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In memory of Lucy Jane Whitehead 

O lost and by the wind-grieved ghost 
Come back again . . . 

—THOMAS WOLFE 
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INTRODUCTION

Looking up at the starry sky, poet Walt Whitman asked: 


When we become the enfolders of those orbs, 

and the pleasures and knowledge of everything in them, 

shall we be satisfied then? 

And my spirit answered No, we but level that lift 

to pass and continue beyond. 


“The ability to rise and go beyond” is the definition of transcendence 
and the subject explored in the following pages. While this force constitutes our 
nature and fires our spirit, an honest exploration of it must contend with this 
counterquestion: Why, with a history so rich in noble ideals and lofty philosophies 
that reach for the transcendent, do we exhibit such abominable behaviors? Our violence 
toward ourselves and the planet is an issue that overshadows and makes a mockery 
of all our high aspirations. 

Sat Prem, a French writer transplanted to India following World War II, recently 
asked this question: “Why, after thousands of years of meditation, has human nature 
not changed one iota?” In the same vein, this book asks why, after two thousand 
years of Bible quoting, proselytizing, praying, hymn singing, cathedral building, 
witch burning, and missionizing has civilization grown more violent and efficient 
in mass murder? In exploring the issue of transcendence, we explore by default the 
issue of our violence. The two are intertwined. 

A great being appeared some two millennia ago, looked at our religious institutions 
with their hierarchies of power, professional classes, policy makers, lawyers, and 
armies, and observed that we should “know them by their fruits.” That is, we should 
ask: What are the actual, tangible results of these lofty religious institutions 
that we have known throughout history? If we examine them by the fruits they produce, 
rather than by the creeds, slogans, concepts, and public relations that sustain 
them, we would see that spiritual transcendence and religion have little in common. In fact, if we look 
closely, we can see that these two have been the fundamental antagonists in our 
history, splitting our mind into warring camps. 

Neither our violence nor our transcendence is a moral or ethical matter of religion, 
but rather an issue of biology. We actually contain a built-in ability to rise above 
restriction, incapacity, or limitation and, as a result of this ability, possess 
a vital adaptive spirit that we have not yet fully accessed. While this ability 
can lead us to transcendence, paradoxically it can lead also to violence; our longing 
for transcendence arises from our intuitive sensing of this adaptive potential and 
our violence arises from our failure to develop it. 

Historically our transcendence has been sidetracked—or derailed altogether—by 
our projection of these transcendent potentials rather than our development 
of them. We project when we intuitively recognize a possibility or tendency within 
ourselves but perceive this as a manifestation or capacity of some person, force, 
or being outside of ourselves. We seem invariably to project onto each other 
our negative tendencies (“. . . if it weren’t for the likes of you . . . that government 
. . . those people . . .”), while we project our transcendent potentials onto principalities 
and powers “out there” on cloud nine or onto equally nebulous scientific laws. The 
transcendence we long for, then, seems the property of forces to which we are subject. 
Like radar, our projections bounce back on us as powers we must try to placate or 
with which we must struggle. Perennially our pleas to cloud nine go unheeded, our 
struggles against principalities and powers are in vain, and we wander in a self-made 
hall of mirrors, overwhelmed by inaccessible reflections of our own mind. Handed 
down through millennia, our mythical and religious projections take on a life of 
their own as the cultural counterfeits of transcendence. 

Culture has been defined by anthropologists as a collection of learned 
survival strategies passed on to our young through teaching and modeling. The following 
chapters will explore how culture as a body of learned survival strategies shapes 
our biology and how biology in turn shapes culture. Religious institutions, cloaked 
as survival strategies for our minds or souls, are the pseudo-sacred handmaidens 
of culture brought about through our projections of the transcendent aspects of 
our nature. Thus this trinity of myth, religion, and culture is both the cause and 
source of our projections. 
Each element of the trinity brings the other into being and all three interlocking 
phenomena—myth, religion, and culture—are sustained by the violence they generate 
within us. 

Our greatest fear, the late philosopher Suzanne Langer said, is of a “collapse 
into chaos should our ideation fail us.” Culture, as the collected embodiment of 
our survival ideation, is the mental environment to which we must adapt, the state 
of mind with which we identify. The nature or character of a culture is colored 
by the myths and religions that arise within it, and abandoning one myth or religion 
to embrace another has no effect on culture because it both produces and is produced 
by these elements. 

Science has supposedly supplanted religion—but it has simply become our new religious 
form and an even more powerful cultural support. 

If our current body of knowledge, scientific or religious, is threatened, so 
are our personal identities, because we are shaped by that body of knowledge. Such 
threat can lead us to behaviors that run counter to survival. This book explores 
how our violence arises from our failure to transcend, and how our transcendence 
is blocked by our violence; how it is that culture is a circular stalemate, a kind 
of mocking tautology, self-generative and near inviolate. That we are shaped by 
the culture we create makes it difficult to see that our culture is what must be 
transcended, which means we must rise above our notions and techniques of survival 
itself, if we are to survive. Thus the paradox that only as we lose our life do 
we find it. 

A new breed of biologists and neuroscientists have revealed why we behave in 
so paradoxical a manner that we continually say one thing, feel something else, 
and act from an impulse different from either of these. After centuries of bad remedies 
prescribed for a disease that has been wrongly diagnosed, this new research gives 
us the chance to remove the blocks to the transcendent within us and allows us to 
develop a nature that lies beyond rage and violence. 

A major clue to our conflict is the discovery by these new scientists that we 
have five different neural structures, or brains, within us. These five systems, 
four of them housed in our head, represent the whole evolution of life preceding 
us: reptilian, old mammalian, and human. Nature never abandons a good idea but instead 
builds new structures upon it; apparently each new neural structure we have inherited 
evolved to correct shortcomings in or problems brought about by nature’s former 
achievements. Each neural 
creation opened life to vast new realms of possibility and, at the same time, 
brought new problems, thus calling once again for “rising and going beyond” through 
the creation of yet another neural structure. Thus, while we refer to transcendence 
in rather mystical, ethereal terms, to the intelligence of life, transcendence may 
be simply the next intelligent move to make. 

As long intuited by poet and saint, the fifth brain in our system lies not in 
our head, but in our heart, a hard biological fact (to give the devil of science 
his due) that was unavailable to the prescientific world. Neurocardiology, a new 
field of medical research, has discovered in our heart a major brain center that 
functions in dynamic with the fourfold brain in our head. Outside our conscious 
awareness, this heart-head dynamic reflects, determines, and affects the very nature 
of our resulting awareness even as it is, in turn, profoundly affected. 

Within this mutually interdependent system lies the key to transcendence and 
the resolution of our perennial and now near-terminal tendency toward violence. 
We can, through considering this new research, become more aware of and cooperate 
with nature’s head-heart dynamic, the dynamic of intelligence and intellect, of 
biology and spirit. 

As used here, spirit is that unknown power impelling us to rise and go beyond. 
Poet Dylan Thomas defines it as: 

The force that through the green fuse drives the flower 
Drives 
my green age . . . 


