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Preface



The peculiar course of my career, as well as my life, determined to a large extent the contents of this book. It is one that deals simultaneously with the topics of religion, hypnosis, and psychopathology. A background in clinical psychology explains my interest in psychopathology, or what is also termed abnormal behavior or mental illness. My interest in hypnosis dates back to my early adolescent years which saw me experimenting with self-hypnosis in various ways. Much later, as an academic, I became intrigued by the ways in which autohypnotic processes are involved in the construction of psychological symptoms. Then, shortly after taking up a teaching position in Africa nearly twenty years ago, I developed an interest in the powerful therapeutic techniques of traditional healers. It became apparent that most of these could be understood as superior versions of what we in the West call hypnosis. Moreover, I learned that traditional "hypnotic" healing practices are typically a part of the religious or spiritual practices of these non-Western societies.


The workings of religion have captured my imagination for many years. About ten years ago, I began researching the relationship between religion and mental health, an activity that culminated in my recent book Religion and Mental Health. Once I began to study the dynamics of religion in global perspective, I discovered that, with the partial exception of Western society, the religions of the world have an unmistakably hypnotic component. With all the above similarities in mind, it did not seem unreasonable to entertain the prospect that religion, hypnosis, and psychopathology were overlapping manifestations of a single general human faculty. As I looked further into this possibility, the pieces of the theoretical puzzle fell into place with remarkable ease. But this happened only after I realized the unifying factor, or common denominator, in these three categories of behavior.


In some respects, this book is an extension and elaboration of some of the ideas that I introduced in my earlier book Wings of Illusion (1990). The core thesis of this work was that greatly amplified intelligence, as an evolutionary strategy, forces the human being to seek psychological sanctuary in the form of illusion and self-deception. While writing Wings of Illusion, I was influenced strongly by the works of Ernest Becker and Otto Rank, both of whom realized that the most important question to be answered is, "On what level of illusion were we meant to live?" That question is also a main feature of this book as it explores our remarkable ability to dismantle and reconstruct reality in strategic ways.


In Wings of Illusion, I focused in a somewhat philosophical way on the disaster that awaits us as we continue to transcend reality at a time when we must be facing and accepting reality. I blamed our unique type and degree of destructiveness (including ecological destruction) on our capacity to deceive ourselves about the world in which we live. Organized religion was singled out as a primary means whereby cultures foster illusions that serve us in one way, but threaten us in another. One critic of Wings of Illusion went on radio, and also published a book review, describing it as the most "immoral" book he had ever encountered. This was based on the critic's sentiment that the book's theory was plausible to a degree that belief (and even hope) could be undermined. While this book is less existential in flavor, and less pessimistic in tone, I suspect it will attract similar sorts of criticism.


Following the publication of Wings of Illusion, I was nagged by the feeling that I had tried to do too much in the span of one book. Additionally, I feared that some of the book's theoretical content was overshadowed by its emotive and controversial elements. In particular, there was one important theme that I felt compelled to explore further. This had to do with the essential sameness of three broad categories of human behavior, namely religion, hypnosis, and psychopathology. In retrospect, this particular theme was not developed sufficiently in Wings of Illusion. Moreover, my thinking at the time was that human suggestibility was the principal factor that united religion, hypnosis, and psychopathology. While suggestibility certainly plays an indispensable role in these three categories of behavior, I came to understand that an even more fundamental ability was at work. This ability, known as dissociation, threads together the various topics of this book. Dissociation, although not a new idea, is one of the most exciting concepts in psychology, one that stands to reshape large parts of the discipline, and several related disciplines.


As with my other writings, the theoretical picture I paint here is done with a large brush and broad brushstrokes. This I feel can be a fruitful alternative, or supplement, to highly focused research that asks small questions and provides answers with little scope for reformulating our understanding of ourselves. My goal was to give some shape to the bigger picture, and to fill in details wherever I felt able and sufficiently knowledgeable. However, many more details remain to be added, and hopefully this work will stimulate theorists and researchers to improve the overall picture with needed detail. If this is done, we may begin to take seriously the idea of a unified theory, possibly even a unified theory that explains far more than the three subject areas of this book.


I was advised by a sociologist colleague of mine not to use the word "unified theory" in the title of this book. He said that sociologists would be immediately turned off to it since any talk of a unified theory is currently very much out of favor in the field of sociology. My colleague added that the notion of unification entails the sort of reductionism that is also not fashionable, especially in sociology. My cowardly first reaction was to replace the term "unified theory" with "integrated understanding." But soon I came to accept that I had, in fact, sought to develop a theory that could unite religion, hypnosis, and psychopathology to the extent that these three can be regarded as essentially the same. The fact that they look different and are acted out in different contexts does not negate their essential sameness. Thus I decided to retain "unified theory" in the book's subtitle, even though the theory is by no means complete and even though this breaks with popular academic trends.


As for the matter of reductionism, I did reduce the topics in question-so much so, in fact, that each was stripped bare of misleading disguises. Only this made it possible to reach deeper understandings and to create a new foundation on which to expand our knowledge. Regrettably, some religious people are bound to take offense at the way in which religion is "reduced" to a type of dissociative responding. Like Wings of Illusion, this book might be labeled "immoral," since religion is exposed as a form of strategic reality corruption designed to serve the individual and society. In defense of my approach, however, I believe that an elemental knowledge of ourselves, which includes our religious natures, puts us in a much better position to promote the type of change that is required at this point in time. This change can come in the form of new and far more effective psychotherapeutic methods to deal with the current epidemic of mental disturbance. The theoretical model presented here also opens the way for new revolutionary treatments of our sickly culture, including its pathological values that are pushing us toward extinction.


I would like to thank Paul Kurtz and Prometheus Books for their continuing support. I am also grateful to Eugene O'Connor for his thoughtful and painstaking editorial assistance.










1 The Problem of Reality



Thinkers continue to be puzzled by what will be the central topics of this book, namely religion, hypnosis, and so-called abnormal behavior. The fundamental nature of each remains a mystery despite a long history of debate and scientific investigation. While all three phenomena are highly complex in their own right, the reason for our persistent ignorance is quite simple. Our general approach has been to attempt understandings of these aspects of behavior within their own confines. To do so is to limit one's knowledge to the vocabulary and concepts indigenous to these different areas of study. Over time, these take on a life of their own, one that is self-sustaining and largely immune to competing propositions. However, each comes into a new focus when examined in the broader framework of overlapping manifestations of behavior. As we explore religion, hypnosis, and psychopathology in each other's light, it becomes clear that they are part of a single story, namely, the regulation of reality.


