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Prologue


Why are you you? Why are you not me? Why are you not a dog? You will say that there are plenty of obvious reasons why you are you, I am me, and Fido (if there are still any dogs named Fido) is a dog. But you’d be wrong. Those reasons only explain why there is a person occupying the place where you’re standing. They don’t explain why you are experiencing that particular personhood. (Not convinced? Read further!)


Is the nature and origin of subjective consciousness an unsolvable mystery—indeed, a cluster of mysteries? Or can science tell us everything we need to know about it?


For centuries, thinkers have pondered the enigma of mind and body, consciousness and brain, the subjective and the objective. But only in recent decades has the field of “consciousness studies” emerged as a major arena of spirited debate, engaging the concentrated attention not only of philosophers but of scientists in various specialties. With the development of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and other techniques, an individual’s conscious experience can, at least in a general way, be correlated with the accompanying (and causal?) neurophysiological processes in the brain. But do these correlations actually explain the rise of subjective consciousness, in all of its colorful and emotional glory, from the grey matter of the brain?


I believe that we should follow science as far as it can take us, but this book makes the case that neither science nor theology, neither “physicalism” nor “idealism” nor “panpsychism” (all to be discussed anon), nor anything else can provide full answers. If this makes me a “mysterian,” so be it, but it’s a position I’ve reached only after rather careful study of the alternatives. What, then, are we to make of these mysteries? Are there ways in which mystery can be a positive force in our lives and our relationships?


Many other species have powers of vision, hearing, or olfaction that greatly exceed our own. And yet their horizon, unlike ours, does not transcend the bounds of those senses, except perhaps to a limited degree. But the human imagination has virtually no bounds. In fact, we can think about unfathomable things like eternity and infinity, and thus, in the religious imagination, the Absolute.


Given that every human culture has religion, art, music, and storytelling, do these activities have their origin in instinct or in the nature of human consciousness? Is beauty in the eye of the beholder (subjective)? Or are beauty and aesthetic values “out there” (objective)? Or are they, rather, to be found in the relation between “in here” and “out there,” between I and Thou?


Various writers, including British neurologist Raymond Tallis, have eloquently and persuasively addressed this question, as well as the nature of human consciousness and our experience of what Tallis—who rejects supernaturalism, as I do––calls “the beyond beyond all beyondering.” Throughout this book, I often use such terms as “transcendence” or “the transcendent” to refer to this characteristically human sensibility. Thomas Flynn (Existentialism, pp. 69-70) explains Sartre’s nonreligious view: “… ‘transcendence’ denotes primarily the activity of our imagining consciousness by which we reach beyond what we actually perceive to what could or might be perceived.” Although many people in many different traditions seek to dissolve their separate selfhood in unity with the transcendent/the Absolute, I posit, instead, a desire to find ways to relate thereto, and to be inspired thereby, without losing one’s sense of self. For if there is no I, there can be no Thou. The origins and roles of both religion and the arts, and of myth and metaphor, can, I will argue, more likely be found in this aspect of human consciousness than in any direct evolutionary adaptiveness.


Many decades ago, when I took an Introduction to Philosophy course in college, I found much that seemed overly abstract, and even today I find much academic philosophical writing tedious and not clearly related to such basic questions as: Why am I here? Why are we here? What’s it all about? A little later, on my own, I discovered the existentialists, particularly Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Buber. Despite their obvious differences in thought and style, they spoke, each in his own way, to my condition. I also read with interest many of the books for general readers by the leading psychologists and psychoanalysts. Still later, I became interested in myth and metaphor as they relate to religion and to the human condition, and in recent years I have been exploring the controversies surrounding consciousness and its apparent mysteries. I also have a lifelong interest in the history, theories, and creation of art. In this book I hope to provide something of a synthesis of these themes.


Some friends who started reading earlier, perhaps less well-crafted drafts of this book begged off, saying that they’re not trained in philosophy or consciousness studies or whatever. Neither am I, and I’ve tried to avoid the sort of dry philosophical jargon that has always put me off. If there are terms that are essential to the discussion, I’ve tried to explain them. This book is aimed at educated general readers interested in joining me in the exploration of the human condition, including consciousness, meaning, the arts, religion and myth, and mystery.