The intelligence of the heart brain embodies this elusive driving force, a fact 
we can grasp if we distinguish between intelligence and intellect as we must between 
the spiritual and the religious. In an efficient biological unfolding, the intelligence 
of our heart and the intellect in our head should function as an interdependent 
dynamic, each influencing and giving rise to the other. The breakdown or impairment 
of this reciprocal action is brought about by its cultural counterfeits of myth 
and religion. This, in turn, brings about both our fundamental split of self and 
our self-wrought woes—providing an explanation for why it is that we build bombs 
with one hand even as we gesture toward peace and love with the other. 

Two geniuses of the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, the Dominican 
monk Meister Eckhart and the Spanish Sufi philosopher Ibn Arabi, spoke of “creator 
and created giving rise to each other.” This is an 
equally accurate if more arcane way of looking at the relationship between intelligence 
and intellect, each of which is designed by evolution to give rise to the other. The 
proposal, of a new wave of biologists in our own time, that “mind and nature are 
one” is but another recognition of this dynamic, and the recently discovered heart-brain 
reciprocation clearly demonstrates the actual means by which this “dual birth” takes 
place—or should. 

Ibn Arabi and Meister Eckhart claim that we are an integral part of this dynamic, 
indissolubly one with it rather than a victim of the process. Their predecessor 
Jesus pointed out the same transcendent fact and got strung up for his trouble. 
Such insights regarding the creative dynamic within us have generally resulted in 
whoever proffered them being led to the stake or block, but have seldom fallen into 
the public domain. Notions like this are heretical to the reigning mind-set or power 
structure of any age and are generally mistranslated or eradicated. 

That creator and created give rise to each other is the major principle on which 
this book is based. This dynamic is stochastic, however (stochasm is a Greek 
word for a system that is random but purposeful); accident and chance underlie every 
facet of our life, much as we would like to eradicate them—but to eradicate stochasm 
would turn life into a mere mechanism, which it is not. 

From this background I make two proposals here that are necessarily hypothetical: 
First, the crux of our ever-present crisis hinges on failure to develop and employ 
both the fourth and newest brain in our head (one added quite recently in evolutionary 
history) and its dynamic interactions with our heart brain. Second, the great saints 
and spiritual giants of history (even though overlaid with myth and fantasy by cultural 
counterfeits) point toward, represent, or manifest for us our next evolutionary 
step, a transcendent event that nature has been trying to unfold for millennia.


Creator and created as a co-inspiring dynamic make imperative a simple natural 
law: Intelligence, no matter how innate or genetically encoded, can unfold within 
us only when an actual model for that intelligence is given us. All dynamics must 
have their generative source, even if the source can never be factually determined—if 
there are two mirrors reflecting each other in an infinite regress, which one could 
we say initiates the reflection? From the beginning of our life, the characteristics 
of each new possibility must be demonstrated for us by someone, some thing, or an 
event in our immediate environment—but the same chicken-egg paradox will always emerge if we try to 
determine or bring closure to the riddle of an origin. 


This need for a model is acutely the case with a new and unknown form of intelligence 
such as that offered by our fourth brain and heart brain. The striking contrast 
between our ordinary human behavior and the actions of the great beings of our history 
( Jesus, Krishna, Lao-tzu, Buddha, Eckhart, George Fox, Peace Pilgrim, and a long 
line of like geniuses) is what makes these figures stand out in time even as shifting 
or warping history itself. Our great beings arise through a natural process that 
we will explore here, though the process unfolds in that infinite regress that obscures 
its origin. They come into being as models of nature’s new possibility, our next 
evolutionary step manifested by our newest neural structure, transcending violence 
to create a new, viable reality. 

In every case, however, rather than developing the capacities these great models 
of history have demonstrated, humankind has projected both the capacities and the 
image of the models demonstrating them. That is, we invariably build religions around 
our spiritual giants or use them to support a religion in order to avoid the radical 
shift of mind and disruption of culture these rare people bring about, shifts we 
interpret, ironically, as threats to our survival and thus instinctively reject. 
Biocultural effects, once initiated, tend to self-generate. Projected by us, we 
perceive the behaviors demonstrated by our great models as powers out there to which 
we are subject, rather than as potentials within ourselves to be lived. 

Our fourth brain is the way by which the intelligence of our heart can guide 
the intellect in our head from its ancient survival strategies to a new and greater 
form of intelligence. But nature’s dilemma—and thus ours as we are, in effect, nature 
herself—has been how to stabilize a new and largely undefined intelligence in a 
powerful neural environment millions of years old. Though nature has provided appropriate 
models as the opportunities have arisen, behaviors encoded in our ancient primary 
brains are thoroughly entrenched, whereas the new ones offered are tentative at 
best. And it is from just this tenuous uncertainty of a higher intelligence locked 
into our firmly entrenched survival systems that our wild contrasts of lofty ideals 
and deadly real behaviors emerge. 

The following exploration revolves around the insights gleaned from the research 
of this new cadre of biologists and neuroscientists and from 
the ideals and behaviors modeled for us by the great beings of our history—specifically 
by, in my opinion, the greatest model of all, Jesus. An odd couple to find between 
the covers of the same book, you might think—Jesus and the new biologist. But if 
we drop the mythical and/or religious projections surrounding Jesus, we will discover 
a common ground. 

No matter that we might personally reject religion and myth, the survival culture 
that both spawns and is spawned by these two is still very much with us, converting 
all our efforts, scientific or spiritual, to its service, and keeping us locked 
in our primitive survival modes of mind. As model of a new evolutionary intelligence, 
Jesus met and continually meets a grim fate at the hands of this cultural effect. 
But the cross, the instrument of his execution, symbolizes both death and transcendence 
for us—our death to culture and our transcendence beyond it. If we lift the symbol 
of the cross from its mythical shroud of state-religion and biblical fairy tale—which 
is to say, if we can rescue Jesus from the Christians—then the cross proves to be 
the “crack” in our cultural cosmic egg. 


It is toward this crack that this book points, as did my first book half a century 
ago. May this new one throw more light and help us to open ourselves to nature’s 
new mind, wherein lies our true survival. 




PART ONE 
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NATURE’S TRANSCENDENT BIOLOGY

Some Organic Details





PREFACE TO PART ONE 
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A SAGA OF UNCONFLICTED BEHAVIOR

In my twenty-second year, World War II and the Army Air Corps behind me, I had 
three “blackout” experiences that ushered me into the world of subtle or psychic 
phenomena. All three took place within the same month, concerned the same event, 
and followed the same pattern—and they upset my roommate, who happened to be there 
as witness during each occasion. At the start of each experience, an enormous weight 
would suddenly bear down on me, literally pressing me out of my ordinary conscious 
state. The first time, it occurred as I crossed the room, and I dropped to the floor 
like a stone. I then found myself in a state of clear if bodiless awareness, observing 
the hand of my girl, the single greatest love of my life, who was some three hundred 
miles away, writing me a letter to explain why our relationship of four years must 
end. Three different times she wrote, explaining her case in different ways, and 
each time some corresponding knowing within me knocked me out of my body to observe 
her in the very moment of her writing. Each time, on returning to my usual state, 
I went into a most unusual emotional tailspin of no small proportion, my physical 
heart gripped in anguish, my roommate aghast and perplexed at my behavior. 

