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Culture as a Negative Field Effect and the Phenomenon of Mind
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INTRODUCTION TO PART ONE

Cultures have risen and fallen throughout history, and when they fall, it has always been by their own hand. Whether or not by our own hand, our culture is rapidly waning as a widespread anxiety waxes. Philosopher Susanne Langer claimed that our greatest fear is a “collapse into chaos should our ideation fail,” and culture is a major plank in our ideation. Threaten our fabric of beliefs, practices, and perspectives that make up the system of our cultural ideation and our very sense of self is threatened.

As culture is a major plank in our ideation, religion is a major plank in our culture, and it, too, is on the wane, which has given rise to fundamentalism as a political-cultural force. Arising from the adherents to all religious systems, old and new, fundamentalists fuel the fire of the very cultural collapse we fear.

At the same time, our current scientific technologies, which have become an even more powerful plank in our culture’s ideation, damage us on every hand—physically, mentally, and morally—and because their work is indirect and subtle, it goes unrecognized. As we used to turn to religion as our hope and solace, we now turn to science, a religion with its own brand of protective fundamentalism. Both of these religions, scientific and ecclesiastic, are equally destructive to spirit, mind, and nature and equally give rise to violence and civility’s decline.

While we do have a culture, our actions are hardly civil, and in spite of our many religions, a spiritual void seems epidemic. The mounting tide of violence toward self, earth, and others intensifies, while sporadic movements toward a spiritual renewal fragment in uncertainty. The impending death of religion, however, could bring—or at least allow—the rebirth of spirit.

In his book The Ascent of Humanity, Charles Eisenstein graphically shows that a compulsion within us for prediction and control is a fundamental flaw in our human venture. Every plank in the cultural ideation handed down to us rests on prediction and control—of ourselves, each other, nature, and the world. We assume that such a complex system of compulsive drives is instinctive and natural and we can’t really think outside the boundaries of prediction and control even to question that which seems illogical. Our whole cultural fabric of mind arises from, sustains, and is sustained by this compulsion for prediction and control.

We think of prediction and control as high-water marks of human intellect arising from a basic instinct to survive. But this compulsion is itself the force that leads to our demise, though stating it so baldly makes it incomprehensible to our cultural mind-set. In fact, we automatically rationalize to protect ourselves against such a notion and tend to screen out works and writing that bring it to our attention.

In his books Love and the World and Silence, Robert Sardello has taken the work of the late Austrian philosopher-scientist Rudolf Steiner to a new level of evolutionary thought. Steiner, a Ph.D. from a German university, is one of the great and woefully neglected minds of recent centuries. That Steiner’s astonishing output has remained largely obscure and unknown almost a century after his death is a cultural effect that shields from us that very opening of mind toward which he himself pointed. Yet Steiner’s lack of recognition and acceptance holds a key to our dilemma, for he leads beyond that cosmology of prediction-control that makes up the very warp and woof of contemporary thought.

A strikingly similar case in point is the history and scope of Charles Darwin as revealed in David Loye’s recent book Darwin’s Lost Theory of Love. That David Loye’s work on Darwin has also been largely ignored, in spite of the acceptance and acclaim of Loye’s earlier works, strangely parallels the history of Darwin’s own work as well as that of Rudolf Steiner.

In his book, Loye describes how Darwin, in the latter part of his life, went beyond the accepted thought of his time to explore biology’s relevance not only to a theory of evolution but also to what we know today as the fields of psychology, anthropology, brain science, and moral philosophy. The Descent of Man, Darwin’s final work (which I will hereafter refer to as Darwin 2), is distinct from, yet complementary to, his earlier and widely accepted study, The Origin of Species (which I will refer to hereafter as Darwin 1).

Both are works of brilliance and insight, though Darwin 2 had a markedly different reception than did Darwin 1. Loye examines the strange fact that the last work of Darwin has been ignored, while his first has long been an accepted part of modern academic and scientific thought. In this contrast lies not just the evolutionary history of humankind but also an explanation for why we tremble at the gates of disaster today.

In Darwin 1, Darwin clearly describes how ages of mutation, selectivity, and survival of the fittest gave rise to mammalian life in general. On this foundation, as Darwin 2 shows, evolution then employed markedly different forces—”higher agencies,” as Darwin called them—to bring about the far more advanced human species.

Using copious quotes from Darwin, Loye shows that these “higher agencies” translate as love of both self and other. Certainly, terms such as love and altruism are hardly in keeping with current academic and scientific (neo-Darwinian) acceptance as critical forces in evolution. Yet if love and altruism were developed, they would be the basis for not just our survival but also our recovery of an ongoing evolutionary momentum we have lost.

