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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


WHY MATERIALISM IS BALONEY


Bernardo Kastrup’s book is another nail in the coffin of the superstition of materialism. With elegant clarity he explains that mind, brain & cosmos are what consciousness does.


Deepak Chopra, M.D. Pioneer in the field of mind-body medicine. Author of over sixty-five books with twenty New York Times best sellers.


Bernardo Kastrup takes a bold and brilliant step in the collective movement of humanity beyond the confines of current materialism and everything that it entails. Truly speaking, alternative worldviews to the current paradigm of a material universe and associated ontologies, including various religious kinds, classical Newtonian physics, economic systems based on external consumption, etc., are easily dismissed as they don’t fit current modern societal values. Yet, these ontologies may be rapidly leading us to major problems, including perhaps the demise of current ‘Western’ societies. The hidden ontologies of an external, material universe, devoid of the dynamical, evolutionary role of consciousness are prevalent, all-consuming, and insidious. It is time to abandon them or at least see them as an aspect of reality but not the true reality. Bernardo Kastrup is brave and a true pioneer to show us why and how we should.


Menas Kafatos, Ph.D. Fletcher Jones Professor of Computational Physics, Chapman University. Author of The Conscious Universe: Parts and Wholes in Physical Reality.


Bernardo takes us on a journey to an alternative worldview, one that makes a great deal more sense than the scientistic one we are being spoon-fed through academia and the media. He expresses his ideas lucidly and constructively in a manner that does not lose their scientific and logical force…. I challenge you to read Bernardo Kastrup’s prescription for what metaphysically ails you. You will be a wiser being for it. (from the Foreword)


Shogaku Zenshin Stephen Echard Musgrave Roshi. Director of the Zen Institute of San Diego, California. Author of Zen Buddhism, Its Practice and the Transcendental Mind.


[Bernardo Kastrup is a] remarkable, intellectually diverse and energetic thinker…. [A] turnabout in the way scientists conceive and interpret natural phenomena requires new interdisciplinary thinkers like Bernardo…. [He] has brought a brand new way of seeing the ancient idea of ‘infinite mind.’ Although written in a personal and breezy tone, this book is a vast philosophical endeavor. It captures ‘big picture’ ideas in a manner accessible to a wider audience. (from the Afterword)


Rick Stuart, Ph.D. Practicing psychotherapist.
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Foreword




‘The mind is the brain’


Scientistic materialism consensus


‘What certainty can there be in a Philosophy which consists in as many Hypotheses as there are Phenomena to be explained. To explain all nature is too difficult a task for any one man or even for any one age. ‘Tis much better to do a little with certainty, & leave the rest for others that come after you, than to explain all things by conjecture without making sure of anything.’


Sir Isaac Newton





Bernardo Kastrup has articulated a much-needed corrective to the metaphysical illness of our age, scientistic materialism. Scientism is the belief that science is the most valuable part of human learning because it supposedly is the most authoritative, or serious, or beneficial. But science itself is merely a particular method for dousing the tools at hand to propose hypotheses, do experiments, and come to conclusions based on the information derived. As such, it is regrettable that some practitioners of science – and even some philosophers of science – have now taken on the attitude that scientism is the only valid approach to human knowledge. The idea that science, and science alone, exhausts the human potential has grown into a boy too big for his britches. Behind this monstrous presumption is the highly metaphysical view of materialism. One should make no mistake here: metaphysical beliefs distort science, for any kind of metaphysics is, in and of itself, contradictory to science’s own purposes as an open-ended search for truth. That does not mean a scientist cannot have a metaphysical view; but this view cannot impinge on the interpretation of observations. Scientism today is doing what the Church did in the fifteenth century: forcing theory to fit a predetermined metaphysics.


In the pursuit of an external truth, scientistic materialism has forgotten the internal, most fundamental reality of human existence: we can know nothing but that which appears in our own mind. Our mind is our reality and, when we attempt to reify either the subject or the object, we chase our own tail at light speed. The ontological vertigo produced by this exercise has extended to the point where materialist philosophers, such as Daniel Dennett, Owen Flannigan, and Patricia and Paul Churchland, tell us that consciousness itself does not exist. And, as if this were not enough, they utter this pronouncement with the smugness and self-assuredness of a Pat Robertson or Jerry Falwell.


How can anyone of us take seriously someone who stands up and pronounces that his or her own mind does not exist? Truly, this is a kōan worthy of a Zen Patriarch. It is, in fact, the very opposite of not only Buddhist thinking, but also common sense. And not a common sense based merely on the obvious, but on the most primal reality of the human condition.


