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  What people are saying about




  Kabbalistic Panpsychism




  We have all heard of the similarities between the Upanishads, Hermeticism, Sufism, etc., and modern ontologies such as panpsychism, cosmopsychism and analytic idealism. Dr. Schipper now reveals how the Jewish Kabbalah also anticipates, with exquisite and uncanny precision, much of these modern developments. His work addresses a conspicuous gap in the literature, solidifying the notion that the primacy of consciousness in nature is far from a new idea, but one with a very long and robust historical tradition. Hyman’s case is sober, scholarly, but also highly enticing and persuasive. His understanding of both Jewish mysticism and modern philosophy and neuroscience is profound, making him the ideal person to rebuild the bridges between us and our forefathers. This book is obligatory reading for anyone interested in philosophy of mind, neuroscience and mysticism.




  Bernardo Kastrup, Doctor of Philosophy and Computer Engineering




  Dr. Schipper has taken the Kabbalah and science discourse to an entirely new level. The longstanding Eurocentric bias of previous discussions, ignoring the Near Eastern contributions of the Rashash school, has finally been corrected. It is unique that a writer so steeped in Kabbalah also incorporates the profound ontology of Plotinus and Aquinas. It is also gratifying to finally see a thorough examination of the parallels between David Bohm’s physics and the Kabbalah. The author has a great gift for rendering the complex accessible, yet redolent with meaning.




  Prof. Jonathan Garb, Gershom Scholem Chair in Kabbalah, Hebrew University of Jerusalem




  Professor Schipper’s erudite monograph on Kabbalistic Panpsychism is a marvelous treasure of lucid insight into what are millennia-long enigmas related to consciousness in Jewish mystical thought. As a theoretical physicist and priest with interests in philosophy of mind, this is just the type of thing I have longed for. A physics of the observer has been delayed because physicists generally wish to avoid anthropic parameters which hint at ‘spirituality’. I applaud Professor Schipper for bringing us to the gates of understanding in relation to the imminent paradigm shift.




  Prof. Richard L. Amoroso, Noetic Advanced Studies Institute




  This book is without doubt the most thorough and interesting discussion of consciousness and the Kabbalah that I have seen. Dr. Schipper has done a masterful job of reviewing the enigma that is consciousness; he is also an expert in Kabbalah and its imagery, and sensitively explains the many spiritual links to consciousness. The book delves into quantum mechanical ideas about consciousness, especially as formulated by later Kabbalists and the ideas of the pioneering quantum physicist, David Bohm. Clear and systematic, and quite detailed, this book is mandatory reading for anyone wanting to understand the essential spiritual nature of human consciousness from a Jewish mystical perspective.




  Howard Smith, astrophysicist and author of Let There Be Light: Modern Cosmology and Kabbalah




  Dr. Schipper presents a rigorous alignment of cutting-edge quantum physics with ancient Kabbalistic metaphysics and deftly brings this juxtaposition to elucidate the nature of consciousness. He shows how these disparate explorations of reality are not just compatible but actually complement each other. This work should touch hearts and open minds.




  Sarah Yehudit Schneider, Author, Kabbalistic Writings on the Nature of Masculine & Feminine




  Kabbalistic Panpsychism is a unique addition to the literature on the problem of consciousness. Hyman M. Schipper examines Jewish mysticism and develops a novel, comprehensive Kabbalistic approach to consciousness that is radically distinct from the conventional materialist approach. I recommend this book to anyone who is interested in learning how ancient Jewish thought may help us solve one of the most profound puzzles of existence.




  Yujin Nagasawa, HG Wood Professor of the Philosophy of Religion, University of Birmingham




  I can’t even begin to describe my feelings—this book is extraordinary! It is a splendidly imaginative work that invigorates the science-religion dialogue in unprecedented ways. It should be studied and not merely read.