The catch lies in the word developed. If we look at contemporary societies worldwide and our historical record in general, we find a marked failure to develop love and altruism, even though remarkable forces apparently gave rise to us. I propose here that the higher force of love of self and other is both our true nature and the substantive foundation of our genetic system as described in Darwin 1. Further, I suggest that this higher force moves as powerfully as ever in us today, for our stake in evolution is evolution’s stake in us, a typical strangeloop phenomenon.

These higher agencies are a combination of an instinctual base of love expanded upon by—and functioning through—nurturing. Nurturing goes far beyond simply nursing infants, as our simian ancestors did. According to Darwin 2, benevolent instincts of nurturing and care were the evolutionary springboard for our appearance, which may have been more recent than we have considered up to now. Recently, geneticists at the Howard Hughes Medical Center traced the DNA records of the major species preceding us and made the audacious claim that the human brain’s evolutionary appearance was far too sudden to be accounted for by Darwin’s selective mutation and survival of the fittest. But their discovery fits well with the Darwin 2 thesis explored by David Loye: The human brain to which these geneticists refer is the fourth and last in a long line of evolutionary neural systems carried within our skulls and, up until this latest one, developed over the ages through methods described in Darwin 1. Once this critical foundation of ancient Darwin 1 systems was completed and the supporting cast for us newcomers on life’s stage had been well selected and rehearsed, nature could add the final fourth brain.

During many decades as head of the National Institute of Health’s Department of Brain Evolution and Behavior, neuroscientist Paul MacLean mapped out the evolutionary nature and structure of our brain. He clearly showed that in our head lies the Darwin 1 foundation of an ancient reptilian or hind brain, which served as the basis for a forebrain consisting of an old and new mammalian brain. Upon these three evolved structures, the fourth human brain could be added with little of the slow, trial-and-error processes of the evolution leading up to it. This Darwin 2 phenomenon of a human brain operating from the higher agencies of love and altruism apparently brought us about as recently as forty to fifty thousand years ago, merely yesterday on the evolutionary timeline. Standing squarely on the shoulders of eons of Darwin 1 process, we with our fourth brain are apparently quite new on the neural scene.

Now, as our history and present circumstances indicate, and as this book will explain, our newest brain is continually being dominated and overruled by those very ancient systems on which it rests—systems that function largely through instinct rather than intelligence. Despite what we would expect from evolution’s design, our history illustrates a constant struggle between, rather than synchrony of, the old and new neural systems in our head. A severe imbalance between defensive, old-brain instincts and intellectual new-brain systems is evidenced in our continual outbursts of violence and destruction.

These periodic seizures of violence and destruction seem to be not so much old-brain upheavals—those ancient systems aren’t smart enough to engineer the fiendish means by which we kill each other—as upheavals of our new brain caught up in or seduced by the instinctual drives of the three older brains. This periodic seduction of the new by the old is in opposition to an overall evolutionary drift and totally counter to the higher agencies that brought us about. This continual usurping of the capacities of the new brain by the old has resulted in the fact that our new, fourth brain is largely undeveloped. Driving us to predict and control a nature and world we then can’t trust, these upheavals either indicate a breakdown in evolution’s biological plan or show that the plan is not yet complete and nature is still working out the glitches, searching for some design in which evolution can continue instead of self-destructing.

Actually, the neatly linear order of appearance in the evolutionary unfolding of the neural systems in our head may be misleading. Certainly, our oldest reptilian brain came first in evolution and gave rise to what followed. In fact, this earliest neural structure comes first in fetal brain growth and is first to develop after birth, followed in both cases by the old and new mammalian brains. The interplay of the three systems paves the way for the fourth human brain, which builds its structure after birth. In our notion of evolution-as-progress, then, we answer our compulsion for prediction and control. We assume evolution produced our advanced intelligence to predict and control earlier and inferior forces. Yet this neatly linear progression is a deceptive half-truth, for it overlooks and betrays the principle part of the creative process that underlies evolution itself and gave rise to us.

Consider turning upside down this notion of moving from inferior to ever more superior forms, for this conventional, common-sense notion puts the horse before the cart and its driver whereas with us humans, the driver came before the horse. The more advanced an evolutionary neural system, the more fragile it is. Our Darwin 2 brain, with its much higher form of intelligence, is radically dependent on these earlier neural systems for its own functioning, so the most logical and perhaps only feasible method of progression would have been for this higher Darwin 2 intelligence first to work out, through the slow and careful Darwin 1 selective process, what the higher had to have as its foundation in order to be.

