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To those gently trying to whisper us out of slumber







Imagine the amazement of Christopher Columbus upon discovering the New World, with its exotic fauna, flora, and seemingly alien natives …


Imagine the wonder of Marco Polo as he labored along the Silk Road, becoming immersed in cultures and costumes unknown …


Imagine the awe of Neil Armstrong and Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin upon watching the Earth from the surface of the moon …


… none of it can equal, in power or marvel, the sheer adventure of closing one’s eyes and diving deep into one’s own mind to remember that which is beyond language, time, and space.




Of all the usual labels with which our culture categorizes works of literature, like “science,” “philosophy,” or “fiction,” maybe the one that best characterizes the work you now have in your hands is simply art. But “a kind of art whose medium is ideas; an art form that, although expressed in words like a work of fiction, engages in intense flirtation with the here and now; so intense in fact that, as in an obsessive love affair, it seeks to dissolve the boundaries between itself and the object of its affection. Such an art form thrives in the possibility that it is one with reality.” (Chapter 11) Its products are born in the innermost recesses of one’s own mind, where one witnesses the unspeakable and wonders: “Perhaps the apparently fixed mechanisms of nature are merely an epiphenomenon; an emergent property of the sympathetic harmonization of different imaginations, imagination itself being the true primary substance of reality. Perhaps the laws of physics can themselves be reduced to a fundamental metaphysics of psyche.” (Chapter 7)





Chapter 1


The tale of an imaged universe


The magic of myth and imagination is an essential ingredient of our lives, at least during our formative years. When young, many of us were remarkably sensitive to the wondrous worlds of the imagination. To immerse our young selves in their enchantment, all we needed was a long, dark winter morning, a warm blanket, and a comfortable bed. Amazing journeys could then begin through alternative universes of light, flight, and unending possibilities, populated by creatures of many characters and intentions. How real that all seemed to be. We knew, because we were so told, that those worlds were not truly “real,” but such learned notions did not seem to diminish the intensity of the experience. Authors, philosophers, and artists have since time immemorial played with this subjectively hazy border between reality and imagination. In the late 20th century, perhaps no one has done so more skillfully than Jostein Gaarder in his literary masterpiece, “Sophie’s World.”1


Just what is real? How do we define real? The world each one of us lives in is the subjective inner world of our own perceptions and other experiences. If our reality is the experiences we go through in our lives, then a private, imaginary experience is just as real as an objective one shared with other individuals. The most obvious difference between these two categories seems to be the following: in a private, imaginary experience the story is unconstrained; on the other hand, in an objective experience the story is somehow synchronized across the individuals sharing the experience so they all witness the same thing. The mechanisms for such synchronization are what we call the laws of nature, or the laws of physics. Such laws provide seemingly external constraints that ensure all participants share a common, consistent experience we call reality.


The mainstream scientific worldview adopted in our modern society informs us that the laws of physics are external to us and that we are merely a result of their operation. We are also informed that the laws of physics are objective; that is, that they operate regardless of our belief in, as well as of our understanding and perception of, them. As such, they provide a robust and reliable, external synchronization mechanism that ensures certain modalities of our experiences are consistent across individuals. This way, when awake and in ordinary states of consciousness, most of us agree on what we experience together. In fact, it is this very consistency across the experiences of multiple individuals that motivates us to believe in an objective reality “out there,” operating regardless of our beliefs and worldviews.


But there is circularity in this line of reasoning. To illustrate it, allow me to tell you a little tale about an imaginary universe called “Dhiiverse”…


Dhiiverse is a universe different from ours in one very fundamental way: there, the laws of physics are not fixed and objective. Instead, reality is a projection of thought patterns imagined by its conscious inhabitants. These thought patterns, while being imagined, are projected onto a multi-dimensional fabric of space-time. Life in Dhiiverse is life in a kind of palpable, semi-autonomous, enduring dream. The inhabitants of Dhiiverse are people much like us: our brothers and sisters of a parallel reality, if you will. But, unlike us, the reality they live in is a complex amalgamation of their collective dreams.


