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“One of the most readable books of philosophy I have ever encountered, from a philosopher equally at home with mystics, shamans, and scientists. Christian de Quincey is one of those rare visionaries who blends scientific rigor and deep metaphysical insights for transforming consciousness. Immensely inspiring as well as informative, Radical Knowing offers a surprising, yet solid, foundation for exploring the alchemy of relationships. This may be the first book to focus the power of philosophy on the joy and challenges of being in relationship.”

STEPHEN SIMON, Academy-Award-winning 
producer/director of What Dreams May Come, Somewhere in 
Time, and Indigo

“The most mysterious question confronting us is consciousness—its nature, origin, and destiny. Radical Knowing reveals dimensions that are crucial for anyone in our third millennium. Highly recommended!”

LARRY DOSSEY, M.D., author of Healing Beyond the Body, 
Reinventing Medicine and Healing Words

“A ground-breaking book. Christian de Quincey brings a lifetime of studying consciousness to a little-explored aspect of the subject—its essential role in all our relationships. More than just philosophy simply explained, Radical Knowing offers valuable guidance on how to put spirituality into practice in our lives.”

PETER RUSSELL, author of From Science to God and 
Waking Up in Time

“Animals naturally do what Christian de Quincey recommends we humans do: forge an unobstructed dialogue between the mind and the heart, and ‘feel our thinking.’ We are not alone; we are part of an infinite web of relationships. In cultivating the art of relationship, we reunite mind and heart, becoming conscious collaborators with the mysteries that stir within us, around us, and beyond us. In Radical Knowing, de Quincey shows us how it is ultimately through conscious, consensual relationships that we mine the depths of what it means to be a human tuner and receiver for a much vaster intelligence, ultimately fulfilling our destiny: that of ‘giving voice to the cosmos.’”

LINDA KOHANOV, author of The Tao of Equus and 
Riding between the Worlds: Expanding Our Potential 
through the Way of the Horse

“When it comes to the subject of consciousness, Christian de Quincey is like a dragon on fire. His evocative, lively, and remarkably engaging prose is a bracing antidote to the glum academicism of most philosophical writing. With new and penetrating insights into ever-topical and pesky questions, de Quincey invites us to feel our way into consciousness in ways that transform the reader. The split between inner and outer knowing is healed, and we are awakened to the sky-high possibilities of enlightenment as a manifestation of universal mind. This book alters energy patterns and installs new microchips into the philosopher’s stone.”

SUZI GABLIK, author of Has Modernism Failed? and 
Living the Magical Life

“If interconnectivity is an inherent feature of life, as both ancient wisdom and postmodern science suggest, then relationships are primary to the human experience, not secondary additions to ‘our lives.’ Starting here, Radical Knowing takes the reader on a provocative journey beyond the boundaries of traditional philosophy. Expect reversals of perspective, innovative formulations, and, most importantly, opportunities to experience anew the integral fabric of consciousness.”

CHRIS M. BACHE, PH.D., author of 
Dark Night, Early Dawn

“In this wonderful new book Christian de Quincey shares personal experiences to reveal the central importance of consciousness in our relationships. Consciousness isn’t simply a lonely, isolating subjectivity. In all its multi-faceted majesty, consciousness is shared, like the precious air we breath. Relationships naturally begin and exist within our shared consciousness—and de Quincey teaches us to use our relationships for exploration and understanding of consciousness itself.”

OBADIAH HARRIS, president of the University of 
Philosophical Research and Philosophical Research Society

“Radical Knowing deals with one of the most important, and neglected, subjects: how we know what we know. Christian de Quincey writes in joyfully simple language and thinks through complicated questions with great clarity. As soon as I heard about this book it went straight to the top of my must-read pile.”

JEREMY NARBY, PH.D., anthropologist and author of 
The Cosmic Serpent and Intelligence in Nature





Strange is our situation here on Earth. Each of us comes for a short visit, not knowing why, yet sometimes seeming to divine a purpose. From the standpoint of daily life, however, there is one thing we do know: that we are here for the sake of each other, above all, for those upon whose smile and well-being our own happiness depends, and also for the countless unknown souls with whose fate we connect with a bond of sympathy. Many times a day I realize how much my own outer and inner life is built upon the labors of others, both living and dead, and how earnestly I must exert myself in order to give in return as much as I have received and am receiving.

ALBERT EINSTEIN

And since you know you cannot see yourself, 

so well as by reflection, I, your glass, 

will modestly discover to yourself 

that of yourself which you yet know not of.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

In formal logic, a contradiction is the signal of a defeat, 

but in the evolution of real knowledge it marks the first 

step in progress towards a victory.

ALFRED NORTH WHITEHEAD

It’s all just a likely story . . .

PLATO
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Foreword

By Harville Hendrix

I could not put this book down. I read it at one sitting. Each page spoke to the “unlanguaged” in me—those feelings and intuitions that some part of me knows, but for which I didn’t have the words to express satisfactorily. And it opened me to new vistas I had not contemplated. Radical Knowing is a courageous and cutting-edge project, which I think reflects the emergence of a new paradigm from the Cosmos itself—I call it the archetype or “paradigm of relationship.”

It is appearing everywhere these days: in couples, in organizations, in the eco-movement, in feminism, in the new spiritualities, in biology and physics, and in philosophy (as Christian de Quincey reveals to us in this book). The new paradigm sounds the death-knell of the old archetype in which things are separate—a system of belief reflected today in the desperation of all conservative movements (particularly in religion and politics) to maintain the status quo. We need a new vision of relationship to correct the fragmentation and confrontation so prevalent in today’s world, and I think this book gives us that vision in often surprising, creative, and profound ways.

However, I would like to make a disclaimer. I am really not qualified to write a Foreword to this brilliant book because I am not a technical expert in philosophy, theology, or psychology, although I have training in all three disciplines. I am a clinical pastoral counselor specializing in marital therapy and writing about intimate partnerships.

My passion, for the last thirty years, has been trying to understand 
intimate relationships, the phenomenon of falling in love and, more profoundly, the process of learning to love. This passion led to a theory and therapy I developed with my wife and partner, Helen, called Imago Relationship Therapy (IRT).

The bottom line of IRT is that romantic love is fusion with another driven by needs unmet in childhood; but to truly love another person one has to differentiate, discover, engage, know, accept, and value Otherness—without judgment. In my view, romantic love and its successor, real love, is the universe trying to heal its most wounded part—us.

While I had discovered the difference between “interpersonal” and “intersubjective” relationships in writers such as Stephen Mitchell from the relational school of psychoanalysis, until I read Radical Knowing, I wasn’t aware that the relationship therapy we had developed was really based on epistemology—that is, it works by transforming my clients’ ways of knowing. Having read this book, I now see that I had inadvertently stumbled onto what Christian de Quincey refers to as “radical knowing”—knowing by participation or what he also calls “engaged presence.”

