature of the self. Part of this philosophical movement is a reaction to the concept of self-control, which always seems very clear about the self as the controlling agency and never doubts its unity. This cultural war has resulted in modes of self-understanding that question whether we are in control, whether there are no deep resources within us that escape the self, and whether therefore self-exploration might not lead to something very different and disconcerting, something new and strange.”


The Self and Humanism


The presentation had reached its natural conclusion and a flurry of discussion started among all participants. The next question from the Dalai Lama was a bit less clear and a perfect example of the difficulty in making the leap between one tradition and another vastly different one: “Is there not a special relationship between this strong emphasis on the self and humanism? I have heard two very different connotations of the term humanism. On the one hand, there is the very positive sense of humanism as ennobling the self, endowing the self with a certain initiative or power. As a result, the self does not seem so much a pawn of God or any other external agency. In this sense humanism seems to be something positive. On the other hand, humanism in a very different context appears to be negative, with its emphasis on the self and its view of the environment simply as something to be manipulated and exploited by the self. If this is the case, how do these two meanings of humanism fit together, and which is in fact the more prevalent sense of the term?”


Charles replied, “One of the meanings of the word humanism has included this concentration on man, on the human being. As I said earlier, the two modes of self-control and self-exploration allow us to draw a circle around the human being and focus on that being. But humanism is also very varied and parts of it are in conflict. The two senses of humanism you have heard are two sides of the same coin in Western development. The original humanism of affirmation was relatively blind to the relationship of human beings to the rest of the cosmos. And there is now indeed a chastened humanism, among other things, the one that has learned wisdom of the self ’s connection to the cosmos, but it is not the original one.”


The Dalai Lama probed further: “When you speak of the cosmos, aren’t human beings part of the cosmos rather than something separate? If the cosmos is understood as referring to the external environment and human beings are regarded as individual agents existing inside it or even outside of it, aren’t human beings still thought to be products of the natural elements?”


“Yes, but in the view of the modern humanism that placed us as users in relation to instruments, the cosmos surrounding us was something that we could and ought to control. Originally, Descartes and others held a very strong dualism in which the human soul was thought to be quite separate from the cosmos; but later you are absolutely right. Another mode of humanism explains human beings in terms of these natural elements, a very reductive and a very arrogant stance of control. Indeed, I think there is a profound contradiction in this position. But a contradictory position is sometimes lived because it’s very deeply embedded in a culture.”


“So basically, both persons and the whole cosmos could be included in the word humanism. Does the term also imply a denial of the existence of a deity?”


“Not usually, but there are some people who use the word in that way,” answered Charles. “In England there is a Humanist Society whose members have in common simply that they are atheists. On the other hand, a great Catholic philosopher of this century wrote a book called Christian Humanism.”


Non-Self in the West


As tea was brought in, the Dalai Lama pursued his question on the relationship between the self and the cosmos, asking everyone around the table: “Descartes seems to define the soul as being independent from the cosmos in general and from the body in particular. What about the modern sense of the self ? Is the self seen as an independent agent and something different from the body? What is its relation to the cosmos at large? Now that the self has been secularized, is it no longer possible to continue to conceive of the self as independent of the cosmos?”


Everybody deferred to Charles: “Logically and metaphysically, it doesn’t make sense to conceive of the self as separate, but this is the interesting point here. This whole way of understanding ourselves involves each person as a scientist or agent, taking a controlling stance toward the body and the cosmos. There is an implicit self-understanding that contradicts the explicit doctrine of the science. This is one of the great pragmatic self-contradictions of this metaphysical, materialistic stance in the West. The scientific doctrine says that it’s all just mechanism, including the self, but in order to get that doctrine you have to take a stance as a controlling agency toward the world. So this same agent has a sense of almost angelic or even godlike power over the world. There is a split in consciousness that is deeply illogical but existentially very understandable.”


The Dalai Lama then asked, “In the modern West, when one thinks ‘I’ or ‘I am,’ does this necessarily imply that the ‘I’ so conceived must be posited as being independent or autonomous?”