Two thousand five hundred years ago, philosophers in India and Greece struggled with articulating the nature of mind and reality. Over the millennia, there have been many approaches to this articulation by many schools of Buddhism, but none of them became so confused as to assert that mind itself does not exist or is not primary. Many people who learn of Zen and the teachings of Nagarjuna stumble over the words of the Heart Sutra: form is emptiness; emptiness is not different from form. They believe erroneously that this is a sort of nihilistic formula, when it is quite the opposite: form (matter) and emptiness (mind) interpenetrate each other as one single reality, like water and sea. This is a monist expression par excellence, and it flows from the depth of the experiences of meditation and mindfulness before it is ever articulated into words.


Zen teachers use every weapon in our arsenal to force the student to confront this reality him or herself, and not to hide in the words of dualistic thinking. The horse does not ride you; you ride the horse. To quote Bernardo:




‘There are ‘external’ regions of the medium of mind, in the sense that there are regions that you do not identify yourself with. But this does not entail that there is an abstract ‘shadow’ universe outside mind; it does not entail an inflationary doubling of reality.’





He goes on to say:




‘This way, unlike what materialism entails, a neural process isn’t the subjective experience it correlates with, but merely a partial image of it.’





In many ways, this echoes the Zen perspective. In the words of Zen Master Soyen Shaku, as translated by Nyogen Senzaki:




‘Make a thorough analysis of yourself. Realize that your body is not your body; it is part of the whole body of sentient beings. Your mind is not solely your mind; it is but a constituent of all mind.’





Bernardo takes us on a journey to an alternative worldview, one that makes a great deal more sense than the scientistic one we are being spoon-fed through academia and the media. He expresses his ideas lucidly and constructively in a manner that does not lose their scientific and logical force. The truly ironic thing is that, in attacking the pretenses of scientistic materialism, Bernardo grounds himself in the latest and deepest understanding produced by science; one that scientistic materialism refuses to accept philosophically.


I challenge you to read Bernardo Kastrup’s prescription for what metaphysically ails you. You will be a wiser being for it.




Shogaku Zenshin Stephen Echard Musgrave Roshi. Director of the Zen Institute of San Diego, California. Author of Zen Buddhism, Its Practice and the Transcendental Mind.













Chapter 1


The Current Worldview and its Implications


A worldview is a set of ideas and beliefs on the basis of which one relates to oneself and to the world at large. It entails tentative answers to questions like: What am I? Where did I come from? What is the universe? What is the underlying nature of reality? What is the meaning of my role in the play of existence? And so on. One’s worldview is probably the most important aspect of one’s life. After all, our worldviews largely determine, given the circumstances of our lives, whether we are happy or depressed; whether our lives are rich in meaning or desperately vacuous; and whether there is reason for hope. It is thus very hard, if at all possible, to overestimate the relevance of the choices we make, with our minds and hearts, when it comes to defining our worldviews.


Society’s worldview


Though worldviews are fundamentally individual, there is tight interplay between people’s individual worldviews and society at large. While the majority worldview tends to influence how society organizes itself, society also largely influences the worldviews of individuals through education, the media, and the overall cultural zeitgeist. Indeed, it is nearly impossible for any person inserted in a modern cultural context to escape the haze of the zeitgeist and develop a truly unbiased, critical, and personal worldview. We are all bombarded daily with messages suggesting to us who we are, what reality is, what is possible or impossible, what is believable or unbelievable, what is meaningful or pointless and how we should live our lives. These messages come from the media in the form of advertisements, newscasts, documentaries, newspaper and magazine articles, political rhetoric, etc., but they also come from our own parents, family doctors, bosses, partners, friends and so on. The entire world around us is constantly pushing views regarding what is going on and what to do about it.


But just what is going on? Does anyone really know? Or do we simply live in a reality shaped by ephemeral best guesses? Either way, if we could escape the hysterical cacophony of culture so to develop a more authentic and unbiased worldview, grounded in direct experience and clear thinking, what would such a worldview be like? I will attempt to sketch answers to these questions in subsequent chapters. For now, though, we need to develop a more explicit understanding of what the mainstream worldview of our culture entails.


The influence of materialism


No society on Earth has a single worldview coordinating the lives of all its citizens, though many a dictator would like just that. Western societies, for instance, host myriad contradictory worldviews: religious fundamentalism, material consumerism, showbiz hysteria, political activism, spirituality and New Age, scientism, militant skepticism and so on. Each of these general amalgamations of ideas and beliefs entails a particular way to relate to oneself and to reality at large. Their mutual contradictoriness leads to all kinds of cultural conflicts that, ironically, help sustain and vitalize each faction by providing them with reasons to close ranks. For instance, from my own personal perspective, little did more to help galvanize religious fundamentalism than militant atheism, and vice-versa. And all these different factions operate simultaneously in our society.


Yet, it is quite clear to any diligent commentator on Western culture that there is, indeed, a subtle but irresistible core of ideas and beliefs – a core worldview – that holds more influence than any other in our society; even among those people who, outwardly, declare their allegiance to different belief systems. I am speaking, of course, of Western metaphysical materialism.