Our quest for a broad-based understanding must also take us beyond the body of knowledge that is available to us within our own culture. To this end, I will examine these topics as they present themselves in different cultural settings. In so doing, it will become apparent that, despite many superficial differences, the same general picture emerges in virtually all cultures of the world. It has been the tradition in the social sciences to direct their attention to the differences that exist between cultures. Without question, much has been learned from such investigations. Yet we have done this to the point almost of excluding from our studies those aspects and elements of culture that are constant. Radical cultural relativists sometimes deny the existence of universal explanatory mechanisms.


This precludes the development of any unified theory of human behavior, and limits our knowledge to the differences that exist across cultures. My approach will be to continue to explore variations in behavior while attempting to show that common forces exist in all human cultures.


Our journey will also take us across the unfortunate lines that separate academic disciplines. While I was schooled in psychology, and in particular clinical psychology, I would be the first to concede that there is a need to draw on knowledge from other related fields. These include sociology, anthropology, philosophy, and the biological sciences. All these fields have an important place in the theoretical formulation to follow.


At the heart of my thesis is the firm conviction that the theoretical and conceptual boundaries between religion, hypnosis, and psychopathology are largely artificial. I also believe that recent advances in all three fields have paved the way for an integrated model. In showing that all three are variations on the same theme, I will give special attention to a fascinating cognitive process that represents the key common denominator in all three behavioral categories. This is the dissociation-suggestion mechanism that has itself been shrouded in mystery, myth, and errant assumptions. When these are swept aside, this unique ability reveals itself as the pivotal process enabling humankind to regulate what is here being called "reality." Since reality is also a controversial construct, let us begin with a discussion of this slippery term.


What Is Reality?


In their much-heralded book The Social Construction of Reality, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann maintain that human reality is an artifact of the culture in which individuals find themselves.1 In stating their case, they describe the ways in which language, institutions, and socialization practices function to construct, or '1egitimize," the structure and content of reality. While Berger and Luckmann draw a distinction between objective and subjective reality, they claim that both these realities are constructed at the level of culture. They are quite unequivocal in asserting that "society exists as both objective and subjective reality."2 Similarly, David Heise discusses reality within a social constructionist framework, while stating that truth cannot be used as a criterion by which to define reality.3 He argues this position on the basis that "truth" varies across different social groups, and that what is "true" in one society may be "false" in another.


Certainly, one cannot deny that there is some substance to such a view. The reality of a Tibetan monk is certainly different from that of an Oklahoma used car dealer, which is again different from the reality of a Kung bushperson living in Botswana's Kalahari desert. Culture is almost certain to be an influential agency in the shaping of subjective reality; indeed, it even seems reasonable to speak of objective reality in terms of culture. Throughout human history, cultures have served as conveyors of ''knowledge" or "facts" that became the building blocks of people's impressions of objective reality. Growing up in my own culture and subculture, I acquired among many other things the ''knowledge" that poison ivy is noxious, that the earth is round, and that Lutherans can never go to heaven. Another person, in another culture or at a different point in history, might have assimilated the cultural "knowledge" that ringed snakes are deadly, that the earth is flat, and that the gods can only be appeased by sacrificing virgins.


Since some cultural "knowledge" is true and some false, it is highly misleading to speak of objective reality in terms of the information that derives from cultural sources. It is true that culture tends to homogenize people's conceptions of reality. But objective reality implies a reality that has a consistency beyond the purely relativistic one espoused by some cultural relativists. In their view, objective and subjective reality are basically the same thing, since no account is taken of reality as it exists in a truly objective way. Their entire formulation is thus limited to the human perception of reality.


David Heise acknowledges that social constructionist formulations of reality are sometimes unremittingly relativistic to the point of being nihilistic. He also admits that, even within the nihilistically inclined field of sociology, many people find such a stance to be extreme. And there is good reason for dissension, since one must do more than depict reality as an ever elusive figment of cultural imagination. The earth, for example, has a certain shape at any one point in time. That shape remains what it is, despite the culturally transmitted shape entertained by individuals. I suppose that some cultural relativists would disagree, saying that the earth is flat if that is a feature of an individual's socially constructed reality. Likewise, they would say that the earth is also round if that is an element of the reality of another person from a different cultural setting. But unless one abandons oneself completely to nihilism, simple logic should tell one that the earth cannot be both round and flat.


In his book The New Skepticism, Paul Kurtz refers to a reality that remains constant despite the endless number of ways that we interact with the world via our activities, and the different ways that reality can be interpreted:




... there is a real world out there, but we interact, modify, or interpret it in different ways in terms of our contexts or fields of behavior. But the world does not evaporate into, nor is it totally assimilated by, a person's action. Reality is not equivalent to activity; activity presupposes a real world independent of oneself. It is that which exists and causally interacts with other things, separate and distinct from an intersubjective community of observers. And it is that which endures and functions in some sense independent of my activities. . . . The real is that which exists or would exist if I were not around, but I could say little about it if I did not observe, study, probe, manipulate, or use it.4





In my opinion, it is inappropriate to use the term "objective" reality as Berger and Luckmann used it earlier. According to truly objective reality, the earth is round in shape. The objective reality of which Berger and Luckmann spoke should be again understood as the culturally influenced perception or interpretation of objective reality. It is hardly more stable than the subjective reality to which they also made reference. As Kurtz also realizes, there is an important difference between knowledge and impressions, and between knowledge and belief. It is not sufficient to equate belief with knowledge. Instead, in Kurtz's view, there are objective "anchors" in the real world that exist independently of beliefs, imagination, dreams, fantasies, and so forth.5 It is even possible to judge the veracity of these mental constructions in terms of their alignment or misalignment with the objective "anchors" to which Kurtz refers.


In contrast with some prevailing schools of thought in sociology and anthropology, the fields of psychology and psychiatry have long histories of recognizing a stable reality that can be used as a touchstone by which to assess the personal reality of individuals. There would be no hesitation in saying that someone deviated from "real" reality if, for instance, that person claimed that he/she was Napoleon. Conversely, I know of no sane mental health professional who would take the position that such a person was Napoleon because this particular belief was an aspect of the personal reality of that person.


The phrases "real reality" and "unreal reality" are redundant and conceptually perplexing. The situation is little better for the words "objective" and "subjective" as they relate to reality, since they have attracted so many contradictory meanings. For my purposes, I would like to select, not the usual two, but rather three different terms in order to describe human reality. Although the addition of an extra category adds a certain amount of complexity, it does serve to clarify the confusion that has arisen regarding socially constructed reality, while permitting us to speak more confidently about individual constructions of reality. Brief mention will now be given to each of the three ways in which the concept of reality must be understood.