One could say that the central theme of this book is relation. As Martin Buber said, “All real living is meeting.” The meeting of I and Thou. The meeting of each of us with the yet-to-be-disclosed—with, as Rudolf Otto put it, the wholly other. As I argue in this book, each one of us is wholly other, an I-am-that-I-am. As “it” we are subject to description and comparison, but as “thou” (and in our own “I”) we transcend description and comparison. This does not mean that we need to live in separation, in a world of “it,” but I argue that we cannot live in total unity, either with individual fellow humans, or with all of humanity, or with nature, or with the Absolute. Rather, as Buber said, if we have both will and grace, we can meet the Other, whether a person, a work of art, or an aspect of nature, in all of his/her/their/its singularity, and something new can be disclosed and lived.


I thank those who have inspired and encouraged me on this journey, including Cornelia Cotton, Khalid Malik, Arsenio Rodriguez, and most of all my wife, Cary.









Chapter 1


Consciousness and Its Mysteries


The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious… the fundamental emotion which stands at the cradle of true art and true science.


Albert Einstein


Once when I was a very small boy, a vivid metaphorical image occurred to me: I saw myself flying around in a little helicopter, and other people were flying around in their little helicopters. We could see each other. We could communicate with each other. But I would never ever be inside anyone else’s helicopter, and no one would ever be inside mine. And there was, in my nascent intuition, an arbitrariness to the fact that I found myself in just this particular helicopter.


Why am I me, and not you, or anyone else? For that matter, why am I me and not a dog or cat, lion or bird? The great seventeenth-century French philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal put it this way: “When I consider the short duration of my life, swallowed up in the eternity before and after… I am terrified, and wonder that I am here rather than there, for there is no reason why here rather than there, or now rather than then.”1 More currently, another French thinker, Michel Bitbol, states the matter thus: “Why am I me, born in this family, this place of the world? … There were many other possibilities: being any person at any time, or even not being at all. And yet here I am, in front of you. Me, not you. Here, not then. … What is the reason, if any, for this inescapable singularity?”2


You may object that I am (and that each of us is) the result of a chain of physical events, including biological evolution on down to the pairing of a particular sperm of my father with a particular ovum of my mother, and then all the events of my life that have shaped my personality. But all of that misses the point. Explaining the objective, observable me—even explaining the fact that I have subjective consciousness—doesn’t explain why I am just here, experiencing this consciousness and no other. Let’s put it this way: the objective facts explain why there is a person here. They don’t explain why I am here. Jim Holt, in his bestseller, Why Does the World Exist?, observes, with philosopher Thomas Nagel, that all of the objective facts about myself and my origins do not suffice to explain my existence as just this conscious subject, this me.3


Douglas Hofstadter, well known for his books Gödel Escher Bach and I Am a Strange Loop, is hardly a “mysterian” regarding consciousness, yet he expresses much the same thought: “Why is this soul in this body? … Why, when there are so many possibilities, did this mind get attached to this body? Why can’t my ‘I-ness’ belong to some other body? It is obviously circular and unsatisfying to say something like ‘You are in that body because that was the one made by your parents.’ But why were they my parents, and not sometwo [sic] else?”4


In an online article, “Why Am I Me and Not Someone Else?,”5 Tim Klaassen of Tilburg University in the Netherlands initially appears to agree: “That I am this living self-conscious entity, right here and right now, seems to me one of the most basic facts that I know of. Indeed my very life consists in this fact. … Yet given that there are more self-conscious entities like me out there in the world, it comes to me as rather arbitrary that, of all these self-conscious living entities, I happen to be this particular self-conscious entity rather than another. So why am I me rather than someone else?”


Klaassen appears to bolster the argument that this is indeed a central mystery of human existence, extensively citing philosopher Thomas Nagel and pointing out that if my subjectivity had been embodied elsewhere than just here, this would change nothing in the objective world. But then, at the end, Klaassen asserts that there’s no mystery after all: “It seems, then, that the sense of contingency that accompanies the fact that I am Tim Klaassen is illusory. Wherever there exists the self-conscious human being that is Tim Klaassen, I am necessarily there. … And that gives my existence a very real and robust quality.”


It does not.