A favorite quote of mine that neatly encapsulates this procedure is from Meister Eckhart: “There is no Being except through a Mode of Being.” The “Being” here is our unknown and unknowable creator, life itself, and we are its mode, its means for being. William Blake said, “God only Acts and Is, In existing beings or Men.” Consider, then, that the new Darwin 2 system, by which “Being itself” actually could be, was the initial impetus for the evolution of its forerunner.

Here, then, is an example of a strange-loop phenomenon: A new potential, sensed within an evolutionary process moving infinitely in all directions, brought about the appearance of what seems to be an older system required by the newer one. This strange loop is a major factor in creation and evolution found throughout the world and probably the cosmos.  Our failure to recognize this strange loop constitutes a lapse in our current knowledge and understanding, although such an interdependence has been recognized by other cultures and civilizations before ours. Neo-Darwinism, a limited and fragmented scientific view of Darwin 1, has vainly sought to prove that a “mode of being” gave rise to Being itself, which is patent nonsense.

Ironically, were the higher Darwin 2 forces of nurturing fully developed, such “superstructural drives,” as Loye calls them, would, in times of stress and crisis, prove to be far more powerful and efficient than the foundational survival instincts nested in our primary reptilian brain so cherished by neo-Darwinist scientific and social disciplines. Our new human brain can simply outperform those ancient instinctual survival brains by a huge, incalculable margin. That we have not developed these higher systems and the lifelong mutual nurturing and altruism indicated in Darwin 2, and that we are subject instead to some pretty stupid moves prompted by our lower, instinctual systems is starkly evident today. In actuality, we use this incredible new brain on behalf of fear-driven survival instincts arising from that oldest evolutionary brain, which is a seriously devolutionary move that keeps us subject to instinct and compromises our intelligence.

Both our current religions, scientific and ecclesiastic, may well be offended at my contention here that they are destructive to life and civilization, that they are not nurturing but are, in fact, devolutionary. Yet recognition of this devolutionary effect is necessary if we are to clear the decks and open ourselves again to the evolutionary force of love and altruism that seems to lie behind our life and cosmos. These higher intelligences, giving rise to us, are our true spirituality and would be served by a true science.

In Ascent of Humanity, Charles Eisenstein puts forth his “separationunification” theory to show how our separation of mind and heart was brought about by our compulsion for prediction and control and how unification depends on dropping this ancient habitual drive—admittedly, no easy matter. Nature did not evolve humanity that this humanity might turn around and attempt to predict and control nature’s infinitely open system of balances. We are ourselves in and of nature; the balance lies within us first and foremost, and the work of Rudolf Steiner and Robert Sardello, as well as the invaluable research at the Institute of HeartMath, can consciously lead us to the heart, the source of that primal being of love and altruism. It is the heart, after all, that can lead us beyond all need for prediction and control, thus making our destructive compulsions obsolete.

As for my claim that religion and technological science are destructive, the religious community would answer that only a few bad apples have caused trouble in the past. Religious leaders might caution against throwing their baby out with the bath water. For their part, the technological-scientific community points out that the fault lies with the politicians, military leaders, corporate powers, and the like who use and abuse their gifts; it believes itself, the sacrosanct scientists, and their methods to be above reproach. Throwing out its baby is even more foolish, it points out, while the bath water should be bottled as though it were from Lourdes.

In science and technology we have created a self-propelling machine we can’t turn off, however, and like the sorcerer’s apprentice, we are overwhelmed by forces unleashed through our arrogance and ignorance. Every brilliant solution our technology and science have thus far presented has set up a counterwave of quiet, subtle, slow, and patient destruction, just as religions rapidly give rise to noisy and turbulent violence.

It is interesting to note that scientists such as Steiner and Darwin achieved their great works without employing technology in our modern sense. Theirs was the power of the human mind turning within to its own process, not turning without through artifice. “No one can know the joy I experience in just thinking,” commented Steiner. Darwin achieved his first great insights through nontechnological observations of the living world as it is (or was), and those of his second, more mature stage of thought were arrived at through gardening, beekeeping, and acute awareness of life in his native English countryside. These are real-world processes hardly found in the explosive proliferation of destructive virtual realities so often relied upon by contemporary science. It is instructive to consider that the scientific insights of Darwin and Steiner did not lead to the damage and destruction of humanity and earth everywhere visible today.

In trying to cope with the hydra-headed assaults on humanity and nature wrought by both religion and technological science, we lose all trace of the origin of these assaults; we become so caught up in dealing with their harmful effects that we can’t see their causes. Cultural anthropologist Leslie White observed that a culture self-destructs when the problems it produces outstrip its capacity for solution. When every move we make seems flawed by hidden error and every correction of an error creates two more errors in its wake—as seems the case today, no matter how sophisticated and scientific our apologetic terminology or how lofty and pompous our religious moral protest—the ground beneath us simply crumbles.