That realization (and an invitation from the author) is the reason I am writing this Foreword. I am using this opportunity to share my personal odyssey as an endorsement of the author’s brilliance and courage in tackling a topic that has hardly yet been addressed in the emerging field of “consciousness studies.”


THE POWER OF KNOWING

Before I became a marital therapist, I was a spiritually oriented, psychodynamically trained psychotherapist. My methods were analysis and interpretation of the transference between client and therapist (learned from psychoanalysts), along with empathy (learned from Carl Rogers), and support and guidance (learned from pastoral care). As “therapist,” I believed that I was the expert and source of healing. But I was in for a surprise.

Like Christian de Quincey, I am particularly interested in dialogue—in my case because that is the core intervention in IRT. Long before I had read theologian Martin Buber or quantum physicist-turned-philosopher 
David Bohm, I had been taught about the value of dialogue by a client couple: George and Mary. I remember them well. They were what we would call “neurotic,” not a “couple from hell,” but they were in deep trouble, and Mary was considering divorce. That is how she got George into my office. She was very feminine, expressive, and exasperated. He was kind, warm, very rational, and cooperative, and he wanted his marriage.

Although it was clear that he wanted to understand her, he did not have a clue about what she wanted. Nor did she, until I asked her; and it turned out that what she wanted most was to be heard. She felt invisible in his presence, especially when she talked about her feelings of invisibility. She did not want her problems solved, which is what he wanted to do. So, I asked him if he would listen again, not thinking about how to solve her problems, but just listen.

He tried again, and when she was finished, I asked her if that was what she wanted.

She said: “I want to know if he heard what I said.” Then, turning to George, she added: “Tell it back to me.”

He tried, but failed, so I helped him. Finally, he “got it right.” Before he could relax, however, she said, “But do you see what I mean? Do you see my point of view?”

Then I got it. She wanted more than accurate listening; she wanted to know if he could see how she was thinking, if he could appreciate the reasons behind her thoughts and feelings of invisibility. She wanted to know if he knew how she knew.

Later, I called this “validation.” So, I asked him if he could see the sense she was making.

He said, “No, she does not make sense to me. She is not invisible; I love her and respect her.”

“But can you see how her thoughts make sense to her?” I asked.

She interrupted: “Yes, it is not about you, it is about me. Can you see me?”

So I coached him to experiment by saying to her: “You make sense, Mary. I understand that when I listen to your problems I give you a solution rather than just listening and sympathizing, and that’s why you feel invisible. I can see that now.”

Her body softened, and after she finished crying, she said: “That is the first time in my life I have felt visible. Thank you.”

In the next session, they reported they had resumed making love, and after many more sessions, in which she also listened to him, validated his point of view, and expressed empathy, they ended therapy feeling deeply connected.




WHERE HEALING HAPPENS

I began my career in therapy with the assumption that my job was to help couples solve problems. Eventually, I came to the conclusion that what all couples basically want is to feel connection, and that all their problems are rooted in disconnection.

But I was in for another surprise. At that time, I had not yet discovered the term “intersubjectivity” or the idea of “second-person knowing”—the “I–I” de Quincey espouses. The notion of relationship as foundational was far from my mind. I still thought of couples as two individuals creating relationship, and that in a successful relationship they felt connected. I was looking for a new way of being, not for a new way of knowing. Isn’t that what therapy is: becoming who you are, developing your potential, being at peace with others?

My thinking shifted when my wife Helen told me that my work with couples reminded her of Martin Buber’s “I-Thou” distinction. I disagreed, saying I did not understand him. Nor did I appreciate a comment by renowned psychotherapist Harry Stack Sullivan that “what happens inside persons is not as important as what happens between them.” Helen insisted that I read Buber again, and reconsider Sullivan, which I did.

After rereading Buber, I learned that his focus was not so much on the “I” and the “Thou” as on the hyphen—the “between,” which is where he located Love and God. I then began to connect the dots and realized: It is the relationship that heals. Therapists do not heal; couples do not heal their relationship—rather, it heals them.

And so, I concluded, relationship is foundational. It gives birth to the infant in conception, to the self in parenting, and to transformation in conscious partnership. But what constitutes “relationship?” That 
became the new mystery, and, as usual, I began by assuming that relationship is a way of being. Not until I read de Quincey did I discern that dialogue is actually a new way of knowing, and so is therapy.

Through dialogue and deep engagement, couples differentiate from each other and come to know each other in a new way that transforms the sense of self within each of them. A new way of knowing creates a new way of being.




CONSCIOUS PARTNERSHIP

And that leads to yet another mystery. Helen and I began referring to a healing marriage as a “conscious partnership.” But we had not given much thought to the meaning of “conscious.” It was an adjective that distinguished the “conscious” marriage from the “unconscious” marriage. In retrospect, we unconsciously used “conscious” to refer to a change in the contents of consciousness—a change brought about by dialogue.

Some years ago, I began to muse about the nature of the universe—what the universe has to be in order for couples to be able to have a “conscious” marriage. So, I set out to discover the meaning of “consciousness.” Delving into the literature, I learned that, basically, in Western science consciousness is considered an epiphenomenon or by-product of the brain, whereas in Eastern meditative traditions consciousness is understood to be the foundation of all that exists.

In the West, it is assumed that the brain (believed to be made up of non-conscious matter) has evolved to the point where it can become self-reflective. At first, that made sense to me, but little did I know that I was an unconscious materialist. Discovering this was shock because, as a theologian, I assumed, also unconsciously, that “non-material” activities such as prayer, inspiration, love, values, hope, and faith were both real and potent. In short, I was living with contradictory metaphysical beliefs, and the confrontation with this split in me was sobering and healing.

Without going into the details of my emotional, spiritual, and intellectual transformation, I will share only that intuitively I arrived at the conclusion that “Consciousness” (with a capital “C”) is “what is.” 
Consciousness, I came to accept, is Being, and therefore all “beings” are conscious. They do not possess consciousness as something added on.

I finally adopted the position that all things, organic and inorganic, are conscious because they are made of Consciousness, but not all things are alive. The universe, including us, is conscious, not as a quality but as essence—and that part of the universe that is us (biological beings) is conscious and alive. Thus rocks, which clearly are not alive, are nevertheless conscious—echoing de Quincey’s position that consciousness goes all the way down.

Consciousness creatively self-organizes into a diversity and multiplicity of forms, all of which innately “know” how to be that form, and how to function as that form. The human brain, existing in a network of Consciousness, has evolved to the point where it can receive and meditate on the information streaming in from the Cosmos. We are that aspect of the Cosmos that can reflect upon itself and know itself. Thus, the answer to my question—What would the universe need to be in order for couples to have a conscious partnership?—is: “It would have to be Consciousness itself.” Couples can be conscious because they are “made” of consciousness.