Materialism subtly pervades our expectations, value systems, goals, and nearly every aspect of our lives. Take, for instance, people who consider themselves deeply religious, holding beliefs about the immortality of the soul and the reality of heaven: they, too, often fear and resist death as if, deep inside, they actually believed that it represented oblivion. They will pray to a divinity to spare them and their loved ones an early demise. They will subject themselves to horrendous medical procedures to extend life for a few more weeks or months. They will weep in anguish at the loss of loved ones as if, deep inside, they believed the dead were lost forever.


One could argue that the fear of death is genetically programmed by evolution and, as such, should transcend any worldview. There is, of course, some validity to this. However, ethnography shows us that truly internalized belief systems can supplant this programming. Take, for instance, the Zuruahã tribe in the Brazilian Amazon: their worldview entails the belief that the soul (‘asoma’) reunites with lost relatives after physical death. This belief is so deeply internalized that, in the period between 1980 and 1995, 84.4% of all deaths among adults – defined as people over 12 years old – in their society was caused by suicide. As a result, a population known for excellent health and very few diseases has an average life expectancy of only 35 years.1 Faced with what you and I would consider completely ordinary crises and frustrations – like disputes of ownership, control of female sexuality, periods of low self-esteem, etc. – many Zuruahã simply choose to rejoin their lost loved ones in the afterlife. They don’t do it for heroic status, or for religious and socio-political causes – like the phenomenon of martyrdom – but simply as an attempt to improve their personal situations. To you and me, it would be like choosing to move to another town.


Even though, from an anthropological perspective, it is silly to judge a different culture on the basis of our Western values, I find it hard not to disapprove of such disregard for the value of life. Be it as it may, when looked at coldly, the case of the Zuruahã is dramatically illustrative of the point I am trying to make: unlike modern Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, etc., the Zuruahã have never been exposed to an overwhelmingly materialist culture, which explains their ability to deeply internalize the alternative cultural notion that death is but a transition. The example of the Zuruahã, as well as others, shows clearly that the way human beings relate to death is indeed largely a question of worldview, not only of genes.


Either way, materialism influences our ‘subconscious’ reactions, attitudes, and values in many other aspects of life as well, not only our beliefs regarding the after-death state. For instance, the implications of materialism lie directly behind the Western love affair with things. It is our often-’subconscious’2 belief that only matter truly exists that drives our urge to achieve material success. After all, if there is only matter, what other goal can there conceivably be in life other than the accumulation of material goods? And this belief is highly symbiotic with our economic system, for it is the drive towards material success that motivates key people to work long hours, often having to tolerate unpleasant circumstances, in order to improve their status and financial condition well beyond otherwise acceptable levels. It is also this belief that motivates people to spend their hard-earned income on unnecessary goods and premature upgrades. The materialist worldview has caused many of us to project numinous value and meaning onto things.


The point I am trying to make is that, while acknowledging that there are many superficial worldviews operating simultaneously in society, there is a powerful core worldview that subtly pervades the deepest, often ‘subconscious’ levels of our minds, ultimately determining how we truly feel about ourselves and reality. This core worldview is materialism. Many of us absorb materialist beliefs from the culture without even being aware of it, all the while trusting that we hold other beliefs. Materialism suffuses the core of our being by a kind of involuntary osmosis. Like a virus, it spreads unnoticed until it’s too late and the infection has already taken a firm hold. I include myself among those who have been victimized by this pernicious, yet natural, epidemic. The recent history of my life has been a diligent, yet very difficult, attempt to restore reason and lucidity to, and remove unexamined cultural biases and assumptions from, the ‘subconscious’ layers of my thinking. This book shares many of my insights and conclusions in this regard.


The role of the intellectual elite


The power of the core materialist worldview comes from its adoption by intellectual elites and its amplification by the mainstream media. Social validation is often crucial to our ability to truly hold onto a belief system, both consciously and ‘subconsciously.’ And no form of social validation is stronger than the validation provided by the segment of society that has become perceived as the learned elite. The reason for this is simple: our progress in understanding the complexities of nature is now so great, entailing such proliferation of evidence and details, that it has become completely impossible for any single person to study and evaluate all the relevant evidence on her own. We fundamentally depend on a collective, distributed effort to develop a critical opinion regarding what is going on. We need to share the task of studying and evaluating the relevant evidence. We have become dependent on others in the process of converging to a personal worldview. Intellectual specialization and a certain form of narrow-mindedness have become the norm in our epistemology in a way analogous to how the division of labor became the norm during the Industrial Revolution. In this sense, trust is now a crucial ingredient of the whole process, since we must be able to trust the conclusions of others in order to put together the whole jigsaw puzzle. And it is in this regard – trust – that the intellectual elite holds the cards, whether we admit it to ourselves or not. If we cannot trust the recognized specialists in different domains, who can we trust?