Over a half century ago philosopher Susanne Langer made the observation that we would do well to reconsider our unquestioned belief that modern science is a blessing to humanity. This was the middle of the twentieth century, the age of science coming into its own, with endless wonders and powers holding all in their thrall, like a new religion. Even as a casual aside, Langer’s observation was as rank a heresy as possible in her day, as it probably would be in ours.

Envision a late medieval philosopher-critic suggesting, at the peak of cathedral building, that we might do well to reconsider our unquestioned belief in God. A true believer, facing Chartres Cathedral, one of the most beautiful and perfect structures conceived by man, would ask how we might be so blind as not to see the handiwork of God etched into every stone. In the same way, as we behold the modern world of virtual reality and the daily appearance of new miracles, wonderworks beyond the grasp of the ordinary mind, inventions that blind us by the light of our own brilliance that created them, we might ask how a philosopher—and woman at that—could question the ultimate goodness of all this largesse.

Susanne Langer’s mentor, mathematician-philosopher Alfred North Whitehead, once proposed that science and technology could have arisen only in a Christian culture, though their roots are even more ancient. Examine only one thread in the rich sequence behind such a notion: Following the Greek influence on the inventive creations of Paul the Apostle’s Christology, Christianity had demonized body on behalf of soul, declared a state of war between spirit and flesh, and pronounced nature the archenemy to be vanquished, brought to her knees, and made to yield her secrets and do our bidding. As a result of this conquest, a scientific priesthood arose that overshadowed its waning ecclesiastic parentage. Ultimately, in richest irony, the priests of each faith, old religion and new science, have played mock battle before a hapless humankind that has lost out all the way around.

For generations we were led to believe we had to choose between science and religion, which often seemed like a choice between being hanged or shot. But science and religion have not staked out all the territory available to our mind. In truth, we don’t have to buy into either of these camps, nor will their proposed truce and merger prove the panacea we have long sought. Mating two mongrels doesn’t produce a thoroughbred. There are countless other ways life can be lived.

Years ago, David Bohm, Einstein’s protégé and physicist at the University of London’s Birkbeck College, wrote of the substrate of reality being an “implicate order” of energy that is consciousness itself. This is a turnabout of conventional scientific theory, which assumes consciousness arose from aggregates of matter. Yet while Bohm’s theory proposing that matter arises from aggregates of conscious energy seemed altogether new, it was an observation made by Shaivite scholars in Kashmir, India, ten centuries ago. Poet William Blake observed that spirit creating matter was a wondrous miracle, while the notion that matter could create spirit was sheer lunacy.

By an implicate order David Bohm meant a single underlying energy that has implied within it all potential, all possible fields of energy. A field is a particular aggregate or grouping of energy that arises from and gives rise to a particular aspect of our reality. An explicate order makes explicit or tangible some aspect of that implicate order of all conceivable potential. In just this way, we can see how the implicate potentials of a higher mind would express themselves through a lower system that the higher mind required in order to become explicit—as we find in the theory that the Darwin 2 system gave rise to Darwin 1. You can’t have implicate without explicate, just as explicate relies on implicate. Their existence is interdependent and neither ever proves conclusively to take precedent over the other.

Rupert Sheldrake, a biologist from Cambridge University, speaks for a new science breaking out of the restriction of mind that academic science has long imposed. In the mid-1980s Sheldrake and Bohm, both scientists with strong spiritual foundations, held a series of dialogues on consciousness as the underlying substrate of our reality, the field of all fields, and field effect as the shaping force in all aspects of our life—in fact, in the entire working of our cosmology. Because we are part and parcel of that very consciousness, exploring this field effect can take us beyond the narrow constrictions of both science and religion and open us to the full dimensions of mind in creation or mind as creation—not that we might play God with a free hand but simply to stop our demonic self-destruction. What happens then, as evolution picks up where it left off and moves us on, is an unknown.

In part 1 we will explore both culture as a major implicate force shaping our explicate life and field effect as a shaping force in culture. The nature of field effect in general and the nature of mind, the recipient of these unseen forces, will be our focal point. Through examples, we’ll clarify such terms as field effect and mind. The mirroring relationships or strange loops of cause and effect, field and mind, question and answer, discovery and creation, in which each seems to give rise to the other and the very existence of each relies on the other, as explored by cognitive scientist Douglas Hoffstadter in his book Godel, Escher, and Bach, will be examined here.