Over the years, then, I learned something new and powerful: that when couples achieve and maintain connection with each other they began to feel connected to something “larger”—variously referred to as the “Cosmos” or the “Divine.” I intuited that some form of “ruptured connection” is behind all couples’ problems, and that “restoring connection” is the “cure.” And I now theorize that this may be true of everyone in all our relationships—with ourselves, with other people and animals, with the planet, with the Cosmos, and with the Divine.

I believe that this perspective is needed more than ever in our times, and I sense that it is emerging all around us as a new relational archetype.

Christian de Quincey appears to be in the grips of this archetype and has been assigned a role in giving it birth. He has distinguished intersubjectivity from the objectivity and subjectivity that have dominated debates on consciousness for a long time, and in this book he weaves all three into a new form of knowing and being. In doing so, I believe, he is a conscious agent aiding the evolutionary process.

Radical Knowing is a monumental undertaking: giving voice to the changing forms of the Cosmos—a project, of course, that is never complete. This intelligent author and his provocative book spearhead a future that is coming toward us whether we are ready for it or not—a future in which all forms of knowing and being will be unified, thus reflecting the grand unity of a Conscious Cosmos.

I encourage the reader to enter here with an open mind, and to be open to being grasped by this archetypal energy. Be prepared to be surprised.

HARVILLE HENDRIX, PH.D., 
AUTHOR OF GETTING THE LOVE YOU WANT 
NEW JERSEY, APRIL, 2005





Introduction

I wrote this book to help liberate people from deeply held beliefs, well-worn grooves of thought about who we are, about the nature of consciousness, and what it means to be in relationship.

We are now living through a time of great uncertainty about so much that previous generations took for granted. Based on philosophical explorations and personal experiences beyond the borders of academic learning, I offer a radically different view of what it means to be human, of how we know anything about ourselves, about body and soul, and about sharing a world with others.

In the pages that follow, I will try to direct attention away from the usual distracting beliefs and “facts” that fill our minds. Instead, I encourage and invite you to engage in a novel approach to using your mind by feeling your thinking, by paying attention to the experience of consciousness itself—to what I call “experience beyond belief.”

This is the second volume in my “radical consciousness” 
trilogy.1 The first book Radical Nature, explored the nature of reality and the “mind-body 
problem.”*1

This volume, Radical Knowing, explores the nature of consciousness and knowing how we know, using different lenses that will help bring this elusive aspect of our lives into sharper focus:

The four gifts. In order to explore consciousness we need to cultivate other ways of knowing beyond reason and the senses. In short, we need to balance our “four gifts”: the Philosopher’s Gift of reason; the 
Scientist’s Gift of the senses (and methodology); the Shaman’s Gift of participatory knowing through feeling; and the Mystic’s Gift of sacred silence or direct spiritual experience. In this book, I focus on two of these gifts in particular, the Philosopher’s Gift of reason and the Shaman’s Gift of participatory knowing. I show that in order to know who we are, and to find deep meaning in our lives, we need to engage in “radical knowing”—by that I mean we need to learn to feel our thinking (not merely think our thoughts). When we are able to do this, we discover that we exist in a web of interconnection. In a very literal sense we are our relationships. Philosophers call this “intersubjectivity.”

The three perspectives. I then go on to explore this idea of inter-subjectivity more fully by identifying three complementary ways to integrate the science and spirit of consciousness. These are: subjectivity (first-person meditation and contemplation), intersubjectivity (for example, second-person dialogue), and objectivity (third-person study of the brain and nervous system). I pay special attention to intersubjectivity (abbreviated “I–I” and pronounced “I-to-I”). Intersubjectivity is “knowing through relationship”—a form of non-sensory, non-linguistic connection through presence and meaning, rather than through mechanism or exchanges of energy. Whereas Radical Nature made a case for panpsychism (“consciousness all the way down”), Radical Knowing goes further by making a case for intersubjectivity (“consciousness as communion”) as the foundation for all other modes of knowing.

The two modes. Throughout this book, I use the power of personal narrative to show how two very different ways of relating to the world and to each other have profound effects on human relationships and our connection with nature. I discuss the distinction between “preconquest” (feeling-based) consciousness typical of indigenous peoples and “postconquest” (reason-based) consciousness typical of modern “civilized” cultures. Many of us may recognize the tension between feeling and reason as a source of misunderstanding and conflict in our personal and business relationships. In this book, we will explore why people who rely more on feeling as a guide for decision making often seem at odds with people who rely more on intellect and reason. Understanding these tensions will go a long way to resolving them. We will learn about 
a new way to balance thinking and feeling, head and heart, in ways that can restore power and even “magic” to our personal and professional relationships.

The unity of communion. Finally, we go right to the heart of consciousness by following the example of great sages and mystics. Here, we learn to experience the value and potency of silence by simply being present. Naturally, I have less to say about this. In a short chapter on a special form of dialogue developed by quantum physicist David Bohm, I describe an effective way to explore consciousness and relationship communally using the intersubjectivity of sacred silence. Knowing our own consciousness involves “feeling our thinking” rather than habitually “thinking our thoughts.” When we learn to feel our thinking in this way, we allow the wisdom of silence to find its unforced natural expression in appropriate and evocative language. I call this process “giving voice to the cosmos.”

Radical Knowing aims to open up a different kind of philosophy—one very much needed in our confused and troubled times. Here, I resume my attempts begun in Radical Nature to return philosophy to its original meaning: “love of wisdom.” I use the power of narrative to tell the story of my own transformation from being a logic-chopping academic, trained to be “right” and to win at any cost, to becoming a more openhearted and compassionate lover of shared wisdom. Radical Knowing invites you to feel the power of true philosophy as an antidote to the sense of separation and conflict so prevalent in the world today.



Part 1

Personal Transformation




1

Relationship

How Are You Connected?

What is most important in your life? Put this question to a wide range of people and, sure enough, you’ll get a wide range of answers . . . everything from “money,” “sex,” “career,” to “good health,” “family,” “love.” And if you were to ask some deeper questions about why such things are so important my guess is that underneath all the answers you would find some common ground. What you and I really want most of all are meaningful, satisfying relationships.

Relationships? Everybody has them. In fact you can’t avoid them. Even if you decided to live alone in a log cabin on a remote island, you’d still be in relationship—at the very least with your memories of other people, and with the animals and insects and plants that surround you, and on which you rely for companionship and nourishment. Yes, we are always embedded in relationships, and the mark of a good life is the quality of our interconnectedness.