Each time, the actual letter arrived a few days after in the mail my roommate 
brought in. Without taking the letter from him I quoted the exact contents of her 
correspondence from the copy that had been burned into my brain during my previous 
“vision.” Each time he opened the envelope, read its contents, and looked puzzled—my 
report was identical to the missive. 


Such events could be explained as simple precognizance, remote viewing, or some 
similar parapsychological phenomenon, except for one critical point: In that peculiar, 
subtle world of consciousness that I entered those three times, I was directly present 
with her being itself, the very core and spirit of her. I was not simply in her 
presence but was somehow fused with her presence—and being one with her in this 
way was the most unusual and unmistakable state I had ever known. In that direct 
presence I argued passionately with her concerning her decision, which was a veritable 
death sentence to me. And she spoke with me in her patient, gentle manner, explaining 
her case. We were each discrete and separate from our bodies, mine knocked out, 
hers busy writing, yet both of us together formed a peculiar unity of communion, 
observing her hand writing that fateful letter. 

Later, when I read Carl Jung’s theory of the anima, I felt that Jung had but 
a small angle on this intense and magnificent mystery. I had experienced my living 
anima on a level I had not known in the flesh itself. Years later, this subtle, 
ethereal world just beyond the material one proved to be the gateway to the most 
intense mystical experience of my life, an event of such magnitude that it nearly 
ruined me for the ordinary world thereafter. 

Among many things, this fortieth-year event gave me to know that human sexuality, 
when it unfolds within a spiritual mantle of love, is a gateway to the highest transcendence. 
The earlier form of this experience—the “blackouts” when I was twenty-two—led eventually 
to a bizarre, nonordinary state for which I borrowed, or stole, the scholarly sounding 
term unconflicted behavior. This was an ongoing series of episodes that stretched 
over my twenty-third year and laid the foundation for my first book—The Crack 
in the Cosmic Egg. Although in that book I gave no detailed account of the major 
crack in my own egg, which this unconflicted behavior brought, I did approach the 
subject obliquely out of concern for my credibility in the eyes of my readers. (I 
began that book in 1958, which was a most conservative period as contrasted with 
1970, the year I sold the book, when the New Age era had already burst upon us.)


The origins of this phenomenon of unconflicted behavior lay in my conviction 
that a major part of me had died on the loss of my anima-love the year before. The 
experience arose from of a kind of pseudo-suicidal recklessness that seized me, 
an “I couldn’t care less” disregard of consequence that 
bordered on the irrational. Pushing this reckless abandon to extremes led to 
a breakthrough of knowing that took place within me with no transition or preparation. 
I discovered how to bypass my body’s most ancient instincts of self-preservation, 
which resulted in a temporary absence of all fear and subsequent abandonment of 
all caution. This enabled me, at particular times, to accomplish things that would 
have been considered impossible under the ordinary conditions of our world. 


In The Crack in the Cosmic Egg I recounted how, at a gathering of dormitory 
mates around a table, I demonstrated that fire didn’t have to burn me. We all smoked 
back then and I used up a full pack of Pall Mall cigarettes (long unfiltered furnaces) 
to demonstrate my assertion. I puffed to maximum and then held the glowing ends 
of the cigarettes against my hands, fingers, wrists, then face and eyelids, grinding 
the tips into my skin. I concluded with getting three going full blast, then holding 
the lighted ends between my lips and blowing sparks about the table. During all 
of this I experienced intensity of feeling but no pain and had absolutely no trace 
of trauma on my skin the next day. As I pressed the cigarette to my skin each time, 
I knew with complete certainty that there would be no damage, and none occurred. 
This led a couple of physics majors in the group to test a cigarette tip’s temperature, 
which proved to be 1,380 degrees Fahrenheit—only a bit more than half the temperature 
of a genuine fire walk, but hot enough to impress my fellow students. 

This sort of unconflicted behavior manifested, it seemed, from a split-second 
recognition, without qualification or rationale, that death was a foregone conclusion, 
an integral part of that very event, that death was already within me. Death was 
not a possibility to be avoided but a fact to be accepted as it was already accomplished—death 
had already happened. I was struck by the hilarity of the thought “You can’t kill 
a man twice,” and would find myself in a state of ringing clarity I thought of as 
a world of invisible taut brass wires, though I have no notion where that image 
came from. 

Having accepted death without hidden qualification, it was clear to me that I 
could not be threatened by the possibility of death or harm. During each incident 
I felt oddly invulnerable—and was, at that particular time. I seemed to stand 
on the cusp of being and nonbeing, to walk the line between subtle and physical, 
observing but not fully occupying my body. This shift of perspective gave what the 
anthropologist Mircea Eliade termed the ability to “intervene in the ontological constructs of the universe.” This was 
Eliade’s scholarly description of the nonordinary events brought about by Tibetan 
yogis, with whom he spent a decade in the 1940s. Years later I read his account,
Yoga: Immortality and Freedom (New York: Pantheon, 1958). 


I found that in any happening, through a kind of willful and voluntary throwing 
away of self-preservation, the ordinary course of events could be reversed, changed, 
or modified. This was not one part of my mind playing games of “let’s pretend” with 
other parts, nor some lofty psychological or spiritual death of ego or loss of self. This 
was a genuine acceptance of death as a certain part of that moment, of knowing I 
held my nonbeing within my being. Therefore, there was nothing to lose! I found that 
in this state not only did fire not have to burn me, but also gravity did not have 
to hold me in the safety of its usual grip and cause did not have to produce its 
usual effect. 

To find that the structure of reality was negotiable when I was free of all internal 
conflict was a momentous discovery for me—as was my realization that all internal 
conflict is produced by our fear of possible harm or death. The irony of this is 
that there exists for us a state in which harm really can’t occur within the confines 
of a particular single event if we bypass our block of fear and open to this other 
perspective. 

No matter how many times I experienced unconflicted behavior, however, my usual 
fear of death or harm was still right there after that period of its suspension. 
That we can fully rid ourselves of the fear of death or injury seems improbable 
for the body has a mind of its own and it never changes its mind. But if we can 
accept our death as an already-accomplished fact of a particular moment, we can 
be carried beyond our bodily fear of death, wherein lies a different worldview.


Decades after my injury-defying experiences I found the work of neuroscientist 
Paul MacLean on the “triune nature” of our brain, the subject of the first chapter 
of this book. MacLean’s half century of research at the National Institutes of Health 
had revealed that we have within our heads three radically different brains and 
behaviors, including our basic body-brain and its compulsive survival strategies. 
Through MacLean’s work I saw how fear of any kind throws us into an ancient survival 
mentality that, when fully active, shuts down our higher modes of evolutionary awareness. 
But it is these higher realms of our neural system that hold the open-ended 
possibility through which we can modify and modulate the reality structure of 
a particular moment. When Carlos Castaneda brought out his remarkable books, I saw 
that he clearly knew that our fear of death blocks us from using our full potential 
and the full spectrum of our humanity. Whether or not one accepts Castaneda’s literary 
vehicles for presenting this fact is beside the point. Of significance is that he 
certainly knew about and must have experienced this phenomenon far more fully than 
most of us. 