Primary Reality


Primary reality is reality as it would present itself if only that information or data available to the person were used as the building blocks of reality. This does not, however, mean that primary reality would necessarily be the result of rational modes of mental activity, such as critical and analytical thinking, reasoning, and so forth. Nor does it refer to "ultimate" reality in the sense that everything is known about an event or object. Instead, primary reality is uncorrupted and unbiased because the creature does not modify, translate, or otherwise distort incoming information. This category of reality is reserved for nonhuman animals, due to the human being's natural tendency to rely on nonrational, as well as rational, modes of cognition in the formation of its unique blended reality.


Virtually all nonhuman animals operate within primary reality. Consider the squirrel. With no added bias from higher-order distortive mechanisms, the reality of a squirrel is a comparatively stable primary one wherein things are as they are. An acorn always remains something to eat or to stick into the hole of a tree. In the absence of the cerebral apparatus to misinterpret an acorn, squirrels never have acorn gods, nor do they ever develop acorn phobias. When another squirrel dies, decomposes, and disappears, the remaining squirrels have no ability to alter the empirical data about the squirrel's death. When the dead squirrel is gone, it is gone. The primary reality of a squirrel does not permit a squirrel heaven or a happy acorn ground in an afterlife. Quite simply, there are no data to indicate, either to a squirrel or to ourselves, that there exists an afterlife. Because of its brain design, the squirrel is prevented from reinterpreting empirical data, which gives it exclusive access to primary reality.


On the other hand, human beings have only one cerebral foot on the ground. They possess a talent that automatically banishes them from primary reality, at the same time offering endless other possibilities over the squirrel and all other nonhuman creatures. Berger and Luckmann gave the "dog-world" and the "horse-world" as examples of comparatively stable realities that differ from our own, proposing that the difference can be understood by degree of instinctual determination. That is, nonhuman animals "live in closed worlds whose structures are predetermined by the biological equipment of the several animal species."6 This, according to Berger and Luckmann, contrasts with the "man-world," which has "no species-specific environment, no environment firmly structured by [its] own instinctual organization."7


But a point of clarification is essential here. While I agree that nonhuman animals have a generally stable reality by comparison with human reality, Berger and Luckmann ignore an important fact in arriving at their conclusion. It is that a large proportion of nonhuman animal behavior is acquired through social learning, in much the same way that it is done for human beings. Even the humble squirrel must learn that it is to eat acorns, and that a certain squeal from its mother means to scamper up the tree to safety. Furthermore, the Berger and Luckmann model discounts the ways in which some dimensions of human behavior are locked into biologically determined patterns. These may not be as obvious as those appearing in other species, but they do exist.


We might even go to the heart of the matter about reality and ask why it is that human beings, in all cultures, construct for themselves a reality that is not strictly empirical in nature. Why, all throughout our history, have we harbored irrational and often wildly false notions about the empirical world and our place in it? It is said that Socrates frequently began his speeches by imploring his listeners not to be angry with him if he tells them the truth. One gets the sense that Socrates definitely knew that falsehoods and errors held a central place in the human mind.


From the perspective of human beliefs, Paul Kurtz writes about our astonishing capacity to tolerate beliefs that mock our own awesome intellectual capabilities:




The surprising fact about human beings is that a belief does not have to be true in order to be believed by them. Indeed, most of the belief systems that generations of humans have heralded, lived by, and died for are in fact patently false. Yet they were held with deep conviction and fervor .... The fads and fallacies, delusions and fantasies that people have believed in are so numerous in human history that they constitute, as it were, the very fabric of our cultural existence. The list of erroneous belief systems is endless .... Human culture is comprised of the castles in the sand that we have constructed. . . . These are the products of our fertile imaginations and especially our yearnings for other worlds. The web of human civilization contains both the ingenious ways that humans have developed for understanding and dealing with the world with clarity and precision and the extraordinary palliatives and smoke screens that they have laid down for themselves.8





The universality of the distortion of primary reality requires us to consider that this phenomenon is not simply the result of society acting upon an otherwise structureless human being. Instead, as Kurtz argues, "there are powerful drives in the human species that often lead human beings to subvert their senses and reason and to accept popular delusions. These tendencies are rather general, and they may be invariant in all cultures."9 Yet human beings are also capable of arriving at what Kurtz terms reliable knowledge. It is well within our abilities to process incoming information in order that our mental constructions correspond to primary reality. The fact that we so often miss the mark in this regard is owing to our tandem ability to regulate reality to suit our ends. This contradiction will sort itself out as we explore the peculiar workings of dissociation and divided methods of consciousness and unconsciousness. We will come to see that, as a consequence of our unique brain design, there is a highly fluid quality to human reality. This requires that any social constructionist theory of human behavior must take into account the physiological processes that are responsible for the consistent patterns that exist alongside the differences in behavior.


Personal Reality


Personal reality refers to the reality of the individual organism. For the nonhuman realm of the animal world, the reality of the individual animal overlaps exactly with primary reality. They are one and the same. Again this is because nonhuman animals do not have the sophisticated brain faculties required to translate and then retranslate incoming empirical information in such a way that reality can become virtually anything at the level of the individual.


To the human being, acorns can be little bombs planted by aliens from outer space (an aspect of the reality of a paranoid person). Or they can be the source of powerful magic, capable of ensuring the immortality of a dead person if the corpse is dusted with burnt acorn powder prior to burial (an aspect of the reality of certain former religious beliefs). Or an acorn can be merely an acorn. Many options are open to members of our species, and we naturally try to avail ourselves of them for purposes of social, psychological, and physical survival.


Culture usually specifies the alternatives to a strictly empirically based reality. But, in our species, the reality of the person never overlaps completely with reality as it would be constructed with empirical or factual data only. This is true in "normal" as well as "abnormal" individuals. Also not exempt are the existential pathfinders who consider themselves to be at the front lines of the truth. Their personal reality is also skewed and biased, albeit with superficial differences in the appearance of that bias. Human reality is destined to contain large amounts of error. In saying this, I am using primary reality as the criterion by which to gauge the world as it really is.


It must be conceded, however, that primary reality could also be false as it reveals itself to us. Take the acorn once more. It may be that acorns are little bombs, or that their burnt dust is the bestower of everlasting life. But in using empirical data to define real reality, one is proceeding on the basis of available data and probabilities and/or improbabilities. Therefore, it is highly improbable, in light of empirical data, that an acorn is an alien's bomb or that burnt acorn dust defeats the problem of mortality.