This may come as a surprise to some people: You cannot not be in relationship. It is a fact of life. Yet so many of us spend a lot of our precious time and money trying to find relationships, or the perfect one. But after some reflection and clear thinking we come to recognize a basic, simple fact: We are always in relationship . . . of some kind. It’s part of the welcome package we get on arrival into this world. Every one of us—no exceptions—gets the basic package: a body, a mind, and relationships.

At home and in school we are trained to take care of and develop our bodies and minds. For the body, we go to the gym, play sports, eat healthy food; for the mind, we learn how to count, to spell, to read. 
Our culture spends untold billions of dollars each year to help us take care of our bodies and minds—from medical and healthcare institutions, parks and recreation services, to colleges and universities and other institutions of higher learning. Yes, we are trained and encouraged to care for our bodies and to develop our minds.

But when was the last time you entered an “institute for relationship”? The phrase even sounds peculiar. It is an alien idea in our culture. It’s as if we have been led to believe that our relationships will take care of themselves. Just put two or more individuals together, and, if they have sound bodies and minds, chances are they will develop good relationships. Oh, if only it were that simple! Check out the divorce statistics and you’ll soon see that, as a society, we’re not very good at relationships at all.

Of course, there are all kinds of relationships besides love and marriage. Relationships with our family of origin (and her/his family of origin!). Relationships at work and in our careers. Relationships with our neighbors and community. Relationships with our pets, and with all the other animals and plants we rely on for companionship and nourishment. Relationships with bacteria and other microbes that influence our health and vitality. Relationships with our homes, and cars, and boats, and all our other worldly possessions. Relationships with our environment. Relationships with our church, synagogue, mosque, temple, or stupa. Relationships with our God or gods, whatever we conceive him, her, it, or them to be.

You get the picture. Relationships are pervasive. Take a few minutes to write out your own list of all the kinds of relationships you have. You will think of many not listed here. It’s a useful exercise that will help you become more aware of just how embedded you are (like the rest of us) in a rich tapestry of relationship. Yes, just as the new sciences keep telling us: We are all interconnected. The question, then, is: What is the quality of our connections?

[image: image]


HOW ARE WE CONNECTED?

We can begin to answer this question by exploring the nature of our relationships. In today’s world, one way we are all related is through fibers and filaments of physical connection—through, for example, the local and global networks of telephones, computers, and the Internet, using the media of voice and images to keep each other informed about the things that matter to us. The common factor in all these modes of connection is that they are physical—involving exchanges of energy and information.

However, we are also deeply interconnected in other important ways—through non-physical connections. These are much less obvious and less easy to identify and define, though not because they are less real or have less impact on our lives. In fact, I believe our non-physical connections have a much deeper influence on the quality of our lives and relationships than the more visible and tangible physical links and networks.

What are these “non-physical” connections? I’m not talking about some esoteric, “far out” metaphysical lines of force running through our lives and world, shaping our destinies (for example, the kinds of connections astrologers say link us to the positions of the planets and stars). No, I mean something much more mundane and closer to home—something common to all of us, something we all share, something so familiar and intimate that many of us rarely pay much attention to it. I’m talking about consciousness.

Yes, consciousness.

But, I hear you say, isn’t my consciousness my own private affair, my own private world? My consciousness, my mind, exists inside my head, and nowhere else. No one else has access to my thoughts, feelings, and desires unless I express them. Right? So how can I be connected to other people through consciousness? How can consciousness be one of the fibers of relationship?

Actually, I hope to show you that not only is consciousness a key ingredient in all relationships—I will emphatically state that it is not just a fiber but the very fabric of all our relationships. And that without cultivating our consciousness we will not be very successful in cultivating 
any of our relationships. Look at the list of relationships you have created, and now ask yourself: “How is the quality of my consciousness reflected in the quality of those relationships?” If you meditate on this question for some time, I think you will discover, as I have, that consciousness and relationship are so deeply and intimately related that we could confidently say: “The quality of my consciousness is the quality of my relationships,” and vice versa.

Relationship is all about consciousness. And consciousness is all about relationship.

This last claim may need a little unpacking.

Let’s go back to our “welcome package,” the one we all received at birth: body, mind, relationships. I said above that our society, our civilization, trains us to take care of body and mind, through healthcare, diet, exercise, and education. Now I’m going to take back what I just said. Or at least modify it a little.

Yes, it is true enough to say that we have developed social institutions for taking care of body and mind—but only to a degree. And in many ways to a very small degree when it comes to “mind.” In Western cultures, we are trained to develop a certain kind, or part, of our mind. We are trained to think rationally and logically. Our entire educational system is designed to foster skills for working with the contents of our minds. We are fed “facts.” Passing exams is all about getting the right answers, about getting our facts right. Getting a job is all about being able to apply the facts in a commercial environment in a way that adds value to our employer’s bottom line.




FACTS WRAPPED IN FEELING

In Western cultures, we are trained to work with facts, we are not trained to work with feelings and intuition. Picture it this way: Every fact comes wrapped in a tissue of feelings. There is no such thing as a stand alone, pure objective fact. Every so-called fact—every fact—every item of knowledge only becomes a fact when someone’s consciousness becomes aware of it. All facts, all the thoughts and ideas that fill up our minds, exist only because they have found a place in someone’s consciousness. And everyone’s consciousness is notoriously subjective.

The key distinguishing mark of consciousness is its subjectivity. Consciousness does not exist in physical space. You cannot see it, cannot touch it, cannot measure it. Subjectivity means this: It feels like something from the inside. When you have a toothache, it is subjective; you feel it from inside your own consciousness. Nobody else can feel or experience your toothache for you. And this is just as true for so-called objective facts—whether it’s this month’s financial statement, the flat tire on your car, the rain beating on the window, your computer crashing, or the book in your hands. Every “objective” known fact always shows up in someone’s subjective mind. That’s the only way it can be known. Facts come wrapped in feeling.

I know, you’re already saying, “Hey, this is getting pretty deep. Heavy-duty philosophy.” But it’s “deep” only because it may be unfamiliar to you. And that’s my point. Our educational system—our entire culture—has missed this crucial part of the “human welcome package.” In other traditions, for example in Buddhist societies, this kind of thinking is not at all deep. It is part of their everyday exploration of what it means to be a human being.

Rather than fall off the “deep” end into bottomless philosophizing, I want you to simply, and easily, just pay attention to your own experience, to the feelings coursing through your body right now, at this very moment, as you read these words. What are you feeling? Where in your body do you feel it? What does it feel like? Is it moving? Is the feeling stuck?

Now, if you are an educated Westerner, you have probably already begun thinking about what I’ve just said. But don’t try to analyze my words, trying to figure out what they mean—even though that’s what you’ve been trained to do (and I’m sure you do it very well). This book is about stepping outside your training and the usual way you use your mind. So don’t think. Just feel. Later on, we will explore what it means to feel your thinking.