Within our mind is a neutral ground between the closed boundaries of science and religion. It is a ground explored by Robert Sardello and before him by Rudolf Steiner, who, of all scientists, recognized the key role the heart plays in this neutral ground that reveals itself as a heart-brain dialogue with no boundaries or binding principles, only its nonjudging creative force. This heart-mind interplay of consciousness is found not in an examination or analysis of our past or any combination of past notions, but only where, as Sardello richly puts it, the “future flows into the present.” A rare unity of mind, heart, and spirit can open us to this neutral ground of mind and its endless strange loops that Rudolf Steiner points to in both his works Knowledge of the Higher Worlds and How to Attain Them, and his elusive thoughts in his book Approaching the Mystery of Golgotha.

You may or may not recall or have even heard of that lonely hill called Golgotha, the “place of the skull” on which stood, as our poet laureate Howard Nemerov said:

. . . The sticks and yardarms of the holy three-

Masted vessel whereon the Son of Man

Hung between thieves . . .

There was burned into our collective psyche an event that cracked our cosmic egg. And though we have since sealed and resealed that crack again and again, it is always opening for us as—and if—we choose to open to it.
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CULTURE AND DARKNESS OF MIND

Prisons are built with stones of law, brothels with bricks of religion.

WILLIAM BLAKE, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell

If we wish to study a particular organism closely and without interference in a laboratory project, we make a culture of the creature in an artificial environment we can control, such as a Petri dish or test tube. In this closed world we provide sufficient nutrients to keep the creature alive while isolating it from nature or the world at large, with all its random-chance side effects and unwanted influences that can clutter the scene. Thus we maintain control of the experiment while subtly entering into and changing the overall nature of what we’re studying.

Human culture, as the term is used in this book, is a manmade function not so much distinct from nature as isolated from it. As theologian James Carse points out in his book Finite and Infinite Games, although everything, from first to last, is an aspect of nature, some aspects more than others are more cluttered with useless and harmful human debris. Culture as a habitual mental process has grown out of attempts to control nature and predict its events—even as culture is, by default, a factor in the nature we examine and attempt to control. In fact, our own human nature, with its wild assortment of behaviors, is the principle target of control. But we are culture itself, and we attempt to control our actions through the abstract force of a culture we create through such actions and are, in turn, subject to. A strange loop indeed.

Charles Darwin proposed that any activity repeated long enough will become a habit, and any habit repeated long enough can become instinctual, operating automatically below reason or the limen of our awareness. Culture is actually a collection of habits repeated over millennia, and many of these habits have become so instinctual as to function automatically, beneath our awareness. These are imprints that form our own consciousness, to varying extent, and that are passed on to our children both deliberately and unconsciously.

PASSING CULTURAL PATTERNS TO THE NEXT GENERATION

A new discovery in neuroscience concerns mirror neurons, large groupings of cells scattered throughout our brain that, beneath our awareness, automatically mirror or imprint various aspects of the world around us, locking them into our memory and cognitive process. Patricia Greenfield, neuroscientist at UCLA, claims: “Mirror neurons provide a powerful biological foundation for the evolution of culture.” Previously, she observes, scholars have treated culture as fundamentally separate from biology, “but now we see that mirror neurons absorb culture directly, with each generation teaching the next by social sharing, imitation and observation.”

“Social emotions like guilt, shame, pride, embarrassment, disgust and lust are based on a uniquely human mirror neuron system found in a part of the brain called the insula,” reports Christian Keysers, who studies the neural basis of empathy at the University of Groningen in the Netherlands. While mirror neurons aren’t exclusively human but are also found in many higher mammals, they play a major role in how we humans pass cultural patterns to the next generation without being aware of it.

One ordinary, commonsense view of culture recognizes it as a means (found even in higher primates) of passing on to offspring any acquired knowledge of world and self. A large percentage of our brain develops after birth and, as suggested by the theory of mirror neurons, is profoundly subject to such influences from parents, mentors and caretakers. So, while instinctual capacities for growth and response are passed on through genes, more advanced evolutionary creatures also pass on to their young their acquired, learned capacities for dealing with the world—critical adaptive skills.

Somewhere in our past, these cultural patterns became not just imitative but enforced behavioral modifications based on fear of both the natural world and our mentors and models who insisted we conform. These models were likewise culturally formed as infants, as were those who came before them for millennia. Eventually, group safety became associated with predictable actions of individual members, giving rise to a rich fabric of taboo, law, prohibitions, and conventions, along with punishments and reprisals for failure to conform. Attempts to predict and control extended to nature herself, and an ever more complex system of taboo and conventions arose, leading to our most recent science and technology.