Religion cannot be given special consideration if we are to understand the principles of reality regulation. So, similarly, it must be said that, in all likelihood, religious beliefs are examples of adaptive cognitive errors. They are probably false because they are constructed in defiance and ignorance (in the sense of "ignore'~ of available empirical data. Thus they are deviations from primary reality.


We know that this is largely the case, since the thousands of religions in the world contain beliefs that directly contradict one another, thereby canceling out their credibility. For example, it cannot both be true that a bird-god gave birth to this planet four million years ago in the form of an egg, and also that the planet was born six thousand years ago when, over the course of six days, a different god created the earth one step at a time. Even so, there is no way of knowing that all religious beliefs are inaccurate, since their premises are not circumscribed by empirical evidence. Yet, with the aid of simple logic, we can safely say that most religious beliefs are probably false. They are certainly useful, however, as will be seen.


It is interesting to speculate about the birth of personal reality. That is, when did human beings develop the cerebral skills required in order to construct a reality that was deviant from primary reality? In my earlier book Wings of Illusion, I proposed that this occurred when the human brain reached a critical developmental threshold wherein we became conscious to a potentially debilitating degree.10 It was then that a tandem brain capacity was needed to absorb, so to speak, the collision between amplified consciousness and many emotionally terrifying and confusing facets of this-world existence. New irreconcilable conflicts needed resolution, and new unanswerable questions demanded pacifying answers. The future viability of nature's experiment with the big brain depended on an evolutionary move that would preserve the many advantages of elevated consciousness, while simultaneously reducing the emotional impact of that same adaptation.


This evolutionary strategy came in the form of the capacity of the brain to dissociate itself from its own data. More specifically, the human brain gained the ability to (a) selectively perceive its environment, (b) selectively process information, (c) selectively store memories, (d) selectively disengage from already stored memories, and (e) selectively replace dissociated data with more "user-friendly" data.


Ultimately, this empowered human beings, like no animal before us, to regulate their own reality. One might compare this capacity to an automatic thermostat that regulates the temperature of a room, except that our ability to regulate is infinitely more sophisticated. The following chapter will attempt to isolate the actual brain-level processes involved in this astonishing evolutionary feat, in order to show that it is the cognitive basis for religion, hypnosis, and most forms of mental disturbance.


In short, personal reality defines itself by its deviation from primary reality, even though personal reality partially overlaps with primary reality. For most people, then, personal reality amounts to empirical reality plus or minus whatever empirically unjustified modifications or biases are made to empirical reality.


One can only speculate about the degree of bias that features in personal reality. Ernest Rossi, an Ericksonian hypnotherapist, estimated that at least 80 percent of the information contained in the human mind is false.11 What makes this estimate more remarkable is that Rossi was referring to the vast quantity of error that is entertained, not as a result of formal hypnosis, but during the normal waking state. And here we are not talking about an animal with insufficient brain power to get things right. Instead, we are dealing with the creature with the most highly developed cerebral cortex. Yet, despite our cerebral talents, it seems that the mental world of the human being is often at odds with the true nature of things. Not only that, we will fight to preserve what is false. We do this while also, paradoxically, apprehending the world with astonishing precision. As a result, any useful theory about human behavior must explain the fundamental contradiction which is our capacity simultaneously to construe and misconstrue the world about us.


Whatever the actual extent of our cognitive error, it should be remembered that the generation of this error is the consequence of intricate cerebral processes that safeguard the integrity of the entire nervous system. Also, attempts to estimate the proportion of error in personal reality ignore the fact of individual differences. We should expect a substantial amount of variation regarding the distortive component of personal reality. These are reflective of situational, constitutional, and sociocultural factors that weigh differentially upon people. The actual content and emotional valence of the error contained in personal reality determines whether we describe that error as religion, psychopathology, or something else.


Cultural Reality


The inclusion of a category with the label "cultural reality" reinforces what was said previously about the "social construction" of reality. The reality of the individual is to some extent the result of constructions that are fabricated and propagated by culture. We are all tattooed from birth with indelible beliefs and understandings as they are served up to us by the culture into which we are born. However, this does not necessarily imply that all people rally around a single culture which manufactures a single set of messages, or suggestions. Granted, in many instances, the vast majority of those born within a specific culture will endorse the dominant core of that culture. For example, most adult people in contemporary Western culture would not feel threatened at the prospect of allowing their children to receive an education. Indeed, the majority would probably see it as a positive and worthwhile undertaking. But certain individuals are also subject to the influence of any number of subcultures which, together, make up the composite culture. Even with regard to the matter of the desirability of education, one could point to significant Western subcultures wherein education is viewed with fear and suspicion (e.g., the Amish and Mennonites). Therefore, our approach to the concept of culture must be flexible enough to include the shaping forces of subcultures, as well as those of the mainstream culture. As a result, we need to define cultural reality broadly as the constellation of externally delivered suggestions that are normalized on the basis of group endorsement. The term "normalized" as it is used here means normal both in the sense that a suggestion has achieved normative status, and that it is experienced as normal by the person.


The above definition allows for the possibility that a suggestion can be normalized by a subculture, sometimes even if it lacks majority endorsement in that society as a whole. One question that immediately arises is this: How large and/or cohesive must a group be for it to be capable of normalizing a suggestion? There is no simple answer that will apply to all individuals across all cultural contexts. While not trying to beg the question, it can only be said that a cultural suggestion becomes an element of the reality of a person when the group is, in fact, sufficiently large and/or cohesive for the person to perceive that suggestion as normal, or normative.


We see, therefore, that cultural reality refers to reality that is shared, or agreed upon, at the group level, even if that group is only one portion of the total population. Of course, conflicts can arise between the reality of the dominant culture and that of a subculture. For instance, some Amish children are quite literally presented with two opposing cultural realities on the issue of education, progress, technology, and so forth. As a result, conflict situations can arise later when educational and lifestyle decisions become necessary.


We saw that personal reality overlaps only partially with empirical reality, and that the capacity to err is an inevitable feature of personal reality. The same is true of cultural reality. In fact, one central function of any workable culture is to offer mental constructions of reality that are erroneous in relation to empirical reality. In a sense, culture is the central bank of cognitive distortions that provide individual members the means by which to translate empirical reality into a more acceptable form. The mass biasing of empirical reality often carries the label "religion," even though this process spills over into other terminological categories.