  Rabbi Reuben Poupko, Spiritual Leader, Beth Israel Beth Aaron Congregation (Montreal)




  This book is a serious counterpoint to the materialist model of contemporary science. It demonstrates that the metaphysical structure of Jewish mysticism (Kabbalah) is not only concordant with ideas in quantum physics, but provides a compelling paradigm for understanding consciousness. I strongly recommend this highly original work to professionals and students who are fascinated by the mystery of consciousness and its role in the unfolding of reality.




  Nathan Kuperstok, PhD, Chief Psychologist (ret.), St. Mary’s Hospital, McGill University
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Preface





  Consciousness and associated notions of free will, top-down causation, qualia, etc., have been largely neglected by the (reductionist) scientific community for many decades as illusions or epiphenomena, ‘side effects’ of brain physiology and neurochemistry with no impact on the material world. Spurred on in large measure by recent interpretations of quantum physics, such as the inescapable role of the ‘observer’ in the unfolding of reality, consciousness is now at the forefront of neuroscientific and philosophical inquiry. To my knowledge, a comprehensive treatise on the Kabbalistic understanding of consciousness as it relates to contemporary secular analysis of the phenomenon has never been published. The last hundred years or so have witnessed an expanding literature conflating aspects of mainstream science and philosophy with the Jewish mystical tradition or Kabbalah.5-11 In prior work we demonstrated robust conceptual parallels between specific Kabbalistic constructs and both Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle12 and the physics of David Bohm.1,13 In those papers, we argued that contemporary science and ancient mysticism display unprecedented degrees of confluence because both systems—one grounded in empirical research, the other revelation-based—may provide legitimate and complementary insights into the nature of reality. The goal of the current work is not to provide sweeping generalizations concerning perceived similarities between Jewish mysticism and contemporary science. Nor will I argue that prescient insight into the underpinnings of physical reality is unique to the Jewish mystical tradition. Indeed, non-Jewish metaphysical systems, e.g. Plotinus’s Enneads 5,14 the writings of Thomas Aquinas15 and various Eastern philosophies,16,17 contain motifs that resonate with current scientific thinking. Finally, no attempt is made to exhaustively adduce evidence supporting panpsychism over materialism as a legitimate, competitive and parsimonious explanation for the prevalence of consciousness in our universe. There already exists a compelling literature addressing this topic including Christof Koch’s Consciousness: Confessions of a Romantic Reductionist,18 Thomas Nagel’s Mind and Cosmos,19 Peter Ells’ Panpsychism,20 Henry Stapp’s Mindful Universe,21 Gregg Rosenberg’s A Place for Consciousness,22 Adrian Nelson’s Origins of Consciousness23 and Bernardo Kastrup’s The Idea of the World,24 among others.




  The present volume contributes to the dialogue between Jewish mysticism and science by expounding the Kabbalistic understanding of consciousness vis-à-vis modern accounts of the phenomenon. To develop this theme, I begin by defining the ‘problem’ of consciousness and broadly describing major historical approaches to its resolution (Chapters 1 and 2). Next, I outline several key advances in physics which lend support to a Kabbalistic explanation of consciousness (Chapter 3). Following an overview of the Kabbalistic infrastructure (Chapter 4), a metaphysic for consciousness is elucidated drawing on classical mystical texts (e.g. The Zohar and Etz Chaim), the writings of latter day Kabbalistic luminaries such as Rabbi (R’) Moshe Chaim Luzzatto (1707-1746), R’ Shalom Sharabi (1720-1777) and R’ Shlomo Eliyashiv (1841-1926), and several Chassidic masters. I attempt to show, notwithstanding the radically different lexicons naturally invoked by the various disciplines, concordant perspectives on consciousness between the Kabbalah and modern formulations of panpsychism, panentheism (Chapter 5), quantum/Bohmian mechanics (Chapter 3), idealism (Chapter 10) and process philosophy (Chapter 11). Implications of Kabbalistic panpsychism for female intuition (Chapter 6), causation (Chapter 7), neural organization (Chapter 8), free will, prophecy (Chapter 9), clinical states of awareness (Chapter 10), ethics (Chapter 12) and cosmic evolution (Chapter 13) are explored and the epistemological value of such exercises is considered (Epilogue).