The problem is that the specialists in the intellectual elite – in our age, mostly scientists – are people like you and me. They, too, need the validation of a group to develop and hold onto a worldview. No specialist can hold the whole jigsaw puzzle in his mind so they, too, lack the all-important overview. But instead of receiving collective validation from the outside, the validation emerges organically and iteratively from within the group of specialists itself. This process is only partially guided by evidence, and largely by psychosocial dynamics, as Thomas Kuhn cogently showed.3 Each person plays the dual role of, on the one hand, contributing personal insights to the emerging consensus and, on the other hand, calibrating her own opinions based on the validation (or lack thereof) she gets from the emerging consensus. Once the system has evolved to a point where a strong consensus has emerged, and all serious dissenting views have been purged, most members of the intellectual elite begin to see it as their job to reinforce and promote this reigning consensus. Individuals who attempt to question the consensus at this stage become traitors primed for debunking, for their efforts, if successful, could deprive everyone of the collective validation they need to ground their intellectual and emotional lives. Nobody fancies falling back into the dark abyss of intellectual chaos and uncertainty that, according to our modern account of history, characterized the pre-Enlightenment years.


Materialism and science


Having said all the above, it is important to keep in mind the difference between materialism as a metaphysics and scientific theories as models. Many people – including many scientists – easily confuse the two, mistakenly construing the empirical evidence collected from nature through the scientific method to lend direct support to the materialist metaphysics. Were that to be so, materialism wouldn’t be a psychosocial phenomenon, as I argued above, but a scientific conclusion. However, that is not so. Empirical data proves the models of science under certain conditions, not the metaphysical interpretation of such models. Allow me to elaborate on this.


The scientific method allows us to study and model the observable patterns and regularities of nature. For instance, the observation that objects consistently fall when dropped – a regularity observed anywhere on the surface of the planet – allows us to infer the law of gravity. The observation that crystals form according to symmetrical shapes allows us to infer specific patterns of crystallization for different materials. By observing the consistency of these patterns and regularities, we can create mathematical models capturing them, run such models as computer simulations, and then predict how similar phenomena will unfold in the future. Such an ability to model and predict the phenomena of nature lies at the heart of the technological prowess of our civilization and represents the main social value-add of science.


But our ability to model the patterns and regularities of reality tells us little about the underlying nature of things. Scientific modeling is useful for informing us how one thing or phenomenon relates to another thing or phenomenon – this being precisely what mathematical equations do – but it cannot tell us what these things or phenomena fundamentally are in and by themselves. The reason is simple: science can only explain one thing in terms of another thing; it can only explicate and characterize a certain phenomenon in terms of its relative differences with respect to another phenomenon.4 For instance, it only makes sense to characterize a positive electric charge relative to a negative electric charge; positive charges are defined in terms of their differences of behavior when compared to the behavior of negative charges, and the other way around. Another example: science can explain a body in terms of tissues; tissues in terms of cells; cells in terms of molecules; molecules in terms of atoms; and atoms in terms of subatomic particles. But then it can only explain one subatomic particle in terms of another, by highlighting their relative differences. Science cannot explain the fundamental nature of what a subatomic particle is in itself, since all scientific explanations need a frame of reference to provide contrasts.5


Capturing the observable patterns and regularities of the elements of reality, relative to each other, is an empirical and scientific question. But pondering about the fundamental nature of these elements is not; it is a philosophical question. The problem is that, in recent decades, scientists who have little or no understanding of philosophy have begun to believe that science alone can replace philosophy.6 This dangerous combination of ignorance and hubris has done our culture an enormous disservice, which was exacerbated by the fact that scientists are over-represented in our society’s acknowledged intellectual elite, to the detriment of artists, poets, psychologists, philosophers, etc. Childishly emboldened by the technological success achieved by our civilization, many scientists have begun to believe that the scientific method suffices to provide us with a complete account of the nature of existence – that is, with a complete ontology. In doing so, they have failed to see that they are simply assuming a certain metaphysics – namely, materialism – without giving it due thought. They have failed to see that the ability to predict how things behave with respect to one another says little about what things fundamentally are.


We, as a society, are guilty, by ignorance or omission, of allowing science to outreach its boundaries on the basis of the equivocated assumption that technological prowess is proof of some deep scientific understanding of the underlying nature of reality. Let us put this in context with an analogy: one needs to know nothing about computer architecture or software in order to play a computer game well and even win; just watch a five-year-old kid. Playing a computer game only requires an ability to understand and predict how the elements of the game behave relative to one another: if your character shoots that spot, it scores points; if your character touches that wall, it dies; etc. It requires no understanding whatsoever of the underlying machine and code upon which the game runs. You can be a champion player without having a clue about Central Processing Units (CPU), Random-Access Memories (RAM), Universal Serial Buses (USB), or any of the esoteric computer engineering that makes the game possible. All this engineering transcends the ‘reality’ accessible empirically from within the game. Yet, the scientific method limits itself to what is empirically and ordinarily observed from within the ‘game’ of reality. Scientific modeling requires little or no understanding of the underlying nature of reality in exactly the same way that a gamer needs little or no understanding of the computer’s underlying architecture in order to win the game. It only requires an understanding of how the elements of the ‘game,’ accessed empirically from within the ‘game’ itself, unfold relative to one another.