During this period of my twenty-third year, I took classes all day at the university 
and worked an eight-hour graveyard shift, six nights a week, running a bank check–proofing 
machine. I was doing poorly at both and was walking in my sleep until I discovered, 
from general desperation, that I could turn over the actual operation of the infernal 
IBM machine I ran all night to the now-familiar phenomenon of unconflicted behavior 
and it would run the machine for me. A check-proofing machine was a high-speed device 
on which I made frequent and costly errors, but through unconflicted behavior I 
could relinquish my post as its operator and sleep through my shift while the “force” 
of this phenomenon infallibly operated from the strength of my implicit trust. And 
sleep I did—quite genuinely, dreams and all—yet with eyes open and body busy as 
unconflicted behavior handled everything, even through the coffee breaks (which 
I didn’t need). 

The place where I worked was a bank clearinghouse and there were thousands of 
bank checks to process each night. Each operator was supposed to “close out” at 
every bundle of sixty or a hundred checks in order to “balance” or make sure no 
errors occurred either in our work or in that of the operator of the branch bank 
providing us with that bundle of items to process. An error of one cent would halt 
an operator’s production until the inaccurate entry was found—even if it took all 
night and the following day. Because mistakes occurred often, an error checker moved 
up and down the row of machines to help trace them, though mistakes still slowed 
production. But suddenly I, a total novice to this work and a newcomer to the job, 
was running several thousand more items a night than anyone else, with no errors 
at all and perfect balances at the end of the shift! 

Immediately I was seen as the boy wonder. What no one knew was that I never closed 
out at each individual packet of items as required. In fact, I didn’t close out 
and check my balance until the end of the night when 
the shift was over, as to do so would awaken me, break the flow of things, and 
result in errors. Instead I continued operating straight through, and for something 
like three months I ran more items than anyone else without making any errors at 
all. This was nearly unbelievable to everyone, including my supervisor—the “force” 
did such superior work that I was given a raise. 


Sleep, however, was my true bonus—and my carefully guarded secret until one morning 
when my supervisor discovered by chance that I had closed out and balanced only 
at the end of my shift. From his response you might have thought I had violated 
his mother! But an error among those fourteen or fifteen thousand items could have 
taken all day to trace out and though no errors had occurred, I was threatened with 
immediate dismissal if I did not close out regularly as required. My explanations 
were limp and unconvincing to say the least, and with anxious eyes following my 
work from that point on, I had no choice but to comply. The result was that I made 
errors, ran far fewer items, and slept through my classes all day. 

Closing out was part of the greater issue of unconditional trust in my unconflicted 
behavior to run the machine—closing out would have been, in effect, to doubt, and 
such doubt would cause me instantly to revert to my usual conflicted state. Unconflicted 
behavior opens us to a freedom from doubt, but does so only when we are free of 
doubt of any sort to begin with—a true catch-22: Because unconflicted behavior occurs 
only when we are free of doubt, opening to and unconditionally accepting the state 
are simultaneous, not linear, events and so are not subject to any form of logic. 
That is, the sudden, intuitive hint of the actuality of unconflicted behavior was 
not like a question asking me if I was willing to allow the state or to go along 
with it. Rather, the opening of this state coincided with my instant acceptance 
of it without qualification. 

Carlos Castaneda’s metaphor of a “cubic centimeter of chance” suggests a rather 
wide margin for the nanosecond speed with which this opportunity opens and closes, 
almost like a single pulse we must fall through at the instant of its opening. This 
is why that greatest model of unconflicted behavior, Jesus, urged us always to be 
aware and awake—we never knew at what instant It, or He, or Whatever might come.


Another in this series of bizarre unconflicted events occurred at the Palos Verdes 
cliffs some miles outside Los Angeles, where I attended 
university. These cliffs were extremely high and virtually sheer, rising straight 
up from the ocean in a fashion similar to the far more stable cliffs north of San 
Diego, where much hang gliding takes place today. In addition to being so high and 
sheer, the Palos Verdes cliffs were “rotten,” meaning that they were a loose conglomerate 
of shale, sand, and rock that made them extremely unstable—in fact, huge cave-ins 
occurred frequently, with large chunks of land falling into the ocean. Most of the 
area within fifty feet or so of the cliff edge was roped off with warning signs 
not to go beyond. 

Eventually that whole section of peninsula slowly slid into the ocean and many 
enormous, elaborate homes were lost. At the time I was there, back in 1950, though, 
Palos Verdes was undeveloped, largely open, and a favorite picnic and hiking place. 
Once, friends and I chose to picnic right on the cliff’s edge, ignoring the warning 
signs, as the young and foolish are apt to do. A friend and I hiked down to the 
ocean far below, using a long, winding trail some distance away and picking our 
way along the boulder-strewn beach to a spot that we deemed, correctly, to be just 
below our picnic spot above. My friend, knowing of my extreme vertigo (I had refused 
to go near the edge at the top of the cliff ), jokingly challenged me to climb the 
cliff with him, even though it was almost vertical and obviously quite rotten, with 
nothing stable to grab hold of. Though I was terrified, in order not to be thought 
of as “chicken,” I went along. We got no more than ten feet up when the whole section 
began to simply crumble and down we dumped, white and shaken and covered with sand 
and shale. 

On looking at my friend’s pale face, I sensed the familiar knowing inside of 
myself, that instant of being sure of what could be done if I threw myself away. 
“I’m going up,” I said without fanfare, and started to ascend the cliff again, my 
friend shouting that I was crazy, that he wasn’t responsible, that he wouldn’t carry 
my body out of there, and so on. I simply started and kept going, my certainty absolute—I 
knew I could not fall or be hurt. Every handhold, every toehold collapsed under 
my weight and I could see nothing up ahead of me for the dust and debris that was 
falling from beneath my hands. I knew, however, that as long as I didn’t stop, even 
for a second, to search for a handhold or foothold, all was well and I would continue 
to go up. I knew that any hesitancy or fleeting doubt would be the end of me. And 
this knowing gave me a most extraordinary sense of freedom and delight. 

I went up swiftly amid a peculiar whistling that sounded around me, 
perhaps from the enormous gulps of dusty air my exertion demanded. I felt I was 
enormously powerful and enveloped by whistles, layers of sound that sustained me. 
At one point I glanced down through the dirt and dust and spotted my friend on the 
beach, a tiny antlike figure immeasurably far below. At that sight my exultancy 
grew to wild dimensions and I moved even faster. Shortly afterward, my feet and 
legs were suddenly no longer scratching and clawing into the cliff face as they 
had been—only my hands were now in contact while my body swung back and forth beneath 
my outstretched arms. I was not moving vertically; in fact, the cliff face was arching 
over my head toward the ocean behind me. 

I had come to a large overhang formed by the roots of the scrub trees and growth 
covering the area. It was on this overhang that we had unwittingly made our picnic. 
As my body swung free I looked down and, seeing no cliff at all, just space, I experienced 
a most exuberant joy that spurred on my clawing and swimming up and out through 
the debris. What my hands found to grasp is a mystery to this day but suddenly I 
grabbed what I knew to be grass and then was up and over the edge. There before 
me were the others in our group, astonished, to say the least, over this apparition 
suddenly coming up from beneath them. 

