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  What people are saying about...




  Healing Social Divisions




  I consider Barry Spivack’s work very important.




  Maeve Cooke, Professor of Philosophy, University College Dublin, and author of Re-Presenting the Good Society




  For anyone vexed by the problem of conflict and hatred, this book has good news. Healing Social Divisions offers a line of intervention that is relatively straightforward: meditation can heal social divisions even if only a small fraction of people practise it. Analysing the effectiveness of meditation interventions is challenging but the book does a great job to explain social behaviour. I enjoyed reading the book, as it is easy to follow and truly entertaining.




  Bernhard Reinsberg, Lecturer in International Relations, Glasgow University




  Healing Social Divisions opens our eyes to a welcome and urgently needed new possibility for humankind. It provides a vision both sweepingly grand and immediately practical.




  Bob Roth, CEO of the David Lynch Foundation and author of the best-selling book Strength in Stillness




  Conflict and hatred have real economic costs in addition to reducing individual and collective well being. In this book, Barry Spivack lays out both the theoretical foundations and empirical evidence for the practice of Transcendental Meditation in healing social divisions and reducing conflict and hatred in society. This is a very timely book and one that should inspire policy makers across the globe.




  Huw Dixon, Professor of Economics, Cardiff University




  Barry Spivack’s book is well grounded in this work and ventures further, exploring the body of research that suggests groups of meditators can positively affect the wellbeing of societies.




  Miguel Farias, DPhil, co-author of The Buddha Pill: Can Meditation Change You? and lead editor of the Oxford Handbook of Meditation
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Preface and acknowledgements





  When the book I co-authored with Dr Patricia Saunders, An Antidote to Violence: Evaluating the Evidence, was published in the summer of 2020, I had no thoughts of writing a second. However, it wasn’t long before ideas for titles started to pass through my mind: government and collective consciousness; truth, freedom and happiness; after Brexit, Trump and Covid, and variations around those themes. In November 2020 I began writing Healing Social Divisions.




  An Antidote to Violence examines peer-reviewed research which provides evidence that creating more coherence or orderliness in the collective consciousness of a society could reduce violence. In particular we wanted to explore how well this research could stand up to potential and actual criticisms. In the social sciences it is difficult to show cause and effect, but we concluded that there were sufficient good-quality studies, compared with normal standards in the social sciences, to justify governments undertaking their own research, and in some countries this is beginning to happen.




  An Antidote to Violence focuses on empirical research; it does not emphasize the implications for freedom, happiness and social harmony. While the previous book examines the concept of collective consciousness, it does not analyse in detail what it is about the nature of human consciousness that has this potential to heal social divisions. A reduction in violence and an increase in social harmony are good things, but what then? This book, which is half the length of the other, covers a wide range of ideas and research studies indicating that we have the means to create a more creative and fulfilling society which can harmonize both unity and diversity.




  I would particularly like to thank Patricia for finding the publisher, Changemakers Books; it made publication a much simpler process second time round. A big thank you to my first two readers, Kay Capes and Roberta Keenan, who read a draft almost twice the length of the finished version. Tim Ward, the publisher of Changemaker Books, can take a great deal of credit for reducing the word count, plus sharpening and clarifying the narrative. Special thanks to Bernard and Jane Bence. Thanks are due to Michael Dillbeck, John Hagelin, Peter Warburton, David Scharf, Gerry Geer and especially Volker Schanbacher. Also appreciation is owed to Steve Cross and Bernhard Reinsberg for their thoughtful comments. I am grateful for the feedback and help I received from Maeve Cooke, Ken Smith, Fred Travis, Ken Cavanaugh, David Orme-Johnson, Kingsley Brooks, Diane Scott, Joseph Zander, Phil Pearce, Neil Williamson, Louise McGuire, Glen McCoy, Sheila Chalmers and Robert Johnstone who all made useful contributions. Thanks to John Fuller for the illustrations in the book. A particular thank you to David Williams for his help with the cover. The staff at John Hunt Publishing made the process of production straightforward, especially Charlotte Edwards. If there is anything of value in the book, credit should go to Maharishi Mahesh Yogi; and for any errors, I have to take responsibility. And finally, thank you for reading this book.











  
Introduction







   With about 200 states, 2,000 nations with claims on sacred space and with memories of sacred time and about 20 nation-states, there is a world potential for 1,980 independence wars, pitting status quo-orientated states against change-oriented nations.