On the other hand, to infer things about what underlies the ‘game’ – in other words, to construct a metaphysics about the fundamental nature of reality – demands more than the empirical methods of science. Indeed, it demands a kind of disciplined introspection that critically assesses not only the elements observed, but also the observer, the process of observation, and the interplay between the three in a holistic manner; an introspection that, as such, seeks to see through the ‘game.’ The construction of a metaphysics demands, thus, the methods of philosophy.


Our culture has become so blindly enamored with technology that we allowed science, on the basis of a misunderstanding, to be over-represented in our intellectual elite. The damaging consequences of this mistake are felt with increasing intensity in the culture, in the form of a materialist paradigm that, while unsubstantiated – as I will attempt to show in this and subsequent chapters – dissolves all meaning and hope out of human life. It is time we corrected this. It is time we understood that physics, while valuable and extremely important, just models the elements of the ‘game’: where to shoot, which wall to avoid, etc. The true underlying nature of reality – the inner workings of the computer running the game – is an issue of philosophy. It requires different methods to be properly assessed and understood. For as long as scientists like Stephen Hawking are allowed to make preposterous pseudo-philosophical pronouncements7 and not be either ignored or thoroughly ridiculed by the mainstream media – in exactly the same way that, say, a famous artist would be ridiculed or ignored for making pseudo-scientific statements – our culture will fail to understand the nature of our predicament.


The goals of this book


It is an initial goal of this book to offer a sane, coherent, evidence-based criticism of the materialist consensus that has emerged among the intellectual elite of our society ever since the Enlightenment; a consensus that, through the amplification provided by the mainstream media and the natural psychosocial needs inherent to human beings, has deeply influenced the core belief system of society at large, including you and me. I hope to show you that much of what we are told to believe is based on unexamined and unjustified assumptions and biases, some of them preposterous. Much of what society at large takes to be the ‘hard, cold facts of life’ is, in reality, ungrounded supposition and abstraction, much of it flying in the face of reason, parsimony and lucid observation. To boil this down to a simple statement, my aim is to convince you that much of what you take to be true, even the most basic aspects of reality and of your own identity, is a fantasy that you couldn’t sell to a five-year-old child. And in lieu of the madness that our materialist worldview has turned into, I hope – as the main goal of this book – to offer you the foundations of a sane and simple alternative that easily stands to reason, to all available evidence and to your personal experience of reality.


But, before we can accomplish any of this, we first need to summarize and make explicit what is actually entailed by the current materialist worldview. Many people are profoundly surprised when they actually grok what notions materialism requires in order to work as a worldview. Below, I will try to make the key aspects of materialism explicit and clear, as well as their key implications. For some of you, making the implications of materialism explicit will already suffice to permanently shake your belief in it. For the others, the discussion in the next chapters will provide plenty of additional substantiation.


The basics of materialism


The most basic assertion of materialism is that reality is, well, exclusively material.8 Materialism asserts that reality exists outside your mind in the form of assemblies of material particles occupying the framework of space-time. Even force fields are imagined, in current physics, to be force-carrying material particles.9 The existence of this material reality is supposed to be completely independent of your, or anyone else’s, subjective perception of it. Thus, even if there were no conscious beings observing reality, it would supposedly still go merrily on: the planets would still orbit the sun, the continents would still drift, volcanoes would still erupt, crystals would still form in the bowels of the Earth and so on. That there is such a thing as consciousness is, according to materialism, a product of chance configurations of matter, driven mechanically by the pressures of natural selection. We are supposedly an accident of probabilities, there being nothing more to a human being than an arrangement of material particles – maintained rather precariously out of thermodynamic equilibrium through metabolism – which will eventually lose its integrity and dissipate into a gooey entropic soup. When you die, materialism states that your consciousness and everything it means to be you – your memories, your personality, your experiences, everything – will be lost. There is little, if any, room for meaning or purpose under a materialist worldview.


Indeed, materialism holds that consciousness is itself a phenomenon produced, and entirely explainable, by the assembly of material particles that we call a brain. There is supposedly nothing to consciousness but the movements and interactions of material particles inside a brain, so that consciousness is material brain processes at work. How the mechanical movements of particles are accompanied by inner life is a question left unanswered by materialism. After all, just like in the case of computers, all the ‘calculations’ taking place inside our brains could, in principle, just happen ‘in the dark,’ completely unaccompanied by inner experience. This question is known as the ‘hard problem of consciousness,’10 or the ‘explanatory gap.’11 In its 125th anniversary edition, Science magazine listed the ‘hard problem’ as the second most important unanswered question in science.12 It should have been the first.