  I am hoping that exposure to this nascent field will entice and stimulate novel and interdisciplinary thinking among a wide range of academics including neurologists, neuroscientists, biologists, psychologists, psychiatrists, philosophers, physicists, religious scholars and their students. It was also my fervent desire in assembling this monograph to fire the imagination of a more general readership thirsting for an intellectually satisfying framework to integrate the marvels of modern scientific discovery with the immediacy of subjective experience, the primacy of spirit and the efficacy of consciousness.












  



  Chapter 1




  The Problem of Consciousness




  

     Consciousness is the biggest mystery... the largest outstanding obstacle in our quest for a scientific understanding of the universe.


     David Chalmers25







  The Oxford Dictionary defines consciousness as “the state of being aware of and responsive to one’s surroundings” or “the fact of awareness by the mind of itself and the world”.26 Although easily recognized by all, there is arguably no phenomenon as thorny as consciousness from a scientific and philosophical point of view. So devilishly elusive is the concept that for several hundred years until very recently talk of consciousness was largely expunged from neuroscientific discourse. The facetious definition of consciousness as “those irritating periods between naps”27 attests to the disdain with which many in the West view the matter. Subject to the prevailing reductive materialism/physicalism, many to this day consider consciousness and qualia, i.e. what it feels like to have a subjective experience such as seeing blue, tasting chocolate or suffering pain,28 as illusions or epiphenomena outside the bounds of natural law and thus incapable of ‘top-down’ causation and exerting influence on the (closed) physical world. Philosopher Peter Ells neatly sums up the physicalist position on consciousness as follows:29




  

	Completed physics gives a complete, objective (observer-independent) description of the ontology of the cosmos.




	The ultimate entities of the universe (e.g. electrons) have no intrinsic, hidden properties... are not sentient.




	The same applies to simple entities such as rocks, water, flashes of lightning and volcanoes.




	
 The universe in its initial years existed entirely without consciousness.




	Consciousness only exists in small pockets of the universe where life has evolved to a certain degree of complexity.




	Consciousness requires complex structures of matter, such as water, carbon and other chemicals, and can be explained in terms of these complex material structures.







  Many theories have been floated to explain the phenomenon of consciousness—not surprisingly, as the number of theories is often a fair metric of how little we know about a subject. Among the various physicalist formulations of consciousness the following four classes are currently receiving significant attention in the neuroscientific community:30




  1) First-Order Theories: These approaches posit that consciousness arises directly from dynamic interactions among neural impulses within the brain circuitry responsible for the cognitive processing of sensory information.




  2) Higher-order Theories maintain that the manipulation of data coded by neural activity within sensory pathways is in and of itself unconscious, and that consciousness only emerges when the sensory stream is subjected to specific analysis by some independent and yet-to-be identified neural network(s).




  3) According to the Global Workspace Theory (GWT), consciousness is experienced when information is transiently held in a designated ‘neural workspace’—assumed by Stanislas Dehaene at the College de France (Paris) and others to reside within the prefrontal cortex—which then broadcasts the information to brain modules responsible for executing specific tasks and behaviors.




  4) The Integrated Information Theory (IIT), championed by Giulio Tononi of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, views consciousness as a graded phenomenon which is critically dependent on the degree to which information traversing cognitive networks of a particular architecture, likely involving posterior brain regions, is capable of feeding back to influence (exert causative power upon) itself. IIT is the first to seek a mathematically-defined quantity, termed psi, which may reflect the ‘magnitude’ to which a given system (be it a biological organism or in silica circuit board) is conscious. As this book was being written, the Templeton World Charity Foundation began organizing a series of high-profile conferences where evidence for or against these theories of consciousness will be presented and (likely hotly) debated by their leading protagonists.30