Indeed, because different people in Dhiiverse concurrently project different and often conflicting thought patterns onto the same fabric of space-time, the resulting reality is a complex, emergent,2 non-linear combination of the various scenarios being imagined. The combination itself manifests as a pattern, but one that may bear little resemblance to the original, individual thought patterns imagined by its co-creators. The mechanisms and causal influences behind the combination of thought patterns are transcendent, remaining amongst the greatest mysteries of Dhiiversian cosmology. Dhiiversian worlds are mystifying paintings of many painters.


Most inhabitants of Dhiiverse have an instinctive and visceral need for closure. They long for the definitive explanations of the phenomena they perceive and undergo. They do not know that everything they experience is the compound result of their dreams; the compound result of what their own minds are projecting onto the fabric of space-time around them. After all, what they think they are imagining or aspiring for is, more often than not, unlike the emergent reality they perceive in their immediate surroundings. The painting they see is not the one they thought they had painted. Therefore, they have concluded long ago that reality must be an objective, stand-alone phenomenon existing outside of their control. Accepting this worldview, they long for an ability to predict what might happen next in their reality. They yearn to gain some degree of reassurance about their predicament as puppets of a dispassionate cosmic process.


Such yearnings have long ago translated into a strong and instinctive eagerness, on the part of most Dhiiversians, to try and learn from what they perceive in their surroundings. Because of their need for closure, they innately expect consistency in all they experience. If a Dhiiversian, in a prior occasion and circumstances, has perceived the manifestation of a certain pattern on a segment of space-time, she will remember it. Next time she finds herself under similar circumstances, she will instinctively expect to see that same pattern again. For instance, if once she saw a shiny dot of red light manifest in the fabric of space-time above an iridescent streak of deep blue, she will expect to see a red dot appear again next time she encounters a blue streak. In a way, she will have learned to expect the recurring manifestation of certain patterns every time she re-encounters the context and circumstances under which she perceived those patterns earlier. This very expectation of consistency leads to her imagining those patterns, albeit without being self-reflectively aware of it, when cued by the right circumstances, thereby actively contributing to their consistent manifestation in the fabric of space-time. Next time, she will imagine the brilliant red dot and project its manifestation above the iridescent blue line. The inhabitant’s own imagination therefore reinforces her learned expectations.


Each confirmation of their learned cognitive models provides the inhabitants of Dhiiverse with a growing, albeit illusory, sense of closure. Through their imagination, they create the very consistency they yearn to find. And the more they believe in it, the stronger their expectations become, the more efficiently they visualize and project onto reality what they expect, and the more confirmation they get for their expectations. It is a magical, self-reinforcing cycle. Such dynamics provides reassurance of their ability to understand and predict their environment. However, it also leads to a growing sense of vulnerability; of being at the mercy of external, detached cosmic forces entirely outside of their control; of having no purpose or raison d’être in life.


Communication and the sharing of experiences are essential parts of Dhiiversian culture. In the course of their social lives, Dhiiversians observe together, under shared circumstances, the manifestation of common, emerging realities. Each of these emerging realities is the resulting combination of their interacting imagination processes. They all learn together to associate such emerging realities to the shared circumstances of their occurrences. In other words, they all learn that such or such circumstance leads to this or that manifested reality. They jointly cognize mere correlations – local, regular saliencies of an unspeakably broader pattern – as causal links. The more Dhiiversians witness phenomena together, the more they build a common, shared set of cognitive models and expectations. The effect of this process is the spread of a common, learned set of expectations and a homogenization of the imagination. Different individuals eventually begin imagining and projecting very similar scenarios onto the fabric of space-time, for they have learned to have similar expectations about what they should witness. More and more, the emergent realities that actually manifest confirm their now shared expectations. Everybody begins to agree not only about what is going on, but also about what will be going on. Consistency takes over not only across time and space, but now also across individual minds.