  John Galtung, Searching for Peace




  When asked, in a very revealing survey, if there are parts of neighbouring countries that really belong to them, 67 per cent of Hungarians and 60 per cent of Greeks confirmed their ambitions to add to their existing territory, as did 58 per cent of Turkish citizens. Around half the population of Poland (48 per cent), Slovakia (46 per cent) and Bulgaria (58 per cent) also supported their country’s right to territorial expansion...an equally depressing story can be told of mutual suspicions breeding division and disunity across both Africa and Asia.




  Gordon Brown, Seven Ways to Change the World







  After Joe Biden won the election to become President of the United States, he said:






   I pledge to be a president who seeks not to divide, but to unify; who doesn’t see red and blue states, but a United States...The Bible tells us that to everything there is a season – a time to build, a time to reap, a time to sow, and a time to heal. This is the time to heal in America.1







  We live at a time when people cannot even agree on what is factual, so what hope is there to heal social divisions? I will outline a non-ideological method to heal social and international divides: if it were ideological it would create new divisions. Some may say a non-ideological approach to healing disagreements is impossible and incoherent in principle; I hope to show otherwise.




  An implication of Brexit and the 2016 election of Donald Trump as President of the USA is that in both countries there were large numbers of people whose views were not being represented by the established parties. These divides go back decades and the UK and US governments failed to maintain balance between diverse regions and different groups that make up these nations. The two nationalistic campaign slogans, Take back control and Make America great again, resonated with the respective electorates. These types of campaigns have the potential to light the fuse of social conflict. John Galtung is the principal founder of the discipline of peace studies, and the quote above suggests such latent divisions are never too far from tipping into civil unrest.2 The aim of Healing Social Divisions is to explain an effective non-coercive method for preventing and resolving these differences before they lead to violence.




  Ignoring concerns of a nation’s citizens leads to a distrust of elites. During the 2020 pandemic we have witnessed scepticism towards political and scientific leaders, even though science and technology are the basis of much of what we take for granted in modern life. This has given rise to conspiracy theories and questions about sources of valid knowledge. History has many examples of real conspiracies, so it is not as if conspiracies do not happen. But because tobacco companies hid the fact that they knew about the risk of developing lung cancer as a result of regular smoking, it does not mean that there was never a moon landing. The flagrant abuse of truth during Brexit and the 2016 US presidential election was a motivating factor in writing Healing Social Divisions, and the issue of truth in public life will be touched on near the end.




  Chapter 1 explains the key concept of neutralizing stress and increasing coherence in collective consciousness.3 The following chapter further clarifies this consciousness-based approach to healing social divisions. Taking inspiration from the American Declaration of Independence, chapters 3, 4 and 5 investigate the peer-reviewed evidence that the quality of collective consciousness influences life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Chapter 3 gives ten reasons why decreases in violence and crime and increases in cooperation, which are correlated with greater coherence in collective consciousness, are consistent with a causal hypothesis. Chapter 6 explains why opposite qualities and social attitudes can be harmonized without external compulsion. Next I look at the relationship between collective consciousness and good governance and the way a government can harmonize conflicting values within a society and between nations. Chapter 7 outlines 12 principles of good governance. Good governance depends on choices, and choices are based on human consciousness. In a globalized world, good governance extends beyond national boundaries and depends on international cooperation, which is influenced by the amount of harmony in collective consciousness. The penultimate chapter explicitly challenges the conventional wisdom that consciousness is only a by-product of the functioning of the brain; rather it encourages a new scientific paradigm of an expanded understanding of human consciousness which is intimately connected with the values of freedom, happiness, harmony and truth. Finally I discuss how these proposals reduce narrowness of vision, enlarge our moral circle and may enhance higher standards in public life. An alternative title could be Care of the Self and Political Change as this book’s theme is how progress and social and political cooperation depend on individual development.




  How much of what we assume is correct will be laughed at in 200 years’ time? This is especially true when it comes to governing as there is no consensus about the best way to run modern societies. Healing Social Divisions offers a new approach to good governance which may appear to be at odds with conventional forms of politics and political activism, but a closer inspection will show that it adds a new layer of understanding without diminishing existing approaches to improving society.









  Chapter 1




  Neutralizing social tensions






   The totality of beliefs and sentiments common to the average members of a society forms a determinate system with a life of its own.




  Emile Durkheim, The Division of Labour in Society







  James Carville, one of President Bill Clinton’s strategists in his successful 1992 presidential campaign, is credited with the slogan It’s the economy, stupid. Even though conservatives, liberals and Marxists have contrasting views on how a country should be organized, they all see the economy as a crucial driver of society; economic materialism is seen as more fundamental to social change than human consciousness. By contrast, Emile Durkheim (1858–1917), one of the founding fathers of scientific sociology, gave more emphasis to morality than to economics.