In our culture, we are trained to use our minds to figure out what’s best for our bodies. What I would like you to open up to now is the idea of the body being in service to the mind. Or, more accurately, learning to use the feelings in our bodies in ways that will help improve the quality of our consciousness. I want us to learn to pay attention, not just to 
the contents of our minds, but also to the quality or “context” of our minds—to consciousness itself.




YOU ARE NOT AN INDIVIDUAL

And (letting the secret out right at the start) I suspect that when you engage in this exploration, when you pay attention to your own mind, to your consciousness—to your feeling of subjectivity—you will discover, as I have, something quite unfamiliar, perhaps even startling: The deepest nature of consciousness is communion, or relationship. Subjectivity is actually inter-subjectivity. (Don’t worry about that word for now. It will become much clearer soon enough.).

Here’s a different way of looking at this “startling discovery”: Of the three items in our “welcome package” (body, mind, and relationships), our culture has got at least two of them very, very wrong. We’ve been given very inaccurate information about the nature of consciousness and the nature of relationship.

Let’s look at consciousness first: It is not isolated within our private brains. It is shared, communal. (Yes, contents of consciousness may be, for the most part, private. I don’t have access to your memory of what you had for breakfast, for example. But the context of consciousness, the source from which all thoughts arise, is shared. It’s like we have a time-share for our thoughts. We get to keep them private if we choose, but the consciousness that houses our thoughts—the “building”—does not belong solely to us.)

And then there’s relationship. Contrary to what we’ve been trained to believe, relationship does not happen when two or more people come together. This is the “rugged individual” view of relationship. Typically, we believe that each individual is kind of like an “atom,” and when two atom-individuals bump into each other, they form a relationship.

We even talk about the “chemistry” of relationship. Think of your own first love affair, perhaps in high school. You went to the dance, or the mall, or wherever, no doubt with some friends, a group of “atoms” out for a good time. And then your eyes met. You encountered your partner-to-be, two “soul atoms” coming together, and 
forming a relationship. First you were individuals. Then you entered into a relationship. Seems kind of obvious, right?

Well, I’m proposing that that view of relationship is wrong and, in so doing, I’m turning the usual view of things on its head. I’m saying that relationship comes first, and then our individuality grows out of our relationships—not the other way around. The illusion of individualism is the “box” we will be thinking and feeling outside of as our journey through radical knowing unfolds.

At John F. Kennedy University, in California, where I teach, I begin many of my classes by advising students not to believe anything I am about to tell them. And I’m now extending the same advice to you. Don’t believe a word I say. I don’t want you to believe anything. Not what I say, or what anybody else says. I want you to learn a new way of using your mind that liberates you from “facts” and “beliefs” by focusing on your own direct, moment-to-moment experience. This is where your real power resides; this is the way to wisdom.




PHILOSOPHY, STORIES, AND HEALING

I will begin with a personal story, a narrative about how I came to realize the limitations of mainstream academic philosophy, and how I opened to a different kind of philosophy—one more aligned with its original intent and meaning (philosophia, love of wisdom). In the next chapter, I will tell this story of my own awakening, and how I came to understand two different kinds of awareness: reason-based consciousness and feeling-based consciousness.

While developing the ideas for this book, I gave many public talks to test the material with different kinds of audiences. Almost invariably after each presentation, women would come up to thank me for putting into words an issue they had difficulty articulating. As these women explained it to me, they felt most comfortable relating to the world through their feelings, whereas the men in their lives typically used reason as a basis for communication. Many of these women had spent years in relationships where they felt that their husband, boss, teacher, father, or brother had used the power of intellect to invalidate their feelings 
and in so doing, dominated them; these men and women were experiencing a clash of worldviews.

For the women, feelings were the best guide to speaking their truth; for the men getting at truth involved a process of probing and questioning. Frequently, communication would break down, with each accusing the other: “You’re stuck in your head. You have no heart.” Or, from the other side, “You’re too emotional. You don’t think clearly enough.” After hearing about the two modes of consciousness discussed in this book, the women told me that they now had a new perspective that gave them insight into the dynamics of their relationships.

It’s not that one way of knowing is right or better than the other—we need both reason and feeling for getting on with the complicated business of living. However, if we can develop an awareness and sensitivity first of all to the fact that these differences exist, and then achieve some comprehension of their underlying dynamics, we can begin to exercise more choice in how we understand and relate to the “other.”




GENDER AND CONSCIOUSNESS

We should be careful not to generalize or to stereotype genders. Not all women use feeling as their primary mode of consciousness or communication. And, of course, women can be just as rational and intellectual as men. Similarly, not all men are unskilled in the “arts” of feeling, either. Furthermore, feeling-based consciousness is not always so gentle or nurturing.

For example, I remember teaching a class on the evolution of consciousness where the women in the class (the majority), ganged up on a couple of the men. The women accused the men of being “too intellectual.” This was at a university, and of course the men were entitled to use their knowledge and powers of reasoning to explore the topic; it was entirely appropriate. But the women let rip, and the force of their emotions clamped down on the two men, effectively silencing them for the rest of the class.

Fortunately, I had designed the course to include, the following week, some Bohmian dialogue (a form of communication that encourages and facilitates truthful and authentic self-expression, as we will see 
in a later chapter), and this turned out to be a fruitful learning opportunity for all involved.

Employing the technique of Bohmian dialogue, the women came to recognize that even while talking about the value of feeling the previous week, they had actually been using forceful, rational arguments that were driven by charged emotions. By attacking the men, the women had effectively demonstrated that strong feelings can dominate reason—especially when expressions of the feelings are distorted by emotions such as fear or aggression. This interaction served as a dramatic real-life example of what can happen when thinking and feeling get tangled up without sufficient discernment between them.

From my perspective as a class instructor on dialogue, I saw the irony: women using reason distorted by emotions to express their feelings against men who were speaking clearly and rationally, guided by their own felt sense of what was true. In this case, the women “conquered” the men, switching the usual gender roles of feeling and thinking.




INTELLECTUAL VS. INTUITIVE KNOWING?

We can learn to discern which life situations call for intellect or instrumental knowing, and which call for feeling or intuitive knowing. For example, in balancing your checkbook or finding your way through the streets of an unfamiliar city it probably works best to rely on reason and intellect (though, of course, even in these situations we would not want to block off all access to our intuitive faculties, either).

But developing a relationship is not at all like balancing a checkbook. And it is here that people often get into difficulty. Trying to “figure out” relationships by relying predominantly on our rational instrumental mind is likely to result in breakdown. It’s simply the wrong tool for the job. As we will see, relationships form and develop through participation in shared meaning and cannot be figured out the way we would analyze parts of a machine.