Charles’s answer was very Buddhist in flavor. “If you ask people, they say no. But in the way they actually live it, the answer is yes, very powerfully, and much more so than our ancestors who thought of themselves more as part of a larger cosmos.”


Joan Halifax interjected, “In the evolution of the self was there ever a non-self posited, the idea that in fact human beings didn’t have a separate self-identity?”


Charles answered, “There are such phases in Western development. For instance, the medieval Aristotelians thought that the really important part of us, the active intellect, was absolutely a universal thing and not particularized. The famous Islamic philosopher Ibn Rushd Averroës thought that also, but he had great problems with mainstream Islam. It was because of Ibn Rushd that Aristotelianism had problems entering Christendom; it’s only when Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas managed to reintroduce the idea of a personal intellect that it was allowed in.”


The discussion went around for a while in this questioning vein as everybody sipped tea. It was then time to change the stage, and to plunge into the first scientific presentation: a view of the brain in sleep and dreaming.
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Brain’s Sleep


Sleep in Neuroscience


I EXCHANGED PLACES WITH Charles Taylor, sat down, and smiled at the Dalai Lama, who was looking at me with piercing eyes. It was not my first time in the hot seat, and yet looking around the room I could not but feel moved by the special nature of the occasion. After a brief silence, I began.


“Your Holiness, after this very clear and vivid introduction to notions of the self, I think it’s useful to start off with the neuroscience of sleep. I agree with Professor Taylor that science offers the hope that we can account for the entire mind as a mechanism. But another stream within science also acknowledges that there is something that the current neural mechanisms do not fully explain, and it’s usually phrased in terms of either self or consciousness. Consciousness is a ‘bag term,’ a place where we throw anything we don’t yet understand, anything that eludes the idea of mind as a computer or a set of neurological processes. In the language of science, the word consciousness often describes whatever is deepest, in the sense of a depth that we haven’t yet reached. It is important here for us to remain aware of this unresolved tension within science.


“Why is this realization particularly relevant in understanding the neuroscience of sleep? All research on sleep inevitably deals with radical changes in one’s identity, one’s self, or one’s consciousness. When you go to sleep, all of a sudden you are not there. This automatically raises the elusive notion of self, from which some neuroscientists would rather shy away, not to mention the whole mysterious issue of dreaming.


Early Ideas


“Let’s move on to the specifics of the neuroscience of sleep. Looking historically at the research on sleep, we see that the main discoveries have all disproved the view that sleep is passive. Neuroscience started off with the traditional idea that sleep is like switching off the lights of the house, and that human beings left alone with nothing to do will fall asleep.


“Advances in research very quickly made it clear that sleep is an active phenomenon. It is a state of consciousness with its own laws. It was Sigmund Freud who first articulated that sleep is an active process. Although he started as a neuroscientist, Freud moved in a different direction, toward psychology, about which we will hear later this week. Around 1900, the first researchers tried to define sleep physiologically. Around 1920, a French scientist named Henri Pieron expressed the dominant modern view of sleep as having three characteristics. First, it is a periodic biological necessity. Second, it has its own internally produced rhythm. Third, it is characterized by an absence of motor and sensory functioning.


“I’ll skip several other milestones and jump ahead to a discovery that is of great relevance for us here. In 1957, a group of American researchers described what is known today as the state of REM sleep. REM stands for rapid eye movement. This discovery marks the beginning of the mainstream research that continues very actively today.


The Basics of the EEG


“Between 1900 and 1957, neuroscience had come to understand in depth the electrical phenomena of the brain, which made the REM discovery possible. We are going to take a detour now in the presentation, leaving sleep aside for a moment, and speak about recording electricity from the human brain by means of the electroencephalogram (EEG). For half a century, the EEG has been the main noninvasive method of investigating human brain activity. (Recent methods of brain imaging constitute a very important alternative and complement, but let us stay with EEG for the time being.) Without some understanding of the techniques and biology of the EEG, we cannot appreciate the neurobiology of sleep.
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