There may be some truth to the adage that the job of the old is to lie to the young. Likewise, Ernest Becker may have been justified in describing culture as a "macro-lie."12 In addition to normalizing errors, culture also transmits a great deal of vital data that is in close accord with primary or empirical reality. This has the obvious advantage of delivering information that is essential for survival. But cognitive error is also a requisite for survival; therefore, cultural reality must be viewed as an intentional and necessary blend of information and misinformation.


Since both cultural reality and personal reality overlap partially with empirical reality, we must next consider the overlap between personal and cultural reality. In the same way that the individual can self-control empirical reality, the individual can take self-initiative in modifying cultural reality. Under hypothetically ideal social and situational conditions, individuals would have little need to deviate much from culturally constructed reality. In most instances, alterations to cultural reality are made only when situational and/or intrapsychic factors deem this to be necessary. However, the general breakdown of traditional systems of religion, such as we have seen over the past three centuries, can also lead to widespread individual modifications to cultural reality.


In the pages to follow, the concept of reality will be discussed from many angles. For practical purposes, the word "reality" will be used without making reference to one of the above categories. When this is done, the reader can assume that I am referring to primary reality. In most instances where I am referring to other than primary reality, the context should make clear which of the other possible definitions I am referring to.


I have been using the term "regulation" as it relates to reality since the word connotes four qualities that are unique to the human experience of reality. The first of these is that reality is not a fixed thing for human beings. The contours of one person's particular reality may differ quite dramatically at various points in time. Second, the word "regulation" implies that personal reality is potentially inaccurate in the sense of being out of alignment with an "anchored" primary reality that is not subject to these shifts. Third, "regulation" implies an ongoing adjustment process that is purposeful. Fourth, the word suggests that some intelligence is at work, providing the information which, in tum, determines the degree and direction of the adjustments. Since we are accustomed to equating normality with degree of contact with a reality that we imagine to be stable, the prospect of a reality regulation process casts doubt over our usual methods for defining what is normal and abnormal.


Reality and Normality



In this section I will argue that abnormality in the sense of "out-of-touchness" with reality is a very normal thing. Moreover, total sanity, in the sense of being closely aligned to primary reality, will be depicted as a highly undesirable prescription for emotional and psychological well-being. Such peculiar and potentially offensive assertions require a few words of explanation.


As stated earlier, most psychologists and psychiatrists still assume that mental health is reflected by a person's ability to perceive reality accurately. The reverse of this reasoning has also been a popular method by which to diagnose abnormal behavior. That is, people who misperceive or misconstrue reality are mentally disturbed, or at least highly prone toward the development of psychological maladies. This typical viewpoint is voiced by Marie Jahoda in the book Current Concepts of Positive Mental Health: "The perception of reality is called mentally healthy when what the individual sees corresponds to what is actually there."13 Yet available research paints a radically different picture of the relationship between psychological health and the mental construction of reality. In actuality, a considerable amount of insanity, in the sense of being out of touch with reality, is requisite to optimal mental health.


In line with this position, many scholars throughout the ages have described aspects of reality as so potentially noxious that people must somehow defend themselves from it. Furthermore, this seems to be a universal characteristic of our species, common to virtually all cultures of the world. Speculative wisdom about humankind's distaste for factual reality and truth dates back to the earliest writings by members of our species. Even before we mastered the art of putting pen to paper, or chisel to stone, I can imagine that certain individuals stood back for the moment, scratched their heads, and marveled at our incredible knack for entertaining the false and the unreal.


Over the past decade, increasing numbers of quantitative researchers have tested the hypothesis that people do indeed generate transformations or distortions of reality that act as prophylactics for mental health. The results of these studies are remarkably consistent, with nearly all findings indicative of a natural human inclination toward self-deception, illusion, and other health-giving biases about reality. One of the first experimental studies in this area was conducted by Harold Sackeim and Ruben Gur.14 They employed a variety of devices aimed at giving an index of a person's ability to engage successfully in self-deception. In addition, they gathered information about the mental health of their subjects by determining how many symptoms of psychopathology they experienced. A subsequent statistical analysis of these data revealed a strong negati'Oe correlation between self-deception and psychopathology. In other words, it appears that people are less likely to suffer from psychological disorders as they become more adept at self-deception.


Harold Sackeim has written at length about the adaptive value of lying to oneself. According to Sackeim, "self-deceptive practices may be efficient strategies by which to promote psychological health and, at least in some circumstances, their use may lead to higher levels of functioning than their absence."15 His overall summation coincides with that of Freud, who felt that reality was too strong for individuals to operate without the advantage of reality-distorting measures. Sackeim is also one of the first investigators to extend this line of reasoning to the area of dissociation theory, writing that dissociation may allow one part of the cognitive system to remove itself in an adaptive way from certain taxing representations of reality. In fact, dissociation is the crucial mental procedure that responds to our motivations for self-deception and other modes of reality transformation.


The best summary of other work on the relationship between reality distortion and psychological health can be found in Shelley Taylor's Positive Illusions.16 For purposes of illustration, I will mention a small number of the studies that are included in her book. In all instances, they demonstrate that maximal psychological integrity should be understood in terms of our ability not only to function within reality, but also to reject and modify reality in purposeful directions. They also confirm the emerging view that illusions are the result of an active process by which skewed mental constructions are manufactured for the long-term and ongoing psychological benefit of the individual.


Numerous studies support a model of mental health incorporating reality distortion and self-deception as integral factors. Some of these deal with the illusion of self-control; that is, the illusion that individuals possess environmental or situational control that they do not have in actuality. For example, several experiments have shown that the illusion of control is inversely related to depression. That is, depressed people are less adept than nondepressed people at generating such illusions. Stated otherwise, this particular category of illusion appears to insulate people from the experience of emotional depression. Reality, it seems, is depressing. However, we can reduce the depressing effects of reality by imposing upon it the alterations that are here being called illusions.


The importance of reality distortion and self-deception in the establishment and preservation of mental health is further revealed by some interesting studies on self-consciousness and, in particular, private self-consciousness. This term refers to the extent to which an individual's attention is self-focused. As such, private self-consciousness is considered to be a measure of degree of self-insight and self-awareness. Theoretically, those with a high degree of private self-consciousness would be more "in touch" with themselves, including their thoughts and emotions, and to be less inclined to resort to denial, self-deception, and other related defense mechanisms. Allan Fenigstein and his associates were among those to spearhead research on this topic, using their measurement device known as the Self-Consciousness Scale.17 Several studies using this scale show that people with high private self-consciousness have more accurate self-knowledge than those who are less self-aware. That is, self-consciousness is related to more realistic, and less biased, perceptions of oneself.