Even though some people may find the ideas in this book to be “therapeutic” (in the style of “philosophical counseling”), that is not my central intent. Yes, certainly, I am passionately interested in what I called “epistemotherapy” in Radical Nature—healing the split between our different ways of knowing, between intuition and intellect, between 
feeling and thinking, between body and mind. But I don’t believe ideas can do it, certainly not on their own. The best I can hope for is that the words on these pages may loosen up some deeply held beliefs and create openings for meaningful insights and experiences to arise. I am not a psychotherapist; I am a philosopher committed to exploring the nature of consciousness. Nevertheless, paradoxically, it seems that a willingness to openly explore consciousness without having any therapeutic agenda can lead to a kind of healing—especially when we successfully integrate thinking and feeling.

But this is not your typical philosophy, either.

I have deliberately chosen to weave personal narrative into this book because I am urging us to honor different ways of knowing when exploring consciousness. Including a “first-person” narrative, I feel, helps balance the more objective and academic “third-person” approaches typical in most philosophy and science. Further, as you will see, one of the key themes in my story is the crucial importance of acknowledging and including the “second-person” perspective (“I-you” or “I-to-I” relationships).

As a result, readers familiar with the first volume in this trilogy will notice a shift from a predominantly philosophical writing style to (in this book) a style that is more “user-friendly”—more an anthropology of consciousness. (I promise there will be no mathematical equations or complex formulas. Even though we will be moving into some deep philosophical territory, my aim is to keep the message simple.) I believe a user-friendly approach is appropriate given the subject matter of this book: exploring different ways of knowing consciousness and who we are in the world. As in my previous book, I believe the role of story is fundamental both to how we understand our place in the greater cosmic scheme and to how nature itself has produced beings who thrive by sharing meaning.

We are such beings—storytellers.




CONSCIOUSNESS KNOWING CONSCIOUSNESS

In recent years, consciousness has been described as the “final frontier” for science. It is also the hardest problem in philosophy, and the great mystery in spirituality. All three disciplines offer ways to study 
consciousness—it is the one reality common to all of them, and essential to all of them. Each discipline relies on its own particular way of knowing: for science, it’s the senses; for philosophy, it’s reason; for spirituality, it’s direct experience.

But what is the best way to know the mind? How do we know what we know? We will attempt to unravel this mystery by asking three crucial questions:


	How far back in evolution does consciousness go?

	Are philosophical truth and spiritual wisdom compatible?

	What is the essential nature of consciousness?



As you will see, these questions reflect my own evolving struggles as a philosopher who, while rigorously investigating “mind,” honors the very different perspectives of science and spirituality. I am particularly interested in what happens when philosophy and spirituality engage in dialogue about consciousness: Can reason enlighten our steps on the spiritual path? Can mystical experience guide philosophy?

In exploring the relationship between reason and nonrational ways of knowing, our first clues will come from the science of anthropology, and the discovery of two radically different forms of consciousness found in different cultures. One, typical of indigenous peoples, is rooted in feeling and focuses on communal well-being. The other, typical of modern culture, is rooted in dialectical reason and uses confrontation to dispel ignorance and get at truth. In the chapters ahead, we will see that unless the rational mind reconnects with its own deep roots in feeling, and opens to transcendental intuition, it will continue to conquer and suppress other ways of knowing.

When reason is rooted in feeling, however, philosophy can attain wisdom beyond mere truth. In a nutshell, the central theme of my work in philosophy is this: In exploring consciousness are we searching for truth or for wisdom? Are we looking for decisive facts or for enlightening experience? Do we want more theory or do we want deeper insights into how we might better live our lives?

In short: Are we looking for consciousness through words or through silence?

On the one hand, we may study mind because we want to understand it—to talk or write about it coherently. On the other hand, we may study consciousness because we want to experience it—to know it from within in a way that illuminates our lives. The first approach gives us philosophical truth; the second can lead to spiritual wisdom. This book honors and integrates both.
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Consciousness

Truth or Wisdom?

My earliest relatives were bacteria! The revelation truly amazed me as I sat, one rainy winter’s afternoon, daydreaming out the window, imagining the vast panorama of evolution: From humblest beginnings, life had grown and had produced all this—including me sitting there thinking about it all!

I first became fascinated with consciousness as a seven- or eight-year-old kid in Ireland. With nothing else to do that rainy afternoon, I took down my father’s old and tattered encyclopedia from the bookshelf and stopped at an entry on “Evolution.” A line drawing of a dinosaur had caught my attention, then I lost myself in the text, understanding what little I could at such a young age. But I did grasp enough that day to set in motion the direction that my life’s work would take.

I discovered that not only was I descended from my parents, grandparents, great grandparents, and so on all the way back to the beginnings of humanity, but that the entire human race had evolved from some apelike ancestors, who came from even more primitive mammals, who came from reptiles, who came from amphibians, who came from fish, who came from jellyfish, who came from clumps of cells, all the way down to single-celled creatures identified, in that old book, as “infusoria” (today, we’d call them “protozoa” or “bacteria”).

So this was evolution! I spoke the word aloud, enjoying the onomatopoeia: “e-v-o-l-u-t-i-o-n.” It sounded like a great unfolding, a rolling out of hidden forms, now mimicked in the way my tongue uncurled from the roof of my mouth.

But something else even more astounding grabbed me. Not only was I mesmerized by images of descending species, somehow that stupendous unfolding managed to produce the ability to look back and contemplate the process of evolution itself.

Somehow, somewhere along the line, evolution had become aware of itself.

At that time, I don’t think I knew the word “consciousness,” but probably I was familiar with words such as “mind” or “thinking” or “knowing.” How could those ancient “infusoria” have ever produced mind or thoughts? And just where did mind first appear?

I could very easily believe that our dog and cat had something like a mind. The same was true of our pet bird and, as I looked closely at the eyes of my pet goldfish, I was convinced I could include it, too. But what about the worms in the back garden? What about the starfish and jellyfish washed up on the sand at the beach? I was less sure. I couldn’t decide one way or the other.

So I came to believe that this remarkable ability we call “consciousness” came into existence somewhere between worms and fish. But where exactly? Where, in the great unfolding of evolution, did mind or consciousness first appear?

I had no answers. The encyclopedia gave no clues, and my parents and teachers, it seemed, could hardly understand my question. They spoke to me of “souls” and “God’s mysterious ways,” and I was left wondering and unsatisfied because, as far as I could make out, they were telling me only humans had souls. But such religious “explanations” did not fit what I had learned from the encyclopedia, or what I experienced for myself. No, whatever “consciousness” or “soul” was, it was not unique to humans—but how far back did it go?

I grew up puzzled. Not that such questions burned in my thoughts every day; but from time to time I would think back on those dinosaurs and infusoria, and wonder about evolution and about the feelings pulsing through me and other creatures.