  But attempting to resolve the neural correlates of consciousness is one thing—understanding the phenomenon’s immaterial (mental) nature is quite another. By posing the following queries William E. Seager31 captures the intractability of conscious experience: “How can mental states cause things (to happen) in the world? How do physical processes generate or underlie consciousness? Why does consciousness exist at all? Should consciousness be understood as an emergent feature of the world or does it somehow stand as a fundamental and irreducible aspect not exhausted by the physical?” In the words of neuroscientist Christof Koch,32 “consciousness does not appear in the equations that make up the foundations of physics, nor in chemistry’s periodic table, nor in the endless molecular sequences of our genes.” At the end of the day, reductionists are left intellectually paralyzed by what David Chalmers calls the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness—how and why physical (neural) matter gives rise to non-material mental states.33 Many would concur with the opinion of psychologist and philosopher Adrian Nelson that “the (hard) problem seems more than just difficult—it’s not clear what a solution would even look like!”34




  In coming to grips with the nature of consciousness it should be pointed out that reductive materialism is not, and never was, the only intellectually viable option (reviewed in 35). Historically, ideas about consciousness were often inextricably bound to matters of theology and spirituality. Primitive animism and Cartesian dualism insisted on the utter separateness of irreducible matter (Descartes’ res extensa) and spirit or mind (res cogitans). Dualism allows for the existence of immaterial consciousness but provides no logical mechanism for matter-spirit interaction.36,37 Various iterations of monism posit the existence of a single substance exhibiting matter-like or mind-like properties. Monism may be idealistic (all is fundamentally Mind), materialistic (all is essentially physical) or neutral (co-dominance of mind and matter attributes) and may either be theistic or atheistic. Many monistic frameworks incorporate the principle of ‘ontological emergence’, i.e. the unpredictable and inexplicable appearance of truly novel properties in the course of physical complexification. An example of this germane to the current thesis, and ostensibly a weakness of many monistic paradigms, is the advent of consciousness from unconscious, inanimate, material precursors.38 After arguing extensively for the contingency of the modern human mind on brute facts of evolution by natural selection, Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker admits being stymied by “maddeningly simple consciousness... that is somehow pasted onto neural events without meshing with their causal machinery.”39 Indeed, the unfathomability of emergent consciousness from non-conscious precursors has led some philosophers such as Thomas Nagel to conclude that neo-Darwinian materialism is almost certainly a false, or at best incomplete, conception of nature.19 This realization has prompted hitherto ardent reductive materialists such as Koch and Chalmers to reject pure physicalism in favor of panpsychism.23,32







  



  Chapter 2




  Panpsychism and Panentheism




  Panpsychism, roughly synonymous with panexperientialism,40 is a monist position dating back to pre-Socratic Greece asserting that consciousness or mind is a primordial and ubiquitous feature of all things regardless of size, scale or complexity.41 According to this theory, all entities manifest an ‘exterior’ objective phase as well as an ‘interior’ experiential dimension.42 As panpsychists are wont to point out,43 the latter is not to imply that electrons manifest human-like sentience—a crude anthropomorphism—but that they contain a modicum of proto-consciousness allowing them to ‘feel’ their existence at some rudimentary level. Certain neurobiologically-oriented schools promote the concept of ‘neurocognitive panpsychism’ whereby all things capable of receiving, processing and transmitting information are construed as conscious to some degree or another.44-47 Panpsychism resolves Chalmers’ ‘hard problem’ and the existence of qualia by affirming consciousness as fundamental to all things extant in the universe alongside matter, energy and space-time.