In all this process, we’ve overlooked a problem brought about by this compulsion for conformity: The change our culture enforces and engenders alters the characteristics of the nature with which we begin. The very precautions and modifications of our offspring’s behavior—those “gifts” that supposedly help our children to survive nature or the world—in fact change their own personal nature and, eventually, our mutual, shared natures and world. This changing nature means that generation by generation we up the ante on the extent to which we must enforce such modifications, creating a loop of cause and effect, with each bringing about the other.

CONFORMING: THE ROLE OF MONOCULTURE IN RISING VIOLENCE

Thus we are subject to both influences from our parents, mentors, and caretakers and instinctual genetic responses. Group safety is associated with predictable actions of members of the group, and miscreants must be weeded out. Cultural patterns become linked with survival instincts based on both fear of the natural world and the insistence of our mentors, models, and other social members that we conform. The grim injunction “Do this or else!” has been goading us for ages. In this way, we have unconsciously created a Petri dish for our minds, a mental test tube into which we have tried to stuff life itself in our attempts to ward off the random-chance aspects of creation and each other and to predict and control both nature and ourselves. Our efforts at control ironically add more unpredictable randomness and often upset whatever natural balance we begin with, making it necessary for us to employ even more stringent efforts at control.

These attempts to predict and control social behavior eventually extended to nature itself, that infinitely variable system of checks and balances, and our built-up cultural legacy became an infinite regress. Today, culture has become a primary formative force, a major organizing field of energy distinct from nature, which works to isolate us from what was, is, and might be natural. We might look on culture as a surrogate parent acting somewhat in the manner of our real mother, nature, but on behalf of an arbitrary system foreign to and against our real heritage. We are like children kidnapped by a foreign power and brought up to serve nefarious schemes.

Under the impact of these cultural schemes as they evolved, social consciousness and a benevolent civility seem to fade, even as indications from archaeology, anthropology, genetics, and pre- and perinatal research indicate that we are born with a natural benevolent response to each other, a built-in love of life, self, and others. As suggested in the introduction to part 1, the birth of the human brain-mind could not be accounted for through the same instinctual drives giving rise to species. Giving rise to us and our fundamental nature was a new form of consciousness defined as altruism and love.

We have been separated from this original humanity by culture, which has itself become an automatic reflex, a near-unconscious, animal instinct. In fact, to think or act outside cultural dictates, once imprinted, has become almost impossible. This cultural effect has expanded to such power that it has become the very fabric of our conscious awareness—an awareness that results from being conceived, born, and brought up in it. Taking over and shaping our brain-minds accordingly, culture shapes even our attempts to examine or become objectively aware of its very force.

What has resulted is a single monoculture sweeping the globe and bringing a mounting tide of irrational and ever more intense violence. A faulty assumption is that this increasing violence results from a clash of cultures worldwide (from dumb foreigners who think differently than we do) and that when a single mind-set, even now apparently coming about, finally takes over and all subcultures are destroyed, the violence will subside.

But violence, as the French historian René Girard and his protégé Gil Bailie point out, is inherent within culture. In fact, the two, culture and violence, bring each other into being. What’s more, a “global mind” already exists, to our detriment, in the form of the very substrate of culture that shapes our lives and now floods the planet with a uniform field of electronic media, with its integral structure of violence. Beneath the surface froth of colorations; quaint novelties of local effects; and different languages, rituals, myths, beliefs, and pathologies found in the many varieties of world culture lies the single substrate of culture as a force field, rather like one of Carl Jung’s archetypes. It is this force that accounts for an overall mass conformity of mind beneath the various surface colorations.

Cultural conformity compromises individuality, a mind that can think outside the constraints of either our animal heritage or our culture and its global effects. Only an individual mind can pick up on the evolutionary drive of life itself and create independent of the artificial overlays  and restrictions culture imposes. We humans were made for and long for that lost individuality.

The Force of Spirit-as-Life and the Force of Cultural Violence

Culture as a disruption in evolution, an issue addressed in the mystery of Golgotha (as we shall see in part 3), gave and still gives rise to religion, one of culture’s primary foundations and means for sustenance. This point would hardly be acceptable to Girard or Bailie, but I stand with poet William Blake who claimed there is no natural religion. Religion did not arise from spirit, to which it is antithetical, but, ironically, it is sustained by that longing that it seems to engender in us. Thus spiritually starved, we turn to culture’s religious counterfeit as the way out.