In his penultimate paragraph, Klaassen engages in an irrelevant and absurd thought experiment: what if he, having lived for a certain length of time as Tim Klaassen, were to become someone else? But that is not what we’re talking about, and it’s obviously an absurd impossibility. Obviously, once having been born “Tim Klaassen,” he will always be Tim Klaassen (by whatever name) and I will always be Loomis Mayer. An objective causal chain led to his birth and mine, and to our having subjective consciousness. Thus, science can explain the existence of a conscious person named “Tim Klaassen” or “Loomis Mayer” or whoever. But the question remains: Why I am experiencing this subjective consciousness, this personhood? Physical processes explain why there is a person here, but not why that person is me.


To state the matter yet again: the fact that consciousness is occurring in me (and in you and in everyone else) is caused by the natural chain of cause and effect. Yes, the body is caused, and the consciousness that is a function of the body is caused by the processes of that body and its intersection with the world. But the fact that I experience this consciousness is uncaused. You will say: “But if it’s your body, how can your body’s consciousness be anything other than your consciousness?” To which I must reply: “But why is it my body?” To say that it’s my body because I experience it as such puts us into a never-ending circle from which neither science nor reason can extricate us.


Who among us has never said (or thought), upon seeing someone less fortunate than ourselves, “There but for the grace of God go I”? We need not believe in God (and I don’t) to reflect that we might have been born rich, talented, and good-looking, or conversely, that we might have been born with physical limitations, or born into an environment of poverty, oppression, violence, fanaticism, and superstition.


We’ve seen that although all of our physical, psychological, and behavioral characteristics are part of a chain of cause and effect, the fact that I find myself in just this particular body, and in these circumstances, is without discernible cause. It is a gratuitous fact. And even my physical existence, though caused by a physical chain of events, is mysteriously remarkable from the standpoint of probability, when one considers all of the events that had to come together to make this happen. Pascal stated it thus: “I feel that I might not have been, for the ‘I’ consists in my thought; therefore I, who think, had not been had my mother been killed before I had life. So I am not a necessary being.”6 One could add that I would not exist had a particular sperm cell not united with a particular ovum. As Thomas Nagel (The View from Nowhere) has observed, “Amazement that the universe should have come to contain a being with the unique property of being me is a very primitive feeling.”7 And so my physical existence has a gratuitous aspect, even though it results from a causal chain of events; and the fact that I experience this existence as me is entirely gratuitous.


The word “gratuitous” comes from the Latin root gratia: “grace,” as does the word “gratitude.” Can we be grateful even if we don’t believe in any sort of conscious deity toward whom we should feel, and express, gratitude? I believe that most of us, except in our darkest hours, do feel, on some level, a sense of gratitude for our fate—a fate that could always have been worse—indeed, we might never have been born.


But the gratuitous aspect of my existence can inspire not only a sense of gratitude but also of anxiety or discomfort. As some existentialist philosophers, notably Sartre, have suggested, my existence as this “I” can be seen as superfluous, as “de trop” (basically, needless excess), and in dark hours of depression this sense of de trop can overtake us. The existentialists also speak of “thrownness”; we are, as it were, “thrown,” without rhyme or reason, into this world.


As a human being, born as the result of a chain of causal factors, and as a subjective consciousness, I live my life in the world, the world of people and things and nature. But as we’ve seen, my “am-ness,” my being here and not there, is uncaused. It simply is, even though my body, my personality, and my behavior (we will look at “free will” presently) all are a part of a chain of cause and effect. Things—rocks, mountains, rivers, tables, chairs—are caused. Not only things, but processes also—motion, growth, etc.—are caused. Human bodies—and their functions, including consciousness—are caused. But the fact that I am experiencing just this particular embodied consciousness is uncaused. It just is.


Kant had a word for that which is uncaused and inaccessible to phenomenal description: noumenon. Kant did not invent this word; the ancient Greeks did. The underlying concept is that noumena (plural of noumenon) are “things” that can be thought about but not perceived by the senses. Thus, they are distinguished from phenomena, i.e., things and processes that are accessible to our senses. For Kant and, later, for the existentialist philosophers, the issue of the subjective human self as noumenon (uncaused) is bound with the issue of freedom.8


Kant recognized the paradox—or antinomy, as he called it—of our experience of self, and of our experience of agency, i.e., free will. He accepted the fundamental principle of modern science, namely, that everything in nature has a cause. Clearly, our bodies are part of the causal chain, along with our bodily processes, including our behavior. But if this is so, how can there be free will? If our behavior is part of nature’s causal chain, then we ourselves are not the originators of our behavior, and thus we lack free will. And yet we experience ourselves not merely as objects with various characteristics perceptible to ourselves and to others, but also as subjects, as perceivers of objects, thinkers of thoughts, feelers of feelings—and independent agents of action. Does the human self, then, have some sort of two-fold nature? Was Sartre (who was influenced by Kant) correct in asserting that freedom is the defining characteristic of human existence?