Soon, reality begins to behave just like everyone expects it to behave. So much so that learned Dhiiversians, its scientists and empiricists, begin formalizing the consistent correlations observed between circumstances and manifested phenomena. They create models of these correlations, eventually enshrining these models with the status of “immutable laws;” such is the accuracy and robustness of their predictions. They invent the concepts of cause and effect to model the empirically observable correlations present in the manifested pattern of dreamed up reality. Their scientific view of the painting of reality is that a streak of blue caused the dot of shiny red pigment above it, since red dots appear reliably above blue lines across the canvas (except perhaps for a few atypical exceptions they assume can be explained away). Intricate models are developed to capture the “causal” relationships between dots, streaks, pigments, etc., with extraordinary and, in a way, amusing effectiveness. But no link is ever established to the thought patterns of the painters who actually laid everything out on the canvas; as it turns out, those seem not to be needed to consistently capture the dynamics of most observations. Indeed, the manifested reality that emerges in Dhiiverse is internally consistent by construction, given the innate yearnings for regularity and predictability that characterized the mindset of its creators while in the process of creation. The learned Dhiiversians say: “Look how consistently reality behaves itself! Red dots practically always follow on top of blue streaks. This is proof that reality operates according to fixed and objective rules: blue streaks must cause red dots. Otherwise, we would expect there to be more randomness and unpredictability in their occurrences.”


Armed with their remarkable models, the learned Dhiiversians become masters of the manipulation of their manifested world; for they empirically cracked the local, salient regularities encoded in the patterns of their now highly synchronized dreams. They become the ultimate expert commentators of their own painting, though they are completely blind to the fact that they are painting it themselves. They apply this expertise to the development of technology, which is then immediately put to use for the achievement of their many aspirations. First and foremost in the list of such aspirations: faster, broader, more frequent and efficient communication. As Dhiiversians communicate and share experiences faster and more widely than ever before, the emergent patterns of their reality crystallize like diamonds. Dhiiversians all learn to dream the same dream. By now, no Dhiiversian could ever fail to notice the patently obvious: Dhiiversian reality is an objective, deterministic, predicable in principle, rock-solid, stand-alone phenomenon.


All the while, the true physics of Dhiiverse has remained what it has always been: a physics of the imagination; a malleable and fluidic physics of dreams, more akin to water than to diamond. The fact that everyone decided to agree and expect the same things has never changed the inherently flexible character of what is actually going on. Only the metaphysics of Dhiiverse, governing the mysterious mechanisms by means of which the pattern of a shared reality emerges from inconsistent dreams, seems fixed an immutable. Yet, from the point of view of the average Dhiiversian, such ideas could not appear to be more abstract, irrelevant, or outright ridiculous. Dhiiversians feel like puppets in a cosmic play whose script they did not write or had a chance to influence. Such is the degree of accuracy with which they have succeeded in calibrating empirical models of manifested phenomena, they believe there cannot be any doubt that their world is indeed governed by those models. All objective evidence available points at this inescapable conclusion; statistically, it cannot be a coincidence. Only fools or deluded individuals would think otherwise.


Yet, some dare to resist the overwhelming consensus. Dhiiversian scientists scorn these few outcasts who make bizarre and demonstrably nonsensical claims; claims that all Dhiiversians live in a dreamed up world resulting directly from their synchronized imaginations; claims that the metaphysics of this synchronization is the only true, immutable, underlying rule governing existence, everything else being determined by thought in the acquiescent medium of their individual minds. Dhiiversian scientists challenge these outcasts to demonstrate, under controlled conditions, that they can break the established laws of physics of Dhiiverse. Naturally, the momentum behind the synchronized expectations pushing for the mainstream version of reality is now so formidable that no outcast, however determined to project a different reality he or she might be, can succeed in such a demonstration. Even though the outcasts are correct about the true nature of the underlying reality of Dhiiverse, manifested reality, which is the only one available to ordinary observation, will continue to be what the vast majority believes and projects it to be. The outcasts cannot, precisely because they are correct, demonstrate the validity of their thesis objectively. For this, they are not taken seriously by Dhiiversian scientists.