  A unique aspect of Durkheim’s thought was the idea of the collective consciousness, which is more than the sum of the parts of individual consciousnesses and has a life of its own. We notice this when we travel from one country to another, France to Germany, or from one region to another, New York City to the Midwest. More rigorous evidence is to be found in Robert Putnam’s prize-winning study of the differences between north and south Italy.1 There can be a difference in the atmosphere, in the norms and habits; and these norms can influence behaviour.




  Durkheim makes a comparison with tin and copper, which are both soft and malleable but when combined make bronze, which is found to be hard; the whole is more than the sum of the parts.






   Just as the living cell is something other than the simple sum of inanimate molecules constituting it, just as the organism itself is something other than a sum of its cells, so is society a psychic being that has its own particular way of thought, feeling and action, differing from that peculiar to the individuals who compose it.2







  Durkheim explained the collective consciousness in terms of shared norms and values that hold a society together and he called these social facts. Durkheim is known for his work on the different rates of suicide among Catholics and Protestants. “A social fact like suicide or collective consciousness”, writes Durkheim expert Dr Kenneth Smith, “cannot live without us and yet is also not identical with us.”3




  In 1894 Durkheim’s theory received a jolt from reality in the form of the Dreyfus affair. Alfred Dreyfus (1859–1935), a Jewish officer in the French army, was falsely accused of treason and subsequently imprisoned. As the son, grandson and great-grandson of rabbis, Durkheim “could not remain unaffected” as this legal case exposed the deep divisions existing in French society.4 Smith suggests that as a result of the Dreyfus affair, Durkheim realized that the collective consciousness “might develop in an entirely aberrant way” and that the solution was for teachers and schools to instil the appropriate morality into impressionable children.5 Durkheim, who became Professor of Education at the Sorbonne in Paris, had regarded the collective consciousness as something that occurred organically in a society, but after the Dreyfus affair his view changed; it was about educating children in the appropriate social norms. These are the unwritten rules of beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours that are considered acceptable in a particular social group or culture.




  The premise of Healing Social Divisions is that governmental actions are a function of collective consciousness, and while there are some similarities to Durkheim, I will give a different explanation of the concept. This view of collective consciousness is taken from Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (1917–2008), an expert in the development of both individual and collective consciousness and the founder of the Transcendental Meditation organization.






	The collective consciousness of a nation is made up from all the individuals. The different groups in which we all participate, including family, ethnic, religious, regional, race, national, occupational, and so on, will have their own flavour of collective consciousness.




	The quality of collective consciousness can be more or less harmonious, orderly or coherent. Sometimes large crowds can be very orderly – think of a joyous national celebration – and sometimes a crowd can turn into an unruly mob.




	There is a reciprocal relationship between the individual and society. The individual influences the collective consciousness and vice versa.




	The unit of collective consciousness is the consciousness of the individual. It is through the individual consciousness alone that the collective consciousness becomes more coherent, orderly or harmonious.




	Every government, regardless of its system, is an innocent mirror of the nation; government is not an independent entity. “Whatever is the quality of the collective consciousness of the nation,” writes Maharishi, “that only can be the quality of its government.”6 And elsewhere he comments: “Although the members of every government have their own individuality and their own opinions of the nation’s needs, while engaged in the process of governing, their actions are determined by factors beyond their personal lives – by the collective destiny of the nation.”7





	Rather than transforming the life of human beings and society from the outside by changing economic structures and relations, Maharishi wanted to change human beings and society from the inside by enabling people to unfold their full potential. Like Durkheim, Maharishi placed an extremely high value on education, but his emphasis was on change coming from within rather than from outside, although both have their value.




	In 1962 Maharishi suggested that even a relatively small proportion of a population practising the Transcendental Meditation technique would lead to measurable social changes, such as decreases in violence and increases in social harmony. This would begin to influence social trends in a measurable way and the greater the numbers, the bigger the effect.







  As it was Maharishi who first predicted the improved quality of life due to practice of Transcendental Meditation, the phenomenon is known as the Maharishi Effect. The number of people practising Transcendental Meditation required to produce an influence will depend on the amount of stress and tension in society. Maharishi recommended having a safety factor of larger numbers to magnify the benefits, but the principle can be tested on a smaller scale. In Chapter 3, I will provide peer-reviewed evidence for the influence of collective consciousness in improving social trends. For decades, consciousness has been regarded as merely an epiphenomenon of the brain, but more recently this and other research has challenged that view.