The hard problem of consciousness


Though much has been published on the ‘hard problem,’ I think it is appropriate that I quickly summarize here what it is all about. The problem is this: according to current state-of-the-art materialism, the primary element of reality is a relatively small set of fundamental subatomic particles described in the so-called ‘Standard Model’ of particle physics.13 These particles are referred to as ‘ontological primitives’: they are materialism’s basic building blocks for constructing everything else in nature, from galaxies to chairs, to you and me. In other words, we should be able to construct explanations for every object or phenomenon in nature in terms of the dynamics of these subatomic particles; how they move and interact with one another. The problem is that materialism ordinarily assumes these subatomic particles to lack consciousness. So how do you eventually get consciousness simply by arranging ‘dead’ subatomic particles together?


In principle, there is nothing mysterious about the emergence of higher-level properties as systems become more and more complex.14 For instance, beautiful and highly complex sand ripples emerge in dunes when there are enough grains of sand and wind. So why can’t consciousness emerge when there are enough subatomic particles arranged together in specific ways? The problem here is that, unless one is prepared to accept magic, the emergent properties of a complex system must be deducible from the properties of the lower-level components of the system.15 For instance, we can deduce – and even predict – the shape of sand ripples from the properties of grains of sand and wind. We can put it all in a computer program and watch simulated sand ripples form in the computer screen that look exactly like the real thing. But when it comes to consciousness, nothing allows us to deduce the properties of subjective experience – the redness of red, the bitterness of regret, the warmth of fire – from the mass, momentum, spin, charge, or any other property of subatomic particles bouncing around in the brain. This is the hard problem of consciousness.


As a matter of fact, consciousness is a sore on the foot of materialism. The materialist understanding of the world would seem a lot more solid if there were no such a thing as subjective experience at all. It is conceivable – though not necessarily possible – that science could eventually explain all structure, function, and behavior of a human being on the basis of the positions and movements of the subatomic particles composing the human body. But how and why that structure, function, and behavior are accompanied by inner experience is deeply problematic for materialism. Your personal computer also has structure, function, and behavior. However, its internal calculations do not seem to be accompanied by any inner experience at all, otherwise we would need to think twice before turning our computers off. From a materialist perspective, the case of the computer makes perfect sense. But a human being whose internal ‘calculations’ are accompanied by inner experience is an uncomfortable anomaly.


Animism revived


Consciousness clearly is a problem for materialists, some of whom resort to ludicrous attempts to even deny its very existence!16 Here is what philosopher Galen Strawson wrote about this denial: “I think we should feel very sober, and a little afraid, at the power of human credulity, the capacity of human minds to be gripped by theory, by faith. For this particular denial is the strangest thing that has ever happened in the whole history of human thought, not just the whole history of philosophy.”17


At the very moment he acknowledged the existence of consciousness Strawson had to confront the ‘hard problem.’ To do so, he proposed what seems to me to be a logical implication of materialism: panpsychism.18 Panpsychism is the notion that all matter is conscious, even though the intensity or quality of consciousness may depend on the particular arrangement of matter at hand.19 This way, as philosopher David Chalmers pointed out, the implication is that your home thermostat must be conscious; it must experience every single time it turns the heating system on or off.20 If you play the piano, beware: the piano must be conscious of every keystroke you perform. Every electric appliance you own, from your home computer to the vacuum cleaner, is also supposedly conscious under panpsychism. Clearly, this is a kind of modern articulation of animism, the belief that inanimate objects, like statues or even rocks, are also ‘alive.’


Under materialism, if you cannot explain consciousness in terms of emerging dynamics of unconscious subatomic particles, you must then postulate that consciousness is itself a fundamental property – like electric charge, mass or spin – of all particles.21 This is another ‘hidden’ implication of materialism that most people are not aware of, and it entails an unfathomable explosion of conscious entities in nature.


The problem with panpsychism is, of course, that there is precisely zero evidence that any inanimate object is conscious. To resolve an abstract, theoretical problem of the materialist metaphysics one is forced to project onto the whole of nature a property – namely, circumscribed, individualized consciousness – which observation only allows to be inferred for a tiny subset of it – namely, living beings. This is, in a way, an attempt to make nature conform to theory, as opposed to making theory conform to nature.


You may claim that it is impossible to assess whether an inanimate object, like a thermostat, is really conscious or not. This is true: we cannot even know for sure whether other people are really conscious, since it is impossible for us to gain access to the inner life of someone or something else. For all you know, everyone else is just a kind of sophisticated biological robot, completely unconscious, but manifesting all the right conscious-like behaviors out of complex calculations.