  The theory is not immune to controversy and raises important questions of its own. How, for instance, does proto-consciousness inhering in atoms and molecules blossom into overt sentience as the molecular assemblies become increasingly organized in nervous tissue and higher organisms—the so-called ‘combination problem’?35 Some offer no meaningful responses to this query but nonetheless regard panpsychism as a more compelling and satisfactory account of the consciousness enigma than positions promulgated by competing theories. In his recent book Combining Minds Luke Roelofs offers diverse philosophical, neuroscientific and psychological arguments supporting the feasibility of progressive complexification of consciousness along panpsychist lines.48 Roger Penrose and Stuart Hameroff look to quantum macro-coherence, non-locality and entanglement at the level of cellular microtubules as potential mechanisms for the emergence of higher-order consciousness in advanced nervous systems.49-52 Although photosynthesis in plants provided a precedent for the participation of quantum processes in biological functions,53 skeptics were quick to argue that the quantum states required for consciousness could not be maintained in the warm, wet environs of the mammalian brain. Scientists at the National Institute for Materials Science in Japan subsequently garnered evidence that it was indeed possible for the microtubular network to achieve the quantum effects demanded by the Penrose-Hameroff hypothesis.54 Quantum entanglement within microtubules or other neural subcellular compartments may explain the ‘unbroken unity of consciousness’55 and represent a physical instantiation of the Kabbalistic principle of Hitkashrut (Interpenetration) discussed in Section 4.3. Other approaches to resolve the ‘combination problem’ contend that quantum holographic principles organize information in ways that imbue the universe as a whole with high-level consciousness that can be progressively ‘tapped’ by nervous systems as they develop and grow increasingly complex.56,57 There is also a recent idealist position that the combination problem is a mere ‘thought artifact’ with no basis in empirical reality.58 In what follows, it should become clear that although the Kabbalistic understanding of consciousness is decidedly panpsychist in nature, any concerns regarding the ‘combination problem’ are rendered moot by this discipline’s panenetheistic underpinning.




  Given its fundamentally theological origin and basis, no discussion of Kabbalistic panpsychism could be complete without reference to its defining metaphysical framework. The latter is best captured by panentheism, a formulation that informs virtually all aspects of Jewish mystical doctrine including its apprehension of consciousness. Panentheism posits that God both transcends and is immanent in nature.35 Either assertion alone—that God is solely immanent (pantheism) or transcendent (deism)—is anathema to Orthodox Judaism. A valid Jewish perspective on the relationship of God to the World is succinctly summed up in a phrase from the Shacharit (Morning) liturgy: “Blessed is He Who spoke and the World came into being”: ברוך שאמר והיה העולם. The centrality of ‘speech’ in the Creation process is elegantly portrayed in an adaptation by Yanki Tauber of the works of the seventh Lubavitcher Rebbe, R’ Menachem Mendel Schneersohn. In his book Inside Time Tauber remarks on Scripture’s account of Creation based on the Ten Utterances recorded in Genesis 1:3-31. Had God instead decided to build the World as a craftsman sculpts pottery, then just as the latter remains extant upon withdrawal of the artisan so might the cosmos persist in perpetuity without requiring further participation of its Creator. This view smacks of deism and is unacceptable to Orthodox Judaism. As a third possibility, the Lord could simply have thought the World into being. But just as human thought remains confined to the thinker, a universe existing solely in the Mind of God would deny us any modicum of independent reality (in both Oivi and Orech modes of awareness—see Section 4.4) and render meaningless the Torah’s insistence that we “choose life”: ובחרת בחיים‎.59,60 Speech, on the other hand, ‘leaves’ the speaker, is audible to an ‘outside’ listener and dissipates should the speaker fall silent—an apt analogy for Judaism’s stance on the Creation’s relationship to and contingency on God.61




  As described below, the Kabbalah assumes the position that just as God’s Light or Consciousness at once pervades and envelops the Creation so too does human consciousness, having been formed in God’s image (imago Dei62), register both within and beyond the physical confines of the brain.35,63-65 This view runs counter to the prevailing wisdom of most contemporary neuroscientists who believe, as Nobel laureate Francis Crick put it, that we “... are nothing but a pack of neurons.”66 To develop this theme we will invoke the writings of leading Kabbalistic visionaries and draw analogies and insights from contemporary science (mainly physics and neuroscience) and philosophy.







  



  Chapter 3
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