The bubbling of exuberance within me was now so intense that I was completely 
incoherent. I began to shout—a peculiar, screaming, animallike cry of triumphant 
laughter that roared from my body without any volition or control. I was told later 
that I pounded the ground, pounded my chest, and made my animal noise for quite 
some time before growing quiet. By then my friend, seriously upset over the event, 
had reached our spot from the long roundabout trail. 

The upshot was we all went back to the site the next weekend to settle the argument 
over belief or disbelief of my feat by checking out the seemingly impossible route 
I had taken. Some doubted their memory and the whole event when we viewed again 
that treacherous overhang from the vantage point of a neighboring cliff. My friend 
who had traveled the easier trail was subdued and silent, for indeed he had watched 
as I traversed the near-sheer cliff face in a veritable landslide of rocks and sand, 
and then, as I scrambled over some twenty feet of that reverse incline, going out 
toward the ocean as well as up. For my part, the sensation of my body swinging below 
my hands had been quite genuine—but the logic of the event just didn’t add up.


In retrospect I realized that my wild, near hysterical elation was somehow connected 
to my acceptance of death in those moments, of taking death into myself, so to speak, 
so that I could in some manner go beyond it. 

Following this incident, my next discovery was that an unconflicted person has 
dominion over a conflicted or divided person. Such dominion highlights the difference 
between the two types of behavior. As an unconflicted person, I was immune to danger 
or disaster during any unfolding event as long as I remembered to let the force 
of this behavior take over and avoided the knee-jerk reflex of fear and doubt. Miraculous 
or impossible events could unfold once I abandoned all hope and turned over matters 
to this peculiar force of will. 

Again let me emphasize that this was never a negotiable decision. An instant’s 
hesitation on my part erased all possibility—either I fell into the unconflicted 
state in the instant of its opening or I lost the chance. Further, the opening flashed 
to my awareness only in the actual context of an event, never beforehand. The perception 
of this opening and the decision to fall into it had to be simultaneous. 

Interestingly, I found that I could initiate this state by arbitrarily placing 
myself in harm’s way and maintaining my confidence that the opening would present 
itself at some critical moment when I needed it, as it had with the cigarette display 
for my dormitory friends. It seemed to be my confidence or freedom from doubt that 
brought about the revelation of that force, after which ordinary cause did not have 
to produce the expected effect. 

Back in the early 1980s mathematician Ralph Straugh, author of The Reality 
Illusion (New York: Station Hill Press, 1983), having completed all the levels 
of aikido and four years of work with Moishe Feldenkrais in Israel, told me that 
no person can attack another without a deep, nonordinary agreement between aggressor 
and victim. After he mentioned this, I recalled Meister Eckhart saying: “Listen, 
when this birth takes place within you, no creature can hinder you.” The birth Eckhart 
referred to was, in his words, the “birth of God in the soul,” but there are undeniable 
similarities between Straugh’s and Eckhart’s point of view. There are many names 
for and facets of the shifts our spirit can bring about. Unconflicted behavior isn’t 
a religious, theoretical, philosophical, or semantic issue, nor a matter of logic. 
Instead it is the alogical crack in the egg of reality, the way of faith, the way 
by which creator and created give rise to each other. Faith and 
belief are poles apart. Belief is intellectual and from the head. Faith comes, 
I can only surmise, from the heart, or perhaps from kath or chi—that 
center of will in our being. 

The automatic dominion a person in unconflicted behavior assumes over a conflicted 
person brought matters to a head for me. I found that by shifting into unconflicted 
behavior I could sell anything to anybody. I dropped my all-night battle with the 
bank’s IBM machinery and became a salesman purveying, of all things, sterling silver. 
Selling to poor, innocent working girls and struggling housewives, I made more in 
my first two or three weeks than I would have made in a year at my all-night IBM 
balancing act. 

These extraordinary money coups began to bring a strong resurgence of that exultant 
exuberance I had felt during my cliff climb, and like a smitten gambler I began 
to play with the power, testing to see under what wild extremes the effect would 
work—and finding no discernible limits 

Though this was over fifty years ago, I recall the final event of this long episode 
as clearly as though it happened yesterday. It was past midnight when I had run 
out of appointments with prospective customers and was heading home. I noticed that 
the neighborhood I was passing through was the same as the address of a prospect 
just given me by my last customer. I thought, why not stop and make one more sale? 
Who needs an appointment? So what that it was past midnight—give it a go! The thought 
of such a risky departure from my usual method sent my adrenaline and expectation 
sky-high. 

I found the modest little house shut down for the night, not a light on anywhere, 
but I pounded on the door until a woman in her late middle-age opened it a bit to 
demand to know who was banging at such an ungodly hour. I asked for the name of 
the party given me and was told it was her daughter, long since asleep, after which 
the door slammed shut. I was filled with excitement and resumed my pounding. One 
thing led to another—why not to the police I will never know—and finally my magnificent 
display of silver was on their dining room table under full light while sleepy daughter 
in hair curlers, distraught mother in her bathrobe, and hulking but bewildered father 
stood by as I went on pell-mell with my sales pitch. The irate mother kept screaming 
at her husband to throw me out: “Throw this little mouse out! Throw him out of the 
house! What’s the matter with you?” 

At each new outburst from the woman sheer exhilaration and excitement 
welled up in me even more strongly and I began to laugh until tears streamed 
down my cheeks. I knew that they couldn’t lay a hand on me, that I had them. The 
more I laughed, the more angry the mother became and the more bewildered the other 
two looked; the more surely they all lost control, the more vulnerable they were. 
The sale was a foregone conclusion. 

Now the odd thing was that when I left in due time with the down-payment on a 
large order in my pocket, both mother and father walked me to the door, arms around 
me, and begged me to come back and visit them. This peculiar twist had occurred 
before under less extreme circumstances, but this one was my undoing. In retrospect 
I saw that the average person in his or her conflicted state of uncertainty, doubt, 
and fear—which was my ordinary state as well—was not only powerless in the face 
of unconflicted behavior but also seriously attracted to this state. Beneath these 
individuals’ reactions of anger and frustration, a longing within them had been 
touched. This realization brought a whole new aspect to this already new perspective. 
It became clear that for me this unconflicted behavior was a common version of those 
famed temptations in the wilderness (if I may place myself and my petty affair in 
such great company)—and I knew from my gloating exuberance over the power I wielded 
that I had nowhere near the personal character or wisdom to handle such a force.


So, not from noble virtue or lofty principle but from fear and trembling, knowing 
that I was hopelessly out of my depth, I quit selling and resisted any temptation 
to monkey around any further with the “ontological constructs” of my world. Eventually 
I took another job, held on somehow at the university, and played it straight. Eventually 
I also lost my intimate contact with this opening and its alternate reality, though 
it has always been in the background of my mind, making me question our common consensus 
of what is possible and what is impossible. It was this that led me several years 
later to begin writing my first book. All I have written since, including 
the following chapters, has been but a sequel prompted by the enigma of unconflicted 
behavior, for in this phenomenon lies the key to who we are and what we can do to 
find our transcendence and escape the current violence we bring to ourselves and 
earth. 

I now turn toward understanding both how this key works and that which lies beyond 
the gate it opens.



ONE 
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EVOLUTION AND OUR FOURFOLD BRAIN

When the higher incorporates the lower into its service, the nature of the 
lower is transformed into that of the higher. 