I wondered, too, why the stories I was learning from science and religion didn’t match. As I reached my teens and began to deal with the first blushes of adolescent emotions—girls and sexual attraction—the old questions returned with a new force. Fears of unrequited love 
triggered bouts of existential anguish. What was it all about? Trying to figure things out didn’t help a whittle. Emotions were so powerful they swamped cool reason? Why the conflict?

In my later teens and early twenties, the cauldron of questions boiled over and I was driven to find answers. But again, no account satisfied the deepest and most troubling questions about the origin of consciousness, about the clash between reason and emotion, or the gap between science and religion.

By then, I had lost faith in the traditional priestly stories and had turned to science as the most reliable source of truth. I began to study psychology, but those textbooks talked only about nervous systems, conditioned reflexes, stimulus, and response. Nothing in the words I read came anywhere close to connecting with what I was actually feeling. The disconnect between academic attempts to explain the mind and my youthful highly-charged lived-experience was dramatic.

Disappointed with both science and religion, I eventually turned to philosophy. At first, the philosophical writings on mind were even more incomprehensible than the scientific treatises on neurons and brains. I learned, then, that there are two English languages: one, the common speech of everyday folk; the other, the jargon used by philosophers. Yes, I could read and even understand their words, but the meaning seemed to evaporate off the page before I reached the end of their highly nuanced and complex sentences. I couldn’t crack the code. So I turned to the ancient teachings of the East. Here, in the traditions of Taoism, Buddhism, and Hinduism, I discovered language, imagery, and ideas that indeed resonated with my own experiences.

But beyond telling me that consciousness or spirit was the source of everything, including matter, in the end I found little in Eastern philosophies to quench a growing and burning desire to know about the relationship between body and mind, or how consciousness could have evolved from matter. By then, this had become the driving question for me.

Years later, I returned to the philosophical texts of the West, particularly those focused on the precise questions that troubled me. I went back to college and, through perseverance and determination, cracked the code of Western philosophical jargon—I began to understand what they were saying about “the mind-body problem.”

I came to appreciate, and then love, the rigor and precision that philosophers applied to language; to hone and dissect distinctions that lay buried beneath superficial assumptions. I learned to use the surgical skills of logic and analysis to cut through linguistic and conceptual confusions surrounding the “great questions.” I learned to use and value the philosopher’s gift of reason.

In debates, discussions, and arguments, I wielded saber and scalpel to slash away at incautious and sloppy thinking about the nature of consciousness and its emergence from matter. I enjoyed diving into the academic fray, pursuing a “no mercy” approach to the search for truth. If others were bemused, cornered, or offended by the sharpness of my philosopher’s tongue, well, that was an acceptable—even necessary—price to pay for truth. I made short work of the conceptual knots befuddling the philosophical worldviews of dualism, materialism, and idealism and, in the process, found serious flaws in all of them.

I was still looking for “the answer” when, shortly after my fortieth birthday, the “eureka” arrived like a thunderbolt the day I rediscovered the work of Alfred North Whitehead—one of the twentieth century’s greatest philosophers, a thinker who recognized the profound importance of feeling at all levels of reality.

After all this time, the answer to my life-long question “Where in the great unfolding of evolution did consciousness first appear?” was simple—nowhere! Consciousness had always been there, no matter how far back along the path of evolution one went. Back beyond the fish and jellyfish, back beyond even the bacteria and “infusoria”—further still, back beyond the organic chemicals of life, DNA and proteins, back beyond the molecules and their constituent atoms, back to the elementary particles, and back to the quarks, quanta, or superstrings, or whatever the fundamental constituents of the entire cosmos of matter and energy might be.

I had discovered panpsychism—the philosophical worldview that all matter possesses some form of mind. Consciousness, I now could see, must go all the way down.


COMPETING WORLDVIEWS

Of all the worldviews attempting to account for the mind-body relation, panpsychism was the most controversial, and the least academically respectable. Few philosophical books or articles gave even passing notice to its ideas. And those that did mention it tended to dismiss it as unworthy of serious consideration. Throwaway comments such as “panpsychism asks us to believe that rocks and trees have thoughts” implied we were being asked to accept that lowly clumps of matter could think like humans: “How absurd to believe rocks could spin out sonnets like Shakespeare’s, or equations like Einstein’s.” But such criticisms completely misrepresented panpsychism—and consciousness. Its critics rarely, if ever, took the trouble to find out first-hand just what Whitehead and other panpsychist philosophers were actually saying.

I did take the trouble, and I found what seemed to me to be the most coherent and sensible philosophical position on the mind-body problem. And because panpsychism was so controversial and misunderstood, I took extra trouble to make sure I could offer a respectable defense against inevitable 
attacks.*2

My academic training had taught me that the best line of defense is to be rigorous and ruthless in attack. So I spent years mastering and dissecting the opposing views of dualism, materialism, and idealism, and I discovered along the way that the bottom-line failure of each of these worldviews could be expressed simply: They all required a “supernatural” intervention; none could offer a natural account of the relationship between mind and body. (The accompanying sidebar gives a thumbnail of the major views on the “hard problem”—how mind and body, consciousness and the physical world, are related. See also appendix 4 “Integrating Worldviews.”)

The more I investigated the various worldviews, the more I became convinced that the only rational explanation for the relationship between mind and matter is some form of panpsychism, or what I came to call “radical naturalism.” Nature is “radical,” I say, because it is made of real objective matter-energy that is subjective and sentient through and through. Nature itself is sentient all the way down, it literally has a mind of its own—and that explains the commonsense experience we all have of a world where both consciousness and matter-energy are obviously real. In short, matter tingles with the spark of spirit.


Major Worldviews on the Mind/Body Problem

Dualism—The problem of interaction. Dualism requires a miracle to “explain” how the two utterly different and separate substances of mind and body could ever interact. Yet, plainly, mind and body interact moment by moment in our own experience.

Dualism makes no sense if we cannot explain how the “ghost enters the machine”—it asks us to accept that supernatural soul or spirit “somehow” interacts with the natural world of matter. Dualism defends the position that half of reality is supernatural.

Materialism—The problem of emergence. Materialism, likewise, requires a miracle to “explain” how sentient, subjective minds could ever evolve or emerge out of matter that was wholly insentient and objective to begin with.

Materialism also asks us to accept not only that mind is wholly natural, but that it is also wholly physical and objective, which completely leaves the undeniable subjectivity of consciousness wholly unaccounted for. For mind to emerge from matter, for consciousness to appear in the natural world, would require some kind of miraculous intervention. Materialism defends the paradoxical position that everything real is natural, physical, and objective—including mind, which is undeniably subjective. But in a world made up wholly of objective physical stuff the appearance of subjective mind could not happen naturally. Such emergence would require an inexplicable ontological jump—a miracle. In a purely physical world, the appearance of mind would be a supernatural event.