  It is the testability of the Maharishi Effect that distinguishes the idea of collective consciousness from similar-sounding ideas such as the collective unconscious, an idea developed by the Swiss psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Carl Jung (1875–1961). According to Jung, the collective unconscious is made up of a collection of knowledge and imagery that we are born with and is shared by all of us. Though we may not know what thoughts and images are in our collective unconscious, the idea is that in times of crisis we can tap into the collective unconscious. According to Jung the collective unconscious is expressed through universal concepts called archetypes. Archetypes may be signs, symbols, or patterns of thinking and behaving that are derived from our forebears. The problem with Jung’s idea of the collective unconscious is that it is difficult to operationalize or test it by measurement. The question Healing Social Divisions answers is whether individual change through meditation can reduce an atmosphere of tension and hostility for the individual and society.




  Pulling the arrow back on the bow




  What distinguishes Transcendental Meditation from other meditations is the experience of transcendental consciousness. The meditator transcends, or goes beyond, the process of meditation and experiences consciousness on its own without an object of perception. We do not try to transcend; we just use a specific technique which allows the mind to spontaneously and effortlessly settle down by using the natural tendency of the mind to move in the direction of greater happiness. “One must not exert oneself in order to transcend,” says Maharishi. “Exertion of any kind only retards the process of transcending.”8




  Any person, whatever their ethnic background, age, gender, religion or culture, can learn Transcendental Meditation. One doesn’t have to believe in it to obtain the benefits: it is a mechanical technique. It requires no change in beliefs and no adoption of any new lifestyle or diet. In fact Maharishi places great emphasis on people following their own cultural traditions. All that is required is regular and effortless practice for 20 minutes, morning and evening, plus normal unstrained activity. And Transcendental Meditation has been successfully practised by people all over the globe. Maharishi has commented: “The nervous system becomes more stable even under stressful stimuli. What we notice from this is that we seem to have our feet more on the ground. We are finding stability. We are finding more contentment within ourselves.”9




  It is like the process of pulling an arrow back on a bow until it is at a point of stillness and then one lets go. Similarly, mental activity is effortlessly brought to a state of quietness, and after meditation action is performed without strain and therefore is more effective. It is the experience of the simplest state of consciousness which preserves conscious inner awareness by itself, with minimum mental and physiological activity. Transcendental Meditation produces an influence of balance and orderliness in the brain and nervous system. The brainwave coherence and synchrony in the pre-frontal cortex in the alpha 1, 8–10 cycles per second frequency is unique to Transcendental Meditation and distinguishes it objectively from meditations involving either focused attention (concentration) or open monitoring (contemplation). In addition the default mode network, a large-scale network in the brain, is activated during Transcendental Meditation but is inhibited during other methods of meditation.10




  Transcendental Meditation is derived from the Vedic tradition (Veda means knowledge) of India and Maharishi always gives all credit to his teacher Swami Brahmananda Saraswati. One may ask: why are there divisions and suffering in India? Maharishi explains:






   There is a lot of talk of meditation, and many people practice one technique or another, but the whole field is one of confusion. The idea is there, but the simplicity has been lost. Evolution is natural to life, but people in India began using effort and concentration and it all became tedious and unnatural. The whole understanding about spiritual development was lost...These people are sold out to austerity. They think nothing can be gained without austerity, but they are mistaken. Struggle does not belong to the nature of life. One has to struggle only when he does not know how to grow without struggle...they say that desires should be cut down...It is not necessary to have any sense of detachment or renunciation, to abstain from life, to ignore the responsibilities of life.11







  Instead of transcending, the emphasis in India had been on either concentration or contemplation. Maharishi writes: “If the occupants of a house forget the foundations, it is because the foundations lie underground, hidden from view. It is not a surprise that Being [transcendental consciousness] was lost to view, for It lies in the transcendental field of life.”12




  Claims of benefits are based on peer-reviewed evidence






   Galileo didn’t merely deny that the tides were caused by the Moon – he went as far as to mock Kepler’s assertion that they do.




  Maria Popova, Figuring







  There have been more than 400 peer-reviewed studies on Transcendental Meditation and its advanced programmes.13 We can divide these studies in two: those that measure physiological changes during meditation such as, for example, reductions in cortisol and plasma lactate; increases in the urinary metabolite of serotonin, arginine vasopressin, blood flow to the brain, and in integrated brain functioning as measured by an electroencephalograph (EEG); and those that measure changes outside of meditation such as increased creativity, reduced anxiety, improved health and better social behaviour both for the individual and society, including decreased violence. The research can be summarized as indicating the development of more balance and orderliness, which provides the platform for reduced suffering, greater progress and happiness in life.