In fact, I use the words spirit and spiritual with misgivings because they have been so tarnished by hucksters, but as it is used here, spirit is life itself longing for expression. The Neoplatonic philosopher Plotinus spoke of the world as love expressing itself and spirit is that mode of being to itself that springs forth as life. Spirit-as-life loves itself because it is love itself. Only as we love ourselves passionately do we love life. Life cries out exultantly, “lift up the stone and I am there, break the stick and I am there.” (Howard Nemerov, several times our nation’s poet laureate and a self-described Jewish agnostic, says, “I split the stick . . . [and] saw nothing that was not wood, nothing that was not God.”) Self-love is the foundation of spirit, just as loathing of self is the basis of religion and the culture that spawns it. The branding of self-love, the matrix of all love, as a pathological narcissism is a crime against our nature and a typical cultural ploy that ends in destruction of self and its larger body of earth.

In his book Nature’s Destiny, New Zealand biochemist Michael Denton claims that the universe, from its first instant of existence, has moved inexorably to produce life. Denton’s proposal harkens to the notion of teleology, a belief in the universe’s primal purpose or goal, a notion that has long been a prime heresy in the culturally subservient academic sciences. Thus, in deference to current custom, Denton acknowledges that while the universe moves through random chance, this method of creation is stochastic in its unfolding. Stochasm is a Greek term referring to randomness with purpose—and just as an origin out of random chance is an evil notion to religion, the notion of purpose is anathema in scientism, as is anything smacking of teleology as related to the universe’s end goal or that toward which evolution moves.

Here we explore how life-as-spirit is a force that culture usurps, leaving, according to academic belief, only a mechanical or chemical reaction or function, which should therefore be predictable and controllable by scientific method. Of course, it is also then devoid of recognition or awareness of spirit, leaving scientism as the only god around. Spirit is that which “bloweth as it listeth and no man knows its coming and going”—a random and unpredictable whimsy that just won’t do for the mentality of control that indirectly drives both religion and scientism.

Culture and its religion and scientism would contemptuously deny this theft of spirit as they substitute an endless expanse of counterfeit trivia and magical manipulations to sustain their control over our behavior. In the irony of the ages, we are caught up in our attempts to ameliorate the remaining hunger of life that cannot be assuaged by anything other than the very spirit that is life itself, that embraces everything, including the very air we breathe. (Bernadette Roberts, mystic, teacher, and one-time Carmelite nun who spoke of having been lifted up into a state “absolutely other” to her ordinary self, breathed a “divine air” for some three weeks before our cultural world reasserted itself, the air polluted, the divine upstaged, the world too much with us.)

Admittedly, I have somewhat personified or made an object of culture, which is actually a psychological or mental field effect, a sphere of influence or force like gravity, intangible except for the disastrous fallout it produces. Culture as a field effect can contain within it a multitude of subcultures, which, in their energy, novelty, and markedly different textures, colors, and languages, are constantly in conflict with each other. With violence and religion as both the products and producers of culture, the resulting tangled web often obscures the presence of culture itself.

How does culture engender violence? It is brought on by the constant pressure of restrictions, prohibitions, and ceaseless demands for conformity to its abstractions. These constraints block our longing for life, which, ironically, intensifies accordingly. Of incidental consequence is that individual or group toward which cultural violence is directed. We always seem to find or create a target for our violence, whether internal or external. Should our internal violence leading to illness and neuroses fail to fill the bill, ideological clashes between subcultures are always with us, providing obvious external targets.

American culture produces a rich variety of internal projections of its violence, punctuated with periodic and necessary external violence in the form of war. War is that organized, legitimized, religiously sanctioned, and ritualized murder that boils up and expresses the rage arising from creatures cut off from nature and spirit and locked into subservience to culture. Our accumulated violence gives rise to an undercurrent of rage and hatred. We may keep it well-cloaked by a thin covering of civility, but we periodically act out these accumulated impulses, which are then always expressed as a well-rationalized necessity. As Robert Sardello tells us, the atomic bomb, created by an effort rationalized as absolutely necessary to survival, represents the final epitome of hatred, even as those scientists preparing it won Nobel prizes for their efforts.

Interestingly, the United States has, not only the largest collection of atomic bombs, the ultimate symbol of cultural hatred, but also the largest prison population of any nation. More subtle imprisonment can be found in our continued subjugation of women, which, though less overt than stoning them to death, as is still sanctioned beneath the auspices of the Muslim religion, nonetheless is ill treatment that serves our corporate-economic machine and harms all of us, males included.

And the violence extends to self: In myriad subtle but effective ways, we drive our children to internal or self-violence, resulting in one of the largest populations of unhealthy children in the world and the highest level of child suicide of any nation. Directly or indirectly, we sell those children the guns to slaughter each other in the more dramatic and publicized external forms of youthful rage.