In terms of what was said earlier about the psychological advantages of self-deception, we would predict that self-consciousness, or self-awareness, would correlate with negative emotional states. Again, the reasoning would be that a failure to achieve cognitive bias results in too much reality, which in tum impinges deleteriously upon the person's emotional integrity. A series of recent social psychological studies demonstrates a strong positive correlation between private self-consciousness and levels of depression. These are also presented in Taylor's book Positive Illusions. Together, they reveal that the more people are able to favorably bias their perceptions of themselves, the less likely they are to be depressed. One might argue that the actual state of depression is causing the individual to be less effective in distorting certain realities about himself, but this does not appear to be the case. For in one study that is summarized by Taylor, mood was measured before and after subjects were made to focus attention on themselves. Under such conditions, increasing self-awareness actually precipitated negative emotional responses. I suspect that the same is true regarding the above-mentioned relationship between depression and the illusion of control. A failure to impose adequate amounts of distortive cognitive bias concerning the control one has over life events causes the depression, rather than the reverse.


So far, we have seen that we fare better emotionally if we can generate unrealistic conceptions of ourselves, including the extent to which we can control our surroundings. Another set of experimental data shows that we are also at a mental health advantage if we are adept at deceiving ourselves about our emotions. Some research in this area has made use of the Self-Deception Questionnaire.18 This test measures how inclined a person is to deny, or otherwise distort, unpleasant or threatening feelings which one would expect to experience in the course of living (e.g., guilt, sorrow, anxiety, and sadness). Using this instrument, one team of researchers found that self-deception was inversely related to depression.19 Thus, being able to distance oneself from certain negative emotions insulates one from the debilitating consequences of depression. Further support for this thesis comes from Frederick Gibbons, who reported that the misery of already depressed people improved when they were exposed to communications fostering self-enhancing illusion (i.e., the adoption of an inaccurate view that they are better off than others).20


In Positive Illusions, Taylor cites still other findings in support of a modified view of mental health, with illusion and self-deception as key mechanisms. It is demonstrated that illusions: (a) increase one's capacity for productive and creative work; (b) facilitate certain aspects of intellectual functioning; (c) improve memory relating to focused tasks, while inhibiting disturbing memories that could interfere with performance; (d) increase one's level of motivation and aspiration, as well as one's ability to persist toward specific goals; (e) improve quality of performance and increase likelihood of success; (f) allow us to cope more effectively with tragedy; and (g) promote physical health.


Illusions, according to Taylor and her colleagues, predictably distort reality in positive directions that are aggrandizing to the self as well as to the perceived world in which we live. In drawing general conclusions from the large corpus of research dealing with the psychology of illusion, Taylor writes:




Traditional concepts of mental health promote the idea that an accurate or correct view of the self is critical to the healthy self-concept. But decades of empirical research suggest that a quite different conclusion is merited. Increasingly, we must view the psychologically healthy person not as someone who sees things as they are but as someone who sees things as he or she would like them to be. Effective functioning in everyday life appears to depend upon interrelated positive illusions . . . that make things appear better than they are.21





In the conclusion of her book, Taylor qualifies the overall thrust of her work by stating that "most people do not distort reality to a very substantial degree."22 While I do not agree in general with that view, Taylor is correct in the limited context of her review of the research. In generating the illusion that we have more personal control over life events, for example, we do not usually become filled with Napoleonic delusions of grandeur and omnipotence. Self-serving cognitive biases, as they are called, tend to have roughly predictable limits that are self-constrained by the perpetrators of illusion. Taylor's comment is also accurate in the sense that human beings do not embark on a total rejection of reality as they engage in their illusions. In fact, illusions about reality are a direct consequence of the nature of reality, thus implying that the one who misreads reality is simultaneously aware of its nature. This, as will be seen, remains the case even after the illusion has been manufactured.


But Taylor's overall treatment of the topic of illusion fails to take into account the massive distortions of reality that are fostered and sanctioned at the level of culture. While many of these would be labeled as "religion," huge cultural alterations of reality are not necessarily limited to religion. Some political ideologies, for instance, involve an extremely high degree of active reality defiance. The same is true of the many facets of what might be termed secular fanaticism, some of which are sustainable at the subcultural level.


Many people steer away from a scientific study of religion since it is a sensitive, emotional issue. However, my own view is that religion, defined in the broadest manner possible, holds the key to a much deeper understanding of human behavior, especially in the area of abnormal behavior. This is because of the very fine line separating religion from many classes of psychopathology, with that line being culture itself. That is, without cultural sanction, most or all of our religious beliefs and rituals would fall into the domain of mental disturbance. Religion is abnormal in the literal sense of the word. By this I mean that, in the course of adopting religion, one is required to construe (or misconstrue) the world in terms of principles that contradict or supersede naturalistic modes of understanding.


It could even be said that, strictly speaking, religion is abnormal because its fundamental tenets and propositions are never norm-al or normative when examined across the full range of human cultures. Taylor points out that people in all cultures exhibit the full range of small-scale positive illusions, even though a certain degree of cross-cultural variation is bound to exist. Similarly, it is the case that all cultures possess group-enacted religion that, along with their related rituals, involve large-scale distortions of reality. The fact that reality distortion appears to take place at all levels makes it impossible to speak meaningfully about the "normality" or the "mental health" of human beings. Instead, if one equates mental health with reality contact, we see that it is more appropriate to speak of the different types of insanity, or psychopathologies, that characterize the mental operations of the human being. On the surface, such a statement sounds rather extreme. It is somewhat reminiscent of cynics who, throughout the ages, have made sweeping claims to the effect that everyone is insane. Yet this is exactly the case if we adhere to a strict definition of mental health as a reflection of reality contact. As we have seen, our bearings on reality are skewed and erroneous in both small and large ways.


Matters become more complicated if we consider the popular statistical model by which to define mental health. Accordingly, one is psychologically healthy if one is among the majority in relation to one's perception, understandings, and patterns of behavior. Using this reasoning, someone who is out of touch with reality would be regarded as normal if most other people were similarly removed from reality. Then, by superimposing our two differing definitions of mental health, we end up with a confounded situation in which we can begin talking about normal abnormality. This, in fact, is the best psychological depiction of the human being. We are well-distanced from reality and therefore abnormal in one sense. Yet we are also norm-al because most other people are also in retreat from reality. Again we see that human beings, unlike any other animal, have a unique system of brain capacities that enables them to convert empirical reality into any number of alternative forms. It is very human to do this, and very human to be insane according to a true reality-based definition of mental health.