—MEISTER ECKHART 

The size of the Sphinx of Giza in Egypt is astonishing. Almost as long as a football 
field and as tall as a six-story building, it is the world’s largest monument carved 
from a single stone. According to the archaeological studies of Schwaller de Lubicz 
reported by John Anthony West in his book Serpent in the Sky (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1979), it was carved many millennia before the first Egyptian civilization. 
Discovered first by early Egyptians in about 6000 B.C., the monolith was forgotten 
and rediscovered time and again over the following millennia—unless continually 
cleared, the great basin in which the giant sculpture and its complex rest soon 
fills with wind-blown sand, ultimately burying the Sphinx and leaving only the topmost 
part of its head exposed. In about 1400 B.C. the Egyptian king Tuthmosis IV dreamed 
of its presence there under the ocean of sand and had it uncovered and brought to 
light again, thus beginning anew the cycle of burials and resurrections. 

In the eighteenth century members of an early scientific society in England made 
superb drawings of the entire Sphinx complex. Later, toward the end of the Napoleonic 
Wars, a scruffy bunch of Malumek stragglers came along and used the head of the 
vast monolith as a target for their little brass cannon. This was followed in the 
early 1800s by a group of scientists and artists commissioned by Napoleon to study 
and make detailed drawings of the remains. Other than the artillery damage inflicted, the French 
drawings and diagrams show the same figure and features described by the English.


Until damaged, the Sphinx was a composite creation that symbolized the three 
major periods of evolution on this earth and, for close to twenty thousand years, 
embodied in stone our own evolution. The main body of the giant creation is that 
of a lion, king of beasts in myth and legend. High on the beast’s chest, nestled 
between outstretched paws, are human breasts, while rising from the body is a masculine 
human head, his countenance gazing slightly upward as though at a distant horizon. 
The effect of the serene pose is ethereal. Added to these three was one more element, 
though we have only drawings of the sculpture in its intact state: Until modern 
man and his brass cannons arrived, there arose from the top of the skull, as the 
crown of all this magnificence, a giant hooded serpent, curving with artistic grace 
until its head rested just above and between the great, gazing eyes of the massive 
human head beneath. 

The Malumeks blew away part of the brow, cheek, and one eye, and most of the 
nose, including the bridge, and left almost no trace of the great serpent. In so 
doing they gave us a graphic update of our human story: magnificence reduced to 
a broken figure and a sorry tale. For now, we must bear in mind what the original 
Sphinx represented: the body of a lion, human female breasts, and male head adorned 
with a great reptile rising out of it—a unity of reptilian, old mammalian, and new 
mammalian, the human experience in stone.1


THE STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION OF OUR THREEFOLD BRAIN 
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For decades neuroscientist Paul MacLean was head of the Department of Brain Evolution 
and Behavior at the National Institutes of Health, one of the great research centers 
of our time. His extraordinary work spanned six decades—he was still producing brilliant 
papers in 1997—and was in part based on his discernment of a striking similarity 
between the three neural systems in our head and the brain structures of the three 
major animal groups of evolution: reptilian, old mammalian, and new mammalian. For 
more than a half century he and his staff traced these parallels and showed how 
each of our neural systems carries within it the blueprint of potential intelligences, 
abilities, and capacities developed during each of these evolutionary epochs.


Nature never abandons a system that works but instead builds new, enlarged, and 
more efficient systems upon the old. She seems to have created each new evolutionary 
brain to correct problems in an older system or to expand its possibilities. To 
the three inherited neural blueprints we add the content of life’s ever-changing 
environments from which arises our extraordinary adaptability. The striking differences 
among the three neural structures of our brain make this heritage both a blessing 
and curse, however. When integrated, these three systems offer us an open-ended 
potential, an ability to rise and go beyond all constraint or limitation. But when 
that integration fails, our mind is a house divided against itself, our behavior 
a paradoxical civil war—and we become our own worst enemy. 
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Figure 1. Courtesy of Touch the Future Foundation.

In the remainder of this chapter we will look at the structure of this evolutionary 
brain as identified and examined by MacLean, focusing on the function of these parts 
as they work together—or separately. 


Neuroscientists originally divided the human brain into a simple hindbrain and 
forebrain—still a useful description. Our hindbrain is the reptilian brain (called 
the R-system by MacLean) consisting of our sensory-motor system—the spinal cord, 
the body’s vast network of nerve endings and their neural connections, and the primary 
neural systems in the heart. The forebrain is made up of the old mammalian brain 
and the new mammalian brain (the neocortex). 

Before moving forward to discuss how our brain came to be as it is now and how 
it functions as a unit, following is a short summation of its first three parts. 
(Our complete, fourfold brain includes the prefrontal cortex, whose story of development 
requires a chapter of its own—chapter 2.) 


RITUAL, HABIT, AND THE ROOTS OF LYING: THE REPTILIAN BRAIN 

Our R-system functions in a habitual, patterned way and is unable to alter either 
inherited or learned patterns of behavior. This ancient brain, however, can take 
over the physical parts of a learned skill such as typing, bike riding, driving 
a car, or the sensory-motor aspects of playing a piano, thereby freeing our new 
brain to stand outside of the immediate motor action and observe and discover ways 
to improve or perfect the performance. 

This oldest of our four neural structures is skilled in deceptive procedures 
that were developed eons ago to elude predators. These allow us to “change our color” 
like a chameleon according to social environment and also enable us to be not just 
two-faced but instead multifaceted, particularly if we feel threatened in any way. 
This deceptive skill can be used on behalf of our high neocortex to develop strategies 
for succeeding in the worlds of commerce and politics, for instance, after which 
our high neocortex can skillfully rationalize and make morally respectable, at least 
to ourselves, our often quite immoral actions. Through the alliance of our neocortex 
with this deceptive low brain we learn to lie, gloating gleefully when successfully 
deceiving, lamenting and self-pitying when so deceived. 

Besides generating these survival strategies, our reptilian R-system handles, 
beneath our awareness, numerous decisions about our physical wellbeing, many in 
tandem with other parts of the brain. In emergencies this reflexive system can alert 
our third brain, the neocortex, to an event that needs quick attention and possible 
mobilization of all systems for the body’s 
defense. Through an interpreter mode in our verbal-intellectual neocortex, 
we can make swift decisions and mobilize our intellect to the R-system’s defense 
network, unimpeded by emotions or any other consideration that might interfere with 
a quick reaction to the emergency. 

The quick, reflexive reaction built into the R-system can be handy in a dogfight—but 
there are situations that require a more integrated, whole-brain approach. The same 
“emergency” reports can be passed up to the neocortex through our emotional-cognitive 
system (or old mammalian brain), which mediates between the R-system and the neocortex. 
Through this broader connection the interpreter mode in our neocortex can stand 
back and moderate, monitor, or even redirect sensory reports. This makes for a measured 
and more creative approach to what might otherwise be a violent reaction were our 
reptilian brain functioning on its own. 