British neurologist Raymond Tallis believes that we do, indeed, have free will. He is not alone in critiquing the Libet experiments, well-known to those who follow the free-will debate. Scientist Benjamin Libet conducted experiments in which people were asked to move their arm whenever they chose to do so. Monitoring of brain activity showed that, about a half-second before the subjects were aware that they had decided to move their arm, the neurological process (“readiness potential”) associated with this movement was already underway, thus apparently demolishing the notion of free will—of uncaused free agency.


Libet’s research has been critiqued from various angles; Tallis’s critique9 includes the observation that Libet’s subjects were engaged in a much larger project than merely moving their arms—starting with their agreement to participate in the experiment and on through all of the actions involved in getting to the laboratory, etc. Thus, the arm-raising occurred not in a gratuitous vacuum but in a larger intentional context. Neuroscientist David Eagleman10 makes a similar point regarding the contextuality of the Libet experiments. As Tallis indicates, our “will,” if it exists, cannot be reduced to the presence or absence of action potentials.


While I heartily agree with Tallis that subjective conscious experience is not the same thing as its neurological substrate, I’m not quite ready to follow him all the way into unadulterated free-will. Neuroscientist and experimental psychologist Stanislas Dehaene states the matter thus: “Our brain states are clearly not uncaused and do not escape the laws of physics. … But our decisions are genuinely free whenever they are based on a conscious deliberation that proceeds autonomously without any impediment, weighing the pros and cons before committing to a course of action.”11


Does our behavior—and the decision-making leading to our behavior—escape the iron law of nature that every effect has a cause? It seems to me that each human being is, as it were, a matrix, or node, in nature’s chain of cause and effect. Simple behaviors often have simple causes: I inadvertently touch a hot pan, feel pain, and immediately move my hand away. (In this instance, a reflex arc is already in the process of moving my hand away by the time I become consciously aware of the pain.) But more complex behaviors—those involving difficult decision-making, choices that pit self-interest or pleasure against a sense of duty or morality, or other conflicting considerations, including conflicting pleasures, duties, or needs—will result from a vast array of inputs, many of which will operate on a more or less subconscious level. There will be sensory inputs, informing me of the current situation. There will be memories, recent and distant, pleasant and unpleasant, but in any case informative, that have a bearing on my decision. There will be, stored within the neural circuitry of my brain, the likes and dislikes and the values that I have acquired on life’s journey and that contribute to my sense of self and of what makes me feel shame, pride, satisfaction, dissatisfaction—we are, after all, social creatures. Some of my inclinations and aversions are clearly influenced by genetics. More primordially, there are the instincts to survive and to reproduce—instincts without which we would not be here. Out of this vast array of inputs, many of which we are but dimly aware, comes a decision, and hence a behavior.12


Thus, one can retain a notion of individual responsibility and even of agency, even though that agency is not independent of the law of cause and effect. Clearly, society would be unworkable without the notion of individual accountability, and that realization is a part of the information stored in our mental circuitry. Our mental equipment includes an awareness of our responsibility for our actions. And the nodal quality of our agency is significant: many factors, any one of which or even any group of which might otherwise have no effect, come together (or reach a threshold) in the brain and produce an output, an act, a change upon the world.


This analysis of “free will” leads to this further mystery: If all of the aspects of our subjective consciousness, including our willful behavior, are the result of physiological, neural processes, then of what use is our experience of subjective consciousness? Is it possible that even our most complex, sophisticated, morally charged behaviors could occur without our conscious awareness? If so, why did conscious awareness evolve? What is its adaptive value? And if not—if our subjective awareness is somehow needed in order to do the things that we do, then how can that be? Science does not allow for the material world to be acted upon by something as nonmaterial as awareness or thought per se. If the underlying neural processes weigh all the inputs and determine our behavior, what then is the role of conscious awareness itself? Even Kant recognized this “antinomy,” as did Leibniz before him. Is this a convincing argument for the belief, held by many writers in this field, that subjective conscious experience and its underlying neural processes must amount to the same thing?
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