At this point, we might ask if large-scale reality distortions such as those seen in group-sanctioned religion are psychologically beneficial to us in the same way as the smaller-scale "positive illusions." In light of the universality of religion, common sense would lead most people to speculate that religion somehow functions on behalf of those who partake of it. Conversely, religion's ubiquitous nature would make it difficult to argue that vast numbers of our species would take part in a form of behavior that was counterproductive or disadvantageous. Mary Maxwell deals with the subject of religion in the context of evolutionary biology, suggesting quite logically that religion evolved for reasons of survival and enhanced coping.23 Exactly the same sentiment is offered by E. O. Wilson, who writes in On Human Nature that "religions are like other human institutions in that they evolve in directions that enhance the welfare of the participants."24 For the most part, this is what we find as we explore the potential psychological and social merits of religious belief and ritual.


A great deal of recent research has examined the interaction of religion and mental health. These are summarized in my recent work, Religion and Mental Health.25 In it, the value of religion is appraised in relation to such variables as depression, anxiety, sexual adjustment, self-esteem, guilt levels, psychoticism, suicide potential, well-being, self-actualization, rationality, drug use, marital adjustment, and so forth. When all evidence is viewed as a whole, it becomes apparent that religion has a positive sum effect on mental health.


This does not mean that religion is favorable to all dimensions of mental health, nor does it mean that all types and expressions of religion have similar positive effects. Furthermore, it cannot be said that all people experience favorable consequences by way of exposure to religion. Without question, some individuals must be seen as religious casualties. Also, not all modes or categories of religion are equally effective. But, without elaborating here on this complex subject, it is now clear that, with all considered, religion in general tends to be advantageous to psychological health. This fact also emerges from a survey of the research that compares the mental health of religious and irreligious people.26 When traditional definitions of mental health are employed, irreligious individuals are seen to have more symptoms of psychological disturbance than their religious counterparts.


We have, therefore, a situation in which the human being appears to derive a range of benefits in the course of misreading reality. Some of these are small in magnitude and the result of adjustments made at the level of the individual. Others, such as the dramatic reality transformations of traditional religion, are achieved by way of the normalizing force of culture. Whatever their source, it is quite dear that out-of-touchness with reality is purposeful and intended to better equip us for survival. In this light, there is probably considerable truth to the observation of George Santayana, who, in Interpretations of Poetry and Religion, writes that "sanity is madness put to good uses; waking life is a dream controlled."27


Reality is something that we were meant to live in, not something that we were meant to recognize or accept. Such a conclusion seems unwarranted when we consider the heightened levels of intelligence that are the hallmark of our species. Yet one could say that it is very "intelligent" to keep reality at bay. Furthermore, our remarkably developed brains appear able to generate any quantity of cognitive error, especially if that error is affordable and enhancing from the perspective of survival. Yes, that is very intelligent indeed.


In his poem "Meru," William Butler Yeats writes that "civilization is hooped together ... by manifold illusion."28 Yet he also alludes to the rare person who, despite feelings of terror, pursues the truth until that person is thrown into the desolation of reality. I would not disagree that some people are less able, or even less willing, to abandon themselves to illusion in its various forms. We are reminded in this regard of the highly gifted but psychologically tormented literary figure of Eugene O'Neill. His equally gifted biographer, Louis Sheaffer, mentions the poet Richard Lebherz who saw in the dreadful eyes of O'Neill a man who was "in hell looking out at the world." Lebherz believed that O'Neill's inner hell was "the result of a man who had stripped away every illusion from his mind only to find there was nothing in the end."29


Historical events have made it exceedingly difficult for large segments of the population to avail themselves of the "manifold illusion" to which Yeats referred. As cultural sources of reality distortion have dried up in modem times, many people have been forced to improvise and construct personal pathways to reality transcendence, some of which carry the label of psychopathology. That aside, our composite perceptions of the world and ourselves tend to be a translated version of reality, a hybrid of truth that represents a workable (and sometimes unworkable) compromise between fact and fiction. The end result is usually, but not always, an improvement on primary reality.


It must be reemphasized that it is perfectly norm-al to be removed from the reality of the world and the truth of ourselves. As we replace reality with bias and distortion, we buffer the nervous system and safeguard psychological intactness. Oppositely, there are distinct psychological repercussions that stem from an overexposure to ourselves and the world in which we live. Consequently, as we proceed with our discussion of the regulation of reality, we should bear in mind that this regulatory function is a vital aspect of our peculiar method of coping. If this means that we were destined to be insane in the purest sense of the word, this should not blind us to the highly adaptive nature of our ability to manipulate reality to our own ends.


As our story unfolds, we will see that seemingly diverse classes of human behavior are actually intimately related as mechanisms by which to regulate reality. At one stage, our reformulation of these behaviors will enable us to speak of the psychopathology of religion, and the religion of psychopathology, while revealing the essential sameness of these strategies in the management of reality and emotion. First, however, it is necessary to explore the cerebral anomaly that makes possible both religion and psychopathology. In the course of outlining the dissociation-suggestion process, other uniquely human behaviors, including "hypnosis," will be cast in a new light.










2 The Mechanics of Dissociation and Suggestion



Consciousness and Order



Many contradictory theories exist regarding the fundamental nature of conscious and unconscious functioning. The terms themselves, while very much a part of our vocabulary, can be highly misleading since they imply a duality that may not exist. Lancelot Law Whyte is one scholar who attempted to dispel the widespread view that there are two distinctly separate realms, one of which is characterized by consciousness and the other not.1 He stated that such a model, which can be traced to Descartes, is one of the greatest theoretical blunders in human history. Beyond that, the persistence of this particular idea remains an enormous obstacle to a more accurate comprehension of our mental operations. Of this, Whyte writes that "a unified theory is possible, and lies ahead, in which 'material' and 'mental,' 'conscious' and 'unconscious,' aspects will be derivable as related components of one primary system of ideas."2


In my opinion, the great strength of Whyte's work lies in his assertion that order is the primary goal of human mental activity. Our mental processes involve themselves in an inherent ordering tendency that serves individual, social, and biological ends. Much of the ordering we do involves the recognition and acknowledgment of order where patterns of order exist in actuality, or actual reality. Order exists, for example, in the changing of the seasons. As the planet rotates on its axis, certain information reaches our senses in relation to the resultant changes in our environment. These are readily ordered by us based on our scientific knowledge of the physical world. We might call this justified order since the ordering tendency is satisfied in this case by data that correspond with primary reality. Some might question the reliability of science and other related methods in arriving at certain conclusions, and the scientific method certainly has its limitations. Even so, some knowledge can be viewed as reliable in nature. This is what I am calling here justifiable order. Where I come from, for example, the seasons do change. Trees do lose their leaves and it does become colder in winter.