Interestingly enough, media largely ignores child suicide and children’s violence against each other unless these are spectacularly sensational—all this while we as a culture are urged to glorify and sanctify our heroes killed in various wars. Fifty thousand of our young people under age twenty-five were killed by each other in the United States between the years 1990 and 2000, about the same number of young men killed in our abortive, irrational war in Vietnam, deaths that earned each a place on that memorial wall in our nation’s capital. Where is the memorial for these fifty-thousand youngsters? Statesanctioned murder, or those murdered in carrying out these sanctions, is always lauded by our war-makers. The fact that this time-worn cultural ploy began unraveling in that Vietnam travesty, near unraveling our country in the process, brought a note of hope not yet extinguished.

THE ROLE OF LAW IN CULTURE

While a principle characteristic of culture is religion and its ever-waxing violence, a second, far more pervasive, and ever-expanding element is law. Law, made necessary by violence, is itself a cause and a form of violence. Law is our god, just as our religious God is a God of law.

We have untold thousands of laws on the books, requiring legions of lawyers (whose numbers increase exponentially each year) to counsel us on protecting ourselves from that law or from other lawyers as neighbor battles neighbor in courts while battalions of jurists keep score and hand out verdicts proclaiming winners and losers. Much of this keeps the public enthralled and the media busy, while a nested hierarchy of judges mete out punishments and rewards according to law, precedence, evidence, or, in some cases, seeming personal whim. (Interestingly enough, the cultural symbol of the law is a blindfolded female in flowing gown holding a balance—indicating impartiality and adherence to “facts.” But the symbol reads another way: Not only must she be blindfolded to take part in the process, she represents that hierarchy of judges and all beneath her who are blind to all human elements and are lost in the darkness of intellectual and cultural abstractions or political-economic gain.)

We keep our prisons filled with the indigent and poor who can’t afford lawyers or who are assigned indifferent ones while the rich create their own laws that make them wealthier and protect their fortunes. This admired thievery has a long historical precedence in the millennia of tyrants, emperors, princes and kings, dictators, popes, and presidents who have fed on the social body while culture holds them up in the history books as models for our children.

Virtually every breath in our enculturated life is monitored by law, either blatantly or subtly. We live in a web of legal constraint and limitation accepted and adhered to unconsciously and unconditionally. From ancient commandments learned in Sunday school to the stately volumes of philosophies learned in higher education, we find an underlying strata of that cultural dictum: “Do this or else!” As a result, we live in the shadow of angst less we fail somehow and “they” find us guilty of some infringement of law—perhaps of one that we were not aware even existed. Taxes, speed limits, bills, enculturation of our children from birth, schooling, and college—all are part and parcel of the everexpanding web of limitation and constraint that makes up life in culture to which we must adhere . . . or else!

One of the mythical convictions imprinted by culture is that without it and its laws, enforcements, and constraints, we would behave in a far more bestial manner than we do now. This “truism” ignores the fact that few animals (only certain chimpanzees under certain situations) will behave in so wantonly cruel a manner as we do under the existence of law. It seems clear, then, that our “bestial” behavior may well be a result of the limitations, constraints, and deliberate inhibiting interventions of culture itself. Of course, this is a wildly improbable notion to our enculturated minds, but one substantiated in this text. Because cultural constraints are unconscious behavioral patterns that shape our very mind and thought, we can’t recognize them or their effects even as we are crippled by them.

One of the lies we are told as students is that history is a legitimate and necessary study, for through it we can see our past mistakes and profit from them—a nonsensical notion. We have never learned from history and apparently never will. While history may be largely fiction anyway, as historian Will Durante claimed decades ago, whatever its actual makeup, we simply repeat our past errors again and again, generally in ever new colors or camouflage. Our current actions (tomorrow’s history), stirring up our adrenaline worldwide as never before, may well break these ancient cycles once and for all, for our mounting violence escalates with every effort we make to go beyond it. Yet we have within us a genetically encoded biology of transcendence or inherent ability and instinct to go beyond limitation and constraint, and this is our way out. Love and benevolence brought us into being, make up our natural constitution, and are ever ready to be reinstated.

In this chapter we have explored the general characteristics of culture as a field of influence. There is nothing academically quantifiable in this hypothesis of field effect; rather like gravity, there is no proof that it exists other than pointing to its results. Cultural effect is similar to movements within a collective unconscious as proposed by Carl Jung, an assumption that can open doors of the mind. A formative field of culture is a hypothesis through which we can view events and make sense of them and open again to our true nature.
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