Idealism—The problem of realism. Idealism, too, requires a miracle of one kind or another: either the unreality of physical reality, or the creation of real matter from pure spirit. Idealism asks us to believe that either all matter is ultimately illusion (maya), or that matter emanates from pure mind or spirit. The first option leaves unresolved the pragmatic problem of living in the world if we do not treat matter as real. Matter forces us to acknowledge its reality, despite the claims of idealists. The 
second option is merely the flip side of materialism: It asks us to believe physical matter could evolve or emerge or emanate from wholly nonphysical mind or spirit.

Idealism asks us to reject the natural world as having any substantial reality in its own right. According to this position, everything is ultimately supernatural—all physical manifestation, the entire panorama of nature, derives all its reality from the mind that creates it. What we call the natural world is merely appearance or illusion generated by pure mind. In idealism, nature is merely an epiphenomenon of mind.

Panpsychism, on the other hand, requires no such miracles or supernaturalism. It takes the position that: 1) Both mind and matter are real and natural (neither one has ontological priority over the other); and 2) it is inconceivable that subjectivity and sentience could ever evolve or emerge from wholly objective and insentient matter-energy (likewise, objectivity and physicality could never emerge from wholly nonobjective and nonphysical mind).






“NO MIRACLES”

I delighted in responding to critics of panpsychism by pointing out flaws in all the other positions. I felt like a warrior for truth, the defender of a philosophical underdog, and an outcast. I crusaded for rational coherence in any attempt to solve the mind-body problem—and, very simply, that meant: “no miracles allowed.”

“Miracles” are a measure or indication of our ignorance. When we don’t understand how something could happen, but want to insist that it did happen nonetheless, we invoke the non-explanation of “miracle.” 
This is not to say real miracles can never occur. It just means that if they do, they are beyond our ken.

By definition, miracles lie beyond the pale of knowledge. As far as epistemology is concerned, the great problem with miracles is this: By what criteria do we decide when to invoke their occurrence? What are the rules of evidence by which we decide when and where to insert a “miracle” into our explanations, thereby revealing a breakdown in our sequence of reasoning? If we allow miracles to pepper our explanations, then what’s to stop any of us from resorting to “and then a miracle occurred” every time we fail to understand anything? Why bother with seeking any explanations at all? Why not just say “it’s all a miracle” and leave it at that?

I wasn’t just a philosopher seeking rational answers to difficult questions, I was also, first and foremost, a human being. And I knew very well from personal experience that the road to truth was not exclusively via reason. It was perfectly possible that, despite the best efforts of the intellect, the deep nature of reality would forever elude rational understanding.

Given that, I knew I had at least three options: 1) Reason could penetrate the mind-body mystery (the rationalist position); 2) Reason could not comprehend that mystery (the position of so-called mysterians); or 3) Reason alone would be insufficient to solve the mind-body problem, but supported by other ways of knowing, human consciousness could indeed penetrate the mystery (the noetic position).

Nevertheless, as a philosopher, I believed I had a duty to honor the gift of reason and pursue it as far as it could take me. Anyone, philosopher or not, attempting to discuss the mind-body relation or the nature of consciousness is automatically in the territory of philosophy—and therefore should be subject to the strictures of reason and logic. I had developed the attitude: “If you do not respect the rules of logic and rational coherence—and take the trouble and effort to discover what others have said about this topic—you have no business talking about philosophical issues such as consciousness and the mind-body problem.” And if you did, I would show little mercy in pointing out inconsistencies in your reasoning, try to convince you of the errors in your thinking, and get you to give up your fractured and incoherent beliefs.

If accused of being unnecessarily harsh in my arguments, I would remind my challengers and myself that what mattered most was the search for truth. If, along the way, we had to let go of cherished beliefs, and if this meant feeling upset, anxious, or diminished, so be it. Such bruising experiences should be welcomed as valuable stages in the learning process. “No pain, no gain”—is as true in philosophy as anywhere else. And although this attitude may have been justified within its own limited context, it often felt flat and one-dimensional. It left out something precious about human relationship.




TRUTH AT ANY COST?

This realization came home to me with full force a few years ago during one of the early conferences on consciousness, hosted by the University of Arizona at Tucson. At one of the sessions, a young materialist philosopher enthusiastically presented his own defense of the emergence of mind from matter. He handled his material well, spoke eloquently, and beamed in delight as he passionately guided the audience through his insights. I could barely restrain myself as he spoke because it was so clear to me he was completely missing the point. Whatever he was talking about, it couldn’t have been consciousness.

As soon as he invited questions I rose to my feet and proceeded to harangue him with a merciless critique. Since consciousness is nothing if not subjective, how on Earth could his model account for the emergence of subjectivity from wholly objective matter? “Your whole thesis is built on shifting sands, mere castles in the air, and doesn’t even begin to tell us anything about consciousness. It is nothing more than tightly argued materialist supernaturalism—that is, utter hogwash.”

These were not my exact words, but they capture the essence of the tone and content of my response to his lecture. He sat off to the side, visibly shaken, as the next speaker took the podium. All the fire and enthusiasm had drained from his face. Just a few short minutes ago, this young man was vital and vibrant, excited by his ideas, putting forth something he passionately believed in. Now he looked shattered. “Oh my God, I did that,” I said to myself, burning with shame and guilt. If 
this was the price of truth, at that moment it became clear to me that it wasn’t worth it.

This was a turning point for me. There must be another way to do philosophy.

And of course there is. Not all philosophers are so insensitive, though many are trained to be. For the rest of the day, and throughout the night, the image of that shaken young philosopher haunted me. I resolved to no longer search for truth “at all costs.” If the pursuit of truth leads to a bifurcation, separating it from wisdom and compassion, then something must be wrong. At best, such philosophizing could lead only to eviscerated abstractions and could tell us nothing much of value about the lived world, the world as we actually experience it. If philosophy of mind produces fine, detailed, meticulous arguments but fails to embrace the fact that feeling is central to the very nature of consciousness—the “what-it-feels-like from within”—then, I was beginning to realize, the discipline is moribund.

The study of consciousness cannot rely exclusively on rational coherence—on connections between concepts and ideas. It must also involve the ineffable, preverbal, pre-rational process I can best describe right now as “feeling our way into feeling,” of experiencing experience. And the more I pay attention to this, the more I come to realize that first-person exploration of experience sooner or later comes with a message: “We are not alone.” We are not isolated, solipsist bubbles of consciousness, experience, or subjectivity; we exist in a world of relationships. We are—consciousness is—intersubjective. Any comprehensive investigation of consciousness must include the second-person perspective of engaged presence, of being-in-relationship.
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