A different ordering situation presents itself if we consider the same matter of the changing seasons, but first transport ourselves to an earlier time in human history when we had no explanation for this phenomenon. According to Whyte, human beings remain in a state of "tension" until order is established. This means that tension continues to motivate the person until a time when order is achieved, even if that order must be contrived. In terms of the changing seasons, we must ask what happens when a need for order coincides with an inability to provide such order based on the workings of primary reality.


The solution requires the individual to establish and maintain unjustified or artificial order of the type described by Michael Gazzaniga in his book The Social Brain.3 In his explanation of the inevitability of religious beliefs, Gazzaniga argues that the human brain evolved in such a way that it became capable of arriving at greater order than it perceives. Stated otherwise, the human brain can, when required, lower dramatically its own criteria for accurate reality testing, the goal of which is to arrive at order that would otherwise be rejected on the basis of available information. Even though we might be at a total loss to make orderly sense of disorder, we will nonetheless forge ahead and concoct order where there is none. This is a predictable species-specific form of behavior that reduces the "tension" accompanying the experience of disorder.


Artificial order, while essential to the integrity of our psychic systems, is more complicated and energy-intensive than justified order. It requires an additional set of mental operations whereby contraindicative information is eliminated. This is essential before unjustified mental constructions are entertained with any degree of confidence. Only by eliminating competing data from consciousness can artificial order be achieved, and "tension" reduced. It is exactly here that one must propose a process whereby artificial order becomes possible by way of dis-association from knowledge or cognitive capabilities that would otherwise preclude this type of order. This will be done as we understand religion and psychopathology (and, indirectly, hypnosis) as systems of artificial order that are dependent upon an active dissociation process. But first we should attempt to put our need for artificial order in its rightful perspective.


Viewed in its widest context, the remarkable way in which the human being creates artificial order is a direct consequence of its unique evolutionary history. At one stage, our brains reached what Whyte termed a "historical discontinuity," a developmental threshold wherein we became capable of recognizing, and being negatively affected by, disorder.4 Until that time, we were confined to primary reality, finding order only where order existed in the actual world. No gods or angels existed prior to this cerebral "historical discontinuity." Just as religion was impossible, then so too were the types of psychopathology that have come to carry the somewhat misleading label of "neurosis." Quite simply, neither religion nor madness was necessary since order, or the lack thereof, was not yet a problem.


At one crucial stage in the development of our brains, however, we were exposed to new types of information that either defied order or could not be ordered without negative emotional repercussions. A solution came in the form of two abilities that would be unique to our species, namely religion and psychopathology. These two abilities emerged simultaneously in our evolutionary past and both remain very closely related in the roles they play in establishing patterns of artificial order. Religion and psychopathology, as they would come to be known, became the two major mental strategies to regulate reality and thereby safeguard us from the expanding powers of our brains.


In my earlier book Wings of Illusion, I have written a more detailed account of our passage across the" cerebral Rubicon," an evolutionary milestone that ushered us into the realm of the irrational. Once we fell victim to the "collision of amplified consciousness and reality," we found ourselves in a hybrid reality that rested on error, self-deception, and bias.5 But here I wish to take this line of reasoning one step further by examining dissociation as the brain mechanism that makes it possible for us to create artificial order, and thereby regulate reality in meaningful, albeit nonsensical, ways. At that point, it will become clear that religion, hypnosis;1 and psychopathology are explainable according to the same brain mechanism and the same underlying patterns of motivation.


The Faculty of Dissociation



In general, the error pervading the human mind in the form of illusion and artificial order is not the result of passive ignorance. On the contrary, it is a complex mental operation that has two essential components. The first of these deals with the means by which the brain can disengage itself in such a way that information will be processed in contravention of its own capacity for accurate higher order information processing. In the course of this, the person essentially prevents or blocks a conclusion that would otherwise present itself in light of available information.


The second step in the operation concerns the manner in which the person is delivered false alternatives that serve as functional surrogates to the rejected portions of reality. This process will be considered in the next section, when we discuss internal and external suggestion in relation to the mechanism of dissociation. Here let us introduce the concept of dissociation by asking how it is that we highly intelligent creatures are able to entertain error that should not exist given our sophisticated brains. A more succinct form of the question would be this: "How do we manage to accept, and act in accordance with, error that we know to be error?" Such a question seems to imply that the human mind is multidimensional, with its different dimensions acting independently of one another. This is exactly the case and it is only this situation that makes possible all forms of reality modification, including religion and psychopathology.


Most everything we are and do is the end result of associations made between two or more elements of our internal and/or external experience. A young girl might make an association between her father and pleasant sensations that derive from him when he throws her in the air and then catches her. Without her being conscious of the association itself, it will be one of many associations that guides the girl's future behavior. In fact, a great deal of our behavior revolves around these and endless other types of associations.


Human beings would not be so difficult to comprehend if we were guided only by associations. Our behavior might even be explained and predicted by some of the popular learning theories that see us simplistically as accumulations of learned associations. Unfortunately, we are considerably more complex than that. The human brain is equipped to be selective about the associations it makes, with the selection process representing a type of intelligence that has so far eluded our understanding. In addition, the brain has the means by which to sense, without conscious intervention, any "toxic" associations that need to be dissociated in order to maintain psychic equilibrium. Very often, dissociations have only minimal and unobservable effects on the person. At other times, they have a dramatic impact on behavior, as in the case of religion or bizarre forms of psychopathology.


In their book The Unconscious Reconsidered, Kenneth Bowers and Donald Meichenbaum adduce some of the puzzling phenomena demanding that a mechanism such as dissociation be at the center of any theory of human behavior.6 These include pathological syndromes such as fugue, multiple personality disorder, depersonalization and other anomalies of memory, sleepwalking and sleeptalking, dreams, and hypnosis. To this list I would add religion since it involves cognitive, perceptual, and affective distortions that are completely dependent upon dissociation. Also, a growing number of mental health professionals are coming to realize that dissociation is the common basis by which to understand nearly the full range of mental disturbances. Research supports this position and, as we will discuss in a later chapter on psychopathology, dissociation has been implicated in many disorders, including obsessive-compulsive disorder, phobia, paranoia, eating disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder, multiple personality disorder, psychogenic amnesia, and others. It has also been proposed that dissociation is the faculty enabling all types of trance states, possession, faith healing, shamanism, visionary experiences, age regression, glossolalia, and automatic writing.
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