THE OLD MAMMALIAN, LIMBIC, OR EMOTIONAL-COGNITIVE BRAIN 

We call our second neural structure the old mammalian brain, and it is indeed 
quite similar to that found in all other mammals, as are the behaviors and abilities 
apparently encoded within it, such as our inherent intelligence for nurturing our 
young. Because this structure surrounds the basic R- system like a limb, we call 
it the limbic system. It is also termed the emotional-cognitive brain, for here 
nature adds to the reptile’s limited senses our extraordinary senses of smell and 
hearing, which lift the whole sensory system to a new order of functioning and open 
an entirely new world. 

Additionally, here in this nurturing emotional brain are the foundations for 
all forms of relationship, including our general cognition of the world as somehow 
“other,” as something to which we must relate. A reptile’s relationships are simple: 
When its primitive vision spots a moving clump of contrasting light and dark (the 
only visual discernment it can make), the reptile asks, “Is it something to eat, 
mate with, or be eaten by?” Thus the repertoire of its subsequent actions can be 
classified in two ways: Go for it or get away from it. The mammalian system is infinitely 
more complex than this, and infinitely more discriminating. The collective term 
for those tools by which we qualitatively evaluate all our relationships—particularly 
our relationships with each other—is emotion. 

Although the reptilian and old mammalian brains support, mutually 
influence, and interact with each other, nature certainly made a quantum leap 
beyond the reptilian in developing the old mammalian, with no discernible transition. 
In humans, the R-system gives us awareness of an outer, sensory world while our 
emotional brain gives us awareness of an interior, subjective world and our feelings 
concerning that outer world and our relation to it. The marked change of behavior 
between the infant pushing itself around on its belly in reptilian mode and the 
standing toddler is brought about by a developmental shift of focus from our sensory-motor 
R-system to the emotional-cognitive, or limbic, brain. From its new perspective, 
the toddler can stand “outside” his sensory-motor brain and begin to employ the 
far more evolved and sophisticated capacity to relate to his or her world as an 
object, rather than simply act reflexively to sensation. 


THE NEOCORTEX, NEW MAMMALIAN, OR VERBAL-INTELLECTUAL BRAIN 

Our third brain (neocortex) introduces language and thinking, the ability to 
stand outside all other activities of the brain and observe these activities objectively 
and consider all factors of a situation rather than react to them from instinct 
alone. This high brain occupies five times more skull space than the reptilian brain 
and the old mammalian brain combined and consists of some hundred billion neurons. 
Each neuron is capable of interacting with upward of a hundred thousand other neurons 
to form fields of coordinated neural action. These neural fields translate particular 
frequencies to our awareness and our awareness to other fields, all of which field 
effects are constantly shifting and changing, updating their various intelligences 
and reports. There are no limits to what our third brain can translate, from input 
from the world out there to imagination and thought within. With the development 
of this third neural structure, nature opened up an infinitely wide window of awareness.


The first brain registers present tense only; the second computes both present 
and past. With the addition of the third brain, we possess awareness of the past, 
present, and future. But evolution here runs into a snag even as an entire new universe 
is opened. The future introduces the “What if” syndrome—What if the sun goes out—Who’s 
got the flashlight? Herein originates the useless anxiety and concern that can be 
brought about by this forward-thinking brain—a feeling state that can result in 
this new mammalian brain being pulled into the service of our lower survival ones. 

This ability to conjure the “What if” scenario is not the only problematic function 
of the third brain. Its impulse toward novelty is one of our most intriguing drives. 
A cat’s curiosity is nothing compared to ours—through this higher brain we are 
motivated toward continual expansion of our awareness and experience. Our drive 
toward novelty is a tool of evolution and transcendence: Evolution may have exhausted 
its possibilities for (or interest in) novel flora and fauna on this good earth, 
but through our intellectual-creative brain it introduces creative imagination, 
which is the foundation of all organized thought and creative intelligence. Once 
stirred into action, thoughts boil forth endlessly from this wild frontier of imagination. 
Unknowns of every conceivable form and universes of weird, improbable notions and 
fantasies spill teeming over its boundaries. The medieval Sufi spoke of the imaginal 
worlds and considered imagination the highest human capacity, the way in which we 
are most Godlike. This observation was similarly made by Jacob Boehme, William Blake, 
Goethe, Rudolf Steiner, and other great beings of our history. God imagines us in 
order that we might imagine him—image to image, mirror to mirror, the creator-created 
dynamic. 

Whether we follow novelty’s call to adventure or close ourselves in a defensive 
posture, refusing to engage, depends largely upon the experiences we have in the 
first three years of life. These years mark the time when our emotional system develops 
the foundation for our higher intellect yet to come. And that’s why Jesus, our great 
model, said that if we “cause one of these little ones to stumble, it were better 
a millstone be tied around our neck and we be dumped in the sea.” It is thus we 
are a drowning species. 





THE EVOLUTION OF OUR BRAIN: INCORPORATING OLD INTO NEW 
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Our three brains develop in utero as a nested hierarchy in the order of their 
appearance in evolutionary history: The reptilian brain begins its functions in 
the first trimester of gestation, the old mammalian in the second, and the neocortex, 
or human brain, in the third. Nature’s newest addition, our prefrontal cortex (prefrontal 
lobes), makes its major debut after birth. (See chapter 2.) 

Although the brain’s older neural modules or parts are similar to those in other 
animals, the overall context in which a module is situated determines its capacity 
and function. The spark plug in my chain saw serves essentially the same function 
as the spark plug in my neighbor’s Mercedes-Benz, though the overall difference 
in performance is striking. Neural environment, the aggregate of different brain 
parts, is a major factor in determining how a particular part will function. 

Nature’s pattern of development is itself threefold. First, each new neural structure 
is built on the foundation of neural structures that have come before it. Second, 
as each new brain develops, it incorporates into its own functions the more primitive 
foundation upon which it is built and changes the nature of that foundation into 
one that is compatible with the new system. And third, the newly integrated system 
serves, in turn, as a foundation for higher evolutionary developments, which is 
transcendence in action. 

Biologist Bruce Lipton shows how the first cell created by nature was, in effect, 
a brain unto itself and a template that underlies all subsequent development. The 
neuron as a specialized cell first appeared singly, organizing a small group of 
those lower-order cells into a new order of coherent action. This “smart” cell, 
the neuron, became the boss, or manager, of simpler cells preceding it, sending 
them its orders over a slender neural thread. Out in the fishpond, for instance, 
there dwell extremely tiny wrigglers called hydrochondria, which are food for the 
littlest fishes. Each of these minuscule creatures consists of two rows of about 
a dozen cells each, every few cells being a neuron, which connect to one another 
by a slender neural thread running between the two rows. Through this communication 
link the smart cells coordinate the whole entourage, whether wriggling about in 
pursuit of something to eat or avoiding being eaten. 

Beyond the hydrochondria’s simple neural construction the organization grows 
more complex. Eons ago, neurons gathered in groups called ganglia, connecting 
with one another through more elaborate threads called dendrites and axons.
This organization presented ever-greater possibilities for group perception 
of an environment, along with more elaborate actions for survival. Ganglia led, 
after a few more eons, to such enormously complex ganglia groupings as the brains 
of reptilian amphibians. The reptilian brain became, in turn, the foundation for 
the earliest mammalian brain, which became the foundation for the even more advanced new mammalian brain, leading 
to our present neural structure. 