Still, the point here is not what can be known for sure, but what inferences can be justified on the basis of observation. That’s all we can hope to accomplish when developing a worldview. And we can infer that other people are conscious. After all, we observe in other people, and even in animals, behaviors that are entirely analogous to our own: they scream in pain, behave illogically when in love, sigh deeply when lost in thoughts, etc. We explain our own manifestations of these behaviors based on the firsthand knowledge that we are conscious: you know that you scream because you actually feel pain. So it is reasonable to infer that other people, who are physically analogous to you in every way, manifest those same behaviors for the same reason that you do – namely, that they are also conscious. Were it not to be so, we would need two different explanations for the same types of behavior in entirely analogous organisms, which is not the simplest alternative.


Therefore, there is indeed good empirical justification for the inference that other people and animals, and perhaps even all life forms, are conscious. But there is no empirical justification to infer that inanimate objects, which manifest no external behaviors that anyone could possibly relate to one’s own inner experience, are individually conscious in any way or to any degree whatsoever. As such, the only possible reason to believe in panpsychism is to make materialism work. And here is where Strawson should have heeded his own advice: “We should feel very sober, and a little afraid, at…. the capacity of human minds to be gripped by theory, by faith.”22


A ‘hallucinated’ reality


There is more. The current materialist view in neuroscience is that the ordinary, waking world we experience every day is in fact a brain-constructed ‘hallucination’ analogous in nearly every way to a dream. Indeed, the same neural mechanisms seem to underlie our experience of dreams and of the waking world. The difference between, on the one hand, the waking ‘hallucination’ you call your daily life and, on the other hand, your dreamed-up hallucination during sleep is, according to materialism, merely this: the former is believed to be modulated by electromagnetic signals emanating from a supposedly external reality that we can never have direct access to, for we’re irremediably locked into our brain-generated hallucination.23 It is this abstract, assumed external reality that, supposedly, explains why our waking experiences seem to be shared with other individuals, while our nightly dreams are highly individual and idiosyncratic.


According to materialism, what we experience in our lives every day is not the world as such, but a kind of brain-constructed ‘copy’ of the world. Everything we see, hear, or otherwise perceive is supposedly a complex amalgamation of electrochemical signals unfolding in a kind of theater inside our skulls.24 The book or electronic reader you see and feel in your hands right now is supposed to be entirely inside your head, though it should correspond to a ‘real book’ that exists outside your head and to which you can never have direct access. When you look at your face in the mirror, the reflection you see is supposedly just a subjective ‘copy’ of your head inside your actual head. The latter you can never see. The outside, ‘real world’ of materialism is supposedly an amorphous, colorless, odorless, soundless, tasteless dance of abstract electromagnetic fields devoid of all qualities of experience. It’s supposedly more akin to a mathematical equation than to anything concrete.


You may be thinking now that either I am misrepresenting the mainstream views of materialism or I am just very confused. I assure you, neither is the case. This is really what materialism entails. For instance, a formal academic paper has concluded that your real skull is actually beyond all the stars you see in the night sky.25 After all, the stars you see are all inside your head. One must applaud materialists for their self-consistency and honesty in exploring the implications of their metaphysics, even when such implications are utterly absurd.


Why does materialism depart so drastically from everyday intuition? Because it must, if it is to remain internally consistent. If all that exists is matter, and if consciousness is somehow produced by the suitable arrangement of matter represented by the brain, then it must be the case that all subjective perception resides in the brain; and in the brain only. Thus, according to materialism, the only way you can experience a world outside your head is if signals from that outside world penetrate your brain via the sense organs and, then, somehow modulate the creation of a brain-constructed hallucination that corresponds to the outside world. Ergo, your whole life – all reality you can ever know directly – is but an internal ‘copy’ of the ‘real reality.’ Nothing you see, touch, smell, feel, or hear around you right now is a direct apprehension of the ‘real reality.’ It is all, instead, an internal copy-of-sorts generated by your brain. Materialism, thus, requires a doubling of all reality: it presupposes an abstract and unprovable ‘external’ universe next to the known, concrete, and undeniable universe of direct experience. No ‘spiritual realm’ postulated by the world’s religious traditions is as abstract or metaphysical as the ‘external’ reality of materialism, for the latter is, by definition, devoid of phenomenal properties or qualities of experience. One is forced to wonder whether this can really be the simplest, most parsimonious and most reasonable metaphysical explanation for our observations.


Can we trust the ‘hallucination’?