Yet, the outcasts do not scorn science. On the contrary: they admire scientific pursuit for its steady uncovering of the beauty and complexity of manifested nature. This, they believe, provides indirect clues to the mysterious metaphysics of Dhiiverse and is essential for the proper contemplation of the painting of existence – the outcasts’ most fulfilling pleasure. They also value the utilitarian role Dhiiversian science plays in enabling the development of Dhiiversian technology. However, unlike most Dhiiversians, they do not make the mistake of extrapolating the operational effectiveness of Dhiiversian science – its ability to model and anticipate the behavior of manifested things and processes – to ontology. In other words, to the outcasts, the models of Dhiiversian science are just that: mock-ups that work (red dots do mostly occur above blue streaks), not fundamental knowledge of the true nature of Dhiiversian reality. The outcasts know that what science calls causality is simply the visible manifestation of local regularities in an unfathomable, compound thought pattern. There are many other, non-local, yet unrecognized regularities in that pattern. They know that blue lines do not cause red dots – that supposedly being the final explanation of the phenomenon of red dots – but simply that this local correlation between lines and dots is an operationally useful one to model. To the outcasts of Dhiiverse, the models of science are to reality as a map is to the streets of a city: while the isomorphism of the map – that is, the correspondence of form between map and streets – is accurate and operationally useful for navigating around the city, the map informs us very little about how the city really came to being; about how and why its streets were laid out the way they were; and about what their true nature and purpose are.


But how could the outcasts intuit the underlying reality of Dhiiverse in the first place? After all, nearly all objective evidence, as perceived with their five senses, was entirely consistent with the mainstream view of an objective and deterministic physics.


Their secret was the following: they did not look for knowledge outside of themselves; that would have just reaffirmed the illusory consensus already reigning in their civilization. Instead, they looked inside themselves. Initially through involuntary but mesmerizing dreams, and thereafter through purposeful meditation, the outcasts began diving deep into their own consciousnesses. Since the true reality of Dhiiverse had all along been a reality of mind, diving into mind gave them privileged access to aspects of that reality that remained elusive to others. To understand the art more intimately, they looked not at the painting, but into the mind of the painter.


In doing so, they gained direct awareness of larger portions of the fabric of space-time that was the natural canvas of their mental processes. They realized that it had hidden dimensions not available to regular objective perception, but only to non-ordinary states of consciousness. Because of that, entire segments of this hyper-dimensional, mental fabric of space-time were like blank canvases, largely free from the noise of the imaginations of others. The mainstream synchronization constraints of manifested reality had no hold in those spaces. When visiting such segments of space-time through introspective awareness, the outcasts of Dhiiverse realized that they could fashion the entire reality of those spaces at will. Yet, the reality so fashioned was nearly as concrete, palpable, and enduring as the so-called objective – that is, synchronized – reality.


Those unclaimed segments of hyper-dimensional space-time real estate became their laboratories of subjective experimentation. As true empiricists, by applying reason and logic to interpreting their experimental results, the outcasts of Dhiiverse began constructing not physical, but metaphysical models not of the manifested, but of the underlying reality of their universe. In their metaphysics, they took feeble early steps in the direction of comprehending the thought pattern of thought patterns; the One, the Source, the Transcendence that orchestrated the combination of all free-willed dreams in the manifestation of a chosen, shared reality. They understood that this shared reality was a common playing field of shared experience, collaboratively built by all its players, and that it served a profound purpose. They understood that their greatest and most valuable new insight was that they, and their fellow Dhiiversians, did not know nearly as much as they had thought they did about how the universe is put together. There was not to be closure, but simply appreciative contemplation. And that became their most sensitive secret …


From very early on, the outcasts of Dhiiverse knew that, as a very consequence of their own metaphysics, they had little chance of ever providing objective proof of their thesis. The only way others could be made to understand what was meant was through their own direct experience of it. The others had to voluntarily immerse themselves into the ocean of their own consciousnesses in order to glimpse at the underlying pattern that revealed the truth.


It was the hope of the outcasts of Dhiiverse that, through a discrete, non-confrontational, open, honest, but also judicious and serious effort to divulge some of their ideas, they could excite the curiosity of others; perhaps of those whose intuition had already been suggesting that something was not quite right about the mainstream model of reality. The goal of the outcasts had never been to prove their case objectively, but simply to show an alternative possibility to those willing to hear their case with a critical but open mind.


The conclusion of the Dhiiversian story – a story driven and enriched by the fertility of the imagination of its participants – is yet to be told.





Chapter 2


The insufficiency of science for uncovering the true nature of reality


One of my strongest early memories is that of suddenly realizing, as a young boy, that I was an entity separate from the world around me. For a period of perhaps several months, I would often catch myself thinking in sheer amazement: “I am me … I am not the other people or things I see … how peculiar!” Indeed, such a realization was most curious and strange. I was a separate entity and, most disturbing of all, I had apparently never been anything or anybody else. How bizarre and counterintuitive, yet logically inescapable, such conclusion was. I can still vaguely recall the disquieting sense of disappointment and claustrophobia that accompanied it. Such was the birth of what I now understand to be my ego: that which defines me as the personal subject of my experiences.