  This research has been carried out at more than 250 universities and research institutes in over 30 countries and published in more than 100 peer-reviewed journals. Two studies specifically investigated the question of experimenter allegiance and found that there was no significant difference between the results of studies, whether researchers were affiliated with the TM organization or were at an independent university.14




  Archie Wilson, Professor of Medicine at the University of California at Irvine, did not practise Transcendental Meditation and he was involved with 20 studies on the physiological changes as a result of TM practice. Many of Wilson’s subjects had been practising Transcendental Meditation for three to ten years which makes it unlikely the measured changes were due to the placebo effect as that is usually short-term. In recent years there have been more collaborative TM research projects involving more non-meditating scientists. Two examples are reductions in post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in war veterans and reduced rates of reconviction in prison inmates who have learned Transcendental Meditation compared with control groups. These studies have been published in peer-reviewed journals such as Lancet Psychiatry, Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, Criminal Justice and Behaviour, American Journal of Hypertension, Military Medicine, and so on.




  The first chart below shows a typical EEG tracing when a person is not meditating, which is a rapidly changing composite or combination of different brainwaves moving up and down at different rates – some slow, some fast. During ordinary waking consciousness, EEG patterns are complex, scattered and disorderly.
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The second EEG chart is taken from a study published in Cognitive Processing in 2011 where 50 students were randomly assigned to one of two groups, either practising Transcendental Meditation or resting with the eyes closed.15 The brainwaves rise up and down together – maintaining a stable phase relationship – indicating that the whole brain is highly correlated. The significantly increased coherence in the alpha 1 frequency in the TM group, compared to the control group, confirmed the results of previous research.16 This integrated state of brain functioning corresponds to the subjective experience of heightened wakefulness or restful alertness.17 Several studies provide evidence that the TM technique cultures the brain to behave more coherently and efficiently over time, as seen in a person’s improved response to stimuli – with better performance on spatial and memory tasks, creativity scores, and reaction time tests.18




  The impact of stress on the individual






   The European College of Neuropsychopharmacology has said that nearly 40% of the European population suffers from mental illnesses and that ‘mental disorders’ have become Europe’s largest health challenge in the 21st century.




  Lorenzo Marsili and Niccolo Milanese, Citizens of Nowhere







  The human body is comprised of numerous self-balancing or feedback mechanisms which allow us to cope with the changing environment so that we can function in an optimal way wherever we are. These natural homeostatic mechanisms mean that our bodies exhibit a dynamic orderliness. When these internal regulating systems fail for any reason, we become unwell. When we are ill, in addition to any medication a doctor may prescribe, we will be told to take extra rest. This is because relaxation allows the body’s homeostatic or self-balancing mechanisms to repair the body. Transcendental Meditation provides deep rest to the body while the mind remains alert, and this facilitates the healing process.




  There is a double sense of the word stress in Healing Social Divisions. Firstly, it is external pressure, for example a sudden loud noise, and secondly, it is the impact on the human nervous system. Excess stress can lead to imbalances in our bodies; but we must distinguish between stress and stimulation. Stimulation or challenge will speed up brain processing. By stress I mean undue pressure of experience which leads to chronic activation of the stress response. If the challenge becomes too great then our fight-or-flight response kicks in. This is fine if you are in a dangerous situation, but problems come when the fight-or-flight response is triggered in more everyday settings and we react inappropriately. We can develop good or bad habits, and these habits strengthen neural circuits in the brain so that we respond to situations in an automatic way. This can be useful for a tennis player reacting to a powerful shot, but not if that aggression is channelled towards family and friends. If there is an over-activation of the stress response, it leads to an increase in cortisol and adrenaline. During Transcendental Meditation there is an increase in the orderliness of brain functioning whereas excess stress, not only in the case of PTSD but also with students, will reduce coherence in brain integration.19 Everything we do, and what happens to us, impacts our brain, even if it is only minuscule, and that in turn will have an influence on our behaviour. Regular transcending is a way of resetting the brain to cope with the pressures of life.




  More than 20 million dollars of research grants have been raised from the National Institutes of Health in the USA which have examined the effectiveness of Transcendental Meditation in reducing the risk factors associated with cardiovascular disease (CVD). The USA Department of Defense funded a $2.4 million dollar study, which was published in Lancet Psychiatry, showing the effectiveness of TM in reducing symptoms of PTSD.20
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