Let us assume, for the sake of argument, that this materialist view is correct, so that we can explore more of its implications. The first thing to ask yourself is whether there is any reason to believe that the ‘copy’ of the world inside your head, and which you are experiencing right now, is perfect. Assuming that Darwin’s theory of evolution is correct in its more essential aspects, we have to ask ourselves whether evolution would have favored a brain that created a complete internal ‘copy’ of the world, capturing in it all aspects of relevance for our understanding of the fundamental mechanisms underlying nature. Furthermore, we have to ask ourselves whether evolution would have favored a brain that, whatever part of the world it did capture in its internal ‘copy,’ copied it without significant distortions that could throw us completely off track as far as putting together an accurate worldview. The answer to both questions is no.26


Evolution favors physical survival, not per se the accuracy or completeness of internal representations. It is reasonable to think that some matching between our brain-generated ‘copy’ of the world and the world itself is favorable for survival of the physical body: if a tiger is approaching you, it is useful to see something like the actual tiger, and not some other non-modulated, dream-like hallucination. But most people, scientists included, far overestimate the survival usefulness of accurate, complete internal representations. My own research on artificial neural networks shows that, very often, it is useful precisely to distort certain parts, and cut out other parts, of the external stimuli when creating an internal representation of the world in an artificial nervous system.27 Complete information is often confusing, drowning out the small parts that really matter. Undistorted information is often hard to act upon in a timely manner, due to the subtlety of its nuances. Therefore, these artificial nervous systems perform much more efficiently – and would stand a much better chance of survival if they had to compete in an ecosystem – when their own internal ‘copy’ of the world is largely incomplete and distorted. As such, this is what evolution would have favored and there is no strong reason to believe that the ‘copy’ of the world you and I supposedly live in comes even close to what is really going on. Thus, the implication of materialism is that we’re intrinsically limited to watching an edited and biased version of the film we’re trying to make sense of. Yet, we derive materialism entirely from that very film!


Even the scientific instruments that broaden the scope of our sensory perception – like microscopes that allow us to see beyond the smallest features our eyes can discern, or infrared and ultraviolet light sensors that can detect frequency ranges beyond the colors we can see – are fundamentally limited to our narrow and distorted window into reality: they are constructed with materials and methods that are themselves constrained to the edited ‘copy’ of the world in our brains. As such, all Western science and philosophy, ancient and modern, from Greek atomism to quantum mechanics, from Democritus and Aristotle to Bohr and Popper, must have been and still be fundamentally limited to the partial and distorted ‘copy’ of the world in our brains that materialism implies.


As such, materialism is somewhat self-defeating. After all, the materialist worldview is the result of an internal model of reality whose unreliability is an inescapable implication of that very model. In other words, if materialism is right, then materialism cannot be trusted. If materialism is correct, then we may all be locked in a small room trying to explain the entire universe outside by looking through a peephole on the door; availing ourselves only of the limited and distorted images that come through it.


Where do we stand?


Materialism is peddled in our culture as the most intuitive and self-evident worldview. After all, the world does look like it is outside ourselves. Things do feel solid. However, as we have seen, the intuitiveness of materialism is based largely on a misapprehension of what materialism really entails. When one carefully looks at the implications of the materialist metaphysics, it doesn’t look intuitive at all. It denies the reality of immediate experience and postulates it to be a ‘hallucination’ taking place entirely within our heads. It denies that we can ever directly access the ‘outside’ world. It states that the stars we see in the night sky are all inside our skulls. It completely fails to explain the most compelling and present aspect of existence: consciousness. And it defeats itself by casting doubt upon its own reliability.


Yet, before we can throw out materialism, we need a coherent alternative to explain empirical reality. Many of the alternative worldviews circulating through the fringes of the culture today are outrageous, malformed, and cannot be taken seriously at all. Others are fundamentally limited or self-contradictory. Indeed, because of the dominance of materialism, few capable philosophers or intelligent commentators have spent the time and energy required to help construct a coherent and respectable alternative; in any case, a number well under the necessary critical mass. Attempting to do so can end careers and bring professional ridicule upon oneself. It is not a level playing field when it comes to combating materialism. Therefore, it is no surprise that materialism still enjoys the perception of being the only viable game in town. The current shortage of coherent and complete alternatives does not come, in my view, from any particular difficulty in generating one, but from the lack of serious-enough attempts at doing so.


Though I have an extensive academic and professional background in the fields of computer engineering, artificial intelligence, semiconductors technology and high-energy physics, I currently have no professional links with academia. My professional status and source of income are not endangered by the points of view I am now making public with this book. Therefore, unlike most academics, professional scientists, or professional philosophers, I enjoy unrivaled freedom in expressing my views. It is in this context that I thought, perhaps arrogantly, that I could make a contribution towards constructing a credible, saner and more reasonable metaphysical alternative to materialism; an alternative that could, hopefully, help transform the mainstream paradigm under which we live our lives.


In the next chapters, I will attempt to do just that. I don’t claim this book to be the final word on a new and complete worldview and corresponding metaphysics. Whatever it is, it is certainly not complete. The articulations you will find in it aim at providing a platform – a way of thinking – which others can perhaps build upon in the longer-term project of constructing a robust philosophical system to replace materialism with. This is my hope for the present work.
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