As the years passed, it was that very ego that became a fundamental tool for the pursuit of what, for me, has been the most intriguing, interesting, important, and urgent question of all: What is the true nature of reality? Just what is reality and what is the nature of our condition as conscious entities within it? It was the ego that allowed me to pursue an investigation of reality in an objective manner: as an investigator who could impartially observe nature, thereby making inferences about its operating mechanisms. Science seemed to offer the correct procedures and tools for that investigation, so I pursued science for several years, secretly hoping to answer that ultimate question before my time here would expire. Having understood how science actually works, I realized its limitations as a method for the pursuit of ontology; that is, the study of the true nature of being and existence. Indeed, science models the relationships between things, but is surprisingly limited in clarifying their underlying nature. It leaves out the truly important questions, as articulated so eloquently by Terence McKenna when he commented that “we human beings must admit that ours is a peculiar situation: having been born, we are autonomous, open chemical systems that maintain themselves through metabolism at a point far from equilibrium. And we are creatures of thought. What is that? What are the three dimensions? What is energy? We find ourselves in the strange position of being alive. […] So what is it for? Spenser and Shakespeare, quantum theory and the cave paintings at Altamira. Who are we? What is history? And what does it push toward?”1 Science cannot answer this kind of questions without immediately raising other, similar questions. Since it captures only relationships, its answers ultimately entail circularity and are not fundamentally satisfying.


Indeed, science is the quintessential third-person investigatory method. The key historical premises of the scientific method are two-fold: first, one must assume that there is an objective reality “out there” that does not depend on one as observer of it. In other words, one must assume that the world would still go on strictly according to the laws of physics even if there were nobody looking at it. Second, one must assume that one’s first-person observations of reality are unreliable and suspicious. After all, our senses are imperfect: what I see or hear may not really correspond to what is “out there.” Therefore, in science, sufficient third-person confirmation of one’s observations is paramount. In practice, this translates into the need for the repetition of experiments by multiple individuals or groups, with consistent resulting observations, before a scientific model can be declared truthful. In science, the definition of truth is that which is independently but consistently reported by a sufficient number of observers under controlled observation conditions. Since we know that all observations are subjective in nature, and that we have no direct access to an objective truth “out there,” a central assumption in science is that objective truth corresponds to the statistical consistency of individual subjective observations. When the particularities and idiosyncrasies of individual observations are significant enough, they invalidate an overall conclusion. Otherwise, they are discarded as statistical noise around the averaged-out observation that is then taken as the reflection of objective truth. Either way, the scientific method does not attribute ontological value to the idiosyncrasies of individual subjective experience.


Notice that the second premise is a consequence of the first: the assumed unreliability of first-person observation is itself grounded in the assumption that reality is objective. It is the assumed objectivity of reality that provides a neutral reference against which one’s first-person observations can be judged. If I look at a traffic sign and observe it to be green, that observation can be judged against the objective reality of the state of the traffic sign: if it is indeed green, my observation is correct; otherwise, I am probably color-blind and a liability on the roads, facts that the traffic sign cares nothing about. If not for the assumed objectivity of reality – that is, its independence from conscious observation – reality itself would be a subjective concept dependent on whoever experiences it. Since the world does not seem to work that way, the premise of objectivity is ubiquitous.


Here, a brief detour from our main line of argumentation is necessary. Quantum mechanics is often cited as a segment of science wherein the assumption of objectivity has collapsed. According to quantum theory, the observer inherently interferes with what is observed, thereby somehow creating his or her own reality. We hear that objective reality, independent of the observer, does not exist in a quantum world, something often called the “observer effect.” While the current state of scientific understanding indeed seems to confirm the observer effect, and while it is a central theme of this book that it may be, in a certain way, correct, it is also true that the mainstream position of science remains consistent with its original premises: even in the case of quantum mechanics, the models of mainstream science, with the advancement of our understanding of quantum decoherence and interpretations of quantum reality based on parallel universes,2 have managed to preserve at least the possibility that objectivity is a property of nature.
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