Incorporation of a previous system into a new one changes the earlier function 
to one that is compatible with and supportive of the new. When that sophisticated 
cell the neuron appeared and incorporated all cellular functions into its own operations, 
it changed the behavior of all other cells accordingly. As evolution led the reptilian 
brain to join with the emerging old mammalian, essentially the same old R-system 
existed—but when functioning in synchrony with the mammalian brain, the synchrony 
of the reptilian brain operates quite differently from when it was the only game 
in town. The R-system still governs the sensory-motor and survival systems but is 
also subordinate to that even smarter, more complex mammalian system in a correspondingly 
larger environment. 

When the neocortex or new mammalian brain came along, each of the other two became 
subordinate parts of this even larger organization, though still retaining their 
respective jurisdictions and responsibilities. In turn, this triune brain paved 
the way for—and was designed to serve—a fourth brain, our prefrontal cortex, so 
called because it is attached to the front part of the neocortex (the area just 
behind our brow). This fourth and largest system should reign over the three existing 
structures, but breakdowns in communication or even mutiny in the ranks—always a 
possibility in such hierarchies—does occur. This, however, gets ahead of our story.


Intriguing to our human aspirations is that the essential nature of any older 
system, when integrated into a newer one, retains its integrity while playing its 
new, expanded role. The old mammalian brain, when it came along, changed the nature 
of the reptilian brain onto which it had been grafted, but that R-system still functioned 
for survival, albeit in a more intelligent, flexible, and adaptive way. 

This process, however, is not a one-way street. All systems are dynamics that 
move in two directions—between the old and new—so that some of the essence of the 
higher is absorbed by the lower even as the lower is itself incorporated into the 
higher. Each brain, preceding and emerging, modifies the other to some extent. Thus, 
the resulting transcendence, or movement beyond limitations, is not reached at the 
expense of the unique achievements of each system incorporated. If this were not 
the case, both nature’s economy and the transcendent aspect of evolution would be 
defeated. In our case, for instance, in order to transcend our present state we must be incorporated 
into a higher order of operation. But individuality itself is what is lifted up 
into that new order, for an individual self was (or is trying to be) the unique 
achievement of our particular stage of evolution. 





THE INDEPENDENCE AND INTERDEPENDENCE OF OUR THREE BRAINS 
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The reptilian brain was hundreds of millions of years in the making and perfecting. 
The foundation for all subsequent brain evolution to this day, this neural structure 
gives us and all other mammals our sensory-motor system, with its association with 
our physical body and a rich heritage of survival and maintenance instincts. All 
neural developments since have depended on this ancient foundation. We couldn’t 
have evolved or survived without our reptilian ancestor setting up shop in our basement—nor 
could we survive as humans were that original reptilian temper not modulated a bit 
by the higher structures built upon it. 

This duality—the independence and interdependence of each of our neural structures—can 
cause trouble should their integration or entrainment fail. Failure to integrate 
can lead this cantankerous trio—reptilian id, mammalian ego, and neocortical superego—to 
erupt in near constant scraps over who gets to play king of the mountain. Indeed, 
confusion over which of the three gets to integrate the other two into its service 
is the source of all the cheap theatrics cluttering life’s stage in what should 
be a great ongoing drama. 


LEARNING AND MEMORY 

Our emotional brain is the seat of all relationship and is involved in memory—recalling 
what we know. We learn by relating something unknown to something we know. Even 
the abstract capacity for associative thinking, whether scientific, mathematical, 
or philosophical, though dependent on our third brain, has its foundation in the 
feeling state of the old mammalian brain.2

Between our emotional-cognitive (old mammalian) and sensory-motor (reptilian) 
brains lie two critical modules, the amygdala and hippocampus. The amygdala 
is involved in recording our earliest emotional and survival experiences and learning 
in the first three years of life, an activity that functions beneath our awareness 
thereafter and largely shapes the way we respond to events. The hippocampus 
experiences its period of growth after the third year and is involved with general 
memory from moment to moment and any transfers to long-term memory. Its operation 
too centers on survival strategies and relationships. 

Our second, emotional brain relates directly with the temporal lobes and right 
hemisphere of our third brain, or neocortex. Dreaming, intuition, creativity, and 
related phenomena take place as a result of this interaction. These two higher brains, 
emotional-cognitive and verbal-intellectual, can join forces to alter the basic 
R-system functions that give us our experiences of body and world. For instance, 
a capacity called concrete operation begins to develop at about age seven 
and through it we can “operate” on physical phenomena, meaning that our perceptions 
from the R-system can be changed by an abstract idea from these two higher brains. 
We can use an abstract idea to intervene in the natural processes of the lowest 
sensory-motor brain. Through such concrete operations of mind in which the higher 
brains incorporate the functions of the lower brain into their workings we can change 
our experience of the world. We can, for instance, imagine new ways of keeping warm 
in winter or walk without harm through pits of fire that would melt aluminum on 
contact. 

Neither our sensory-motor nor our emotional-cognitive system functions in us 
as it does in animals, though the neural structures and behaviors associated with 
each are similar. The presence of the neocortex transforms their nature—if this 
higher neural structure is developed. Interestingly, failure to develop this highest 
brain lies most often in a failure to develop its foundations, the old mammalian 
and the reptilian. Such early failure leads to an unending cycle of breakdown in 
the dynamics between the neural structures. We can modulate the lower, instinctual 
reactions of our survival system through our neocortex. But our high brain neocortex 
can be developed only on the firm foundations of a well-developed survival brain. 
If we fail to develop the reptilian brain sufficiently, the neocortex can’t integrate 
the R-system into its service and modulate its behaviors. When the ancient 
reptilian brain dictates behaviors without the modulating or tempering of the 
neocortex, trouble brews for that person, his or her society, and the larger body 
of the living earth. 


THE PROXY NEOCORTEX AND THE MODEL MIND 

Because an infant’s emotional-cognitive brain can’t develop until his sensory-motor 
system is fully functional (after the first year of life), the mother is programmed 
by nature to act as the infant’s old mammalian brain, establishing appropriate relationships, 
nurturing, stimulating, protecting, during the first year when the R-system’s primary 
development unfolds. Once the infant’s R-system functions with some independence, 
the mother or primary caregiver then acts as the model for the development of the 
toddler’s forebrain (old mammalian brain and neocortex), beginning with the emotional-cognitive 
system. Because the child’s verbal-intellectual brain can’t develop until a functional 
emotional-cognitive system is in place, during this period the caregiver is also 
the child’s proxy neocortex as well as the model for the child’s development of 
his own verbal-intellectual brain. This important role of the caregiver demonstrates 
nature’s model imperative, the procedure by which all development 
takes place. (For further explanation of the model imperative, see chapters 2 and 
6.) 

If nurturing is complete and development is successful, the child can monitor 
and control his own sensory-motor and survival systems with increasing independence 
as he grows. This is called affect-regulation in classical psychology, or
emotional intelligence in popular parlance, a subject that will be explored 
in part 2 of this book. 

Once it is functional, our emotional or limbic system (old mammalian brain) can 
organize its two neighbors, the lower R-system and the higher neocortex, into focused 
attention (concentration on what is to be learned). A positive emotional state
entrains, or unites, our systems for thought, feeling, and action; shifts 
our concentration and energy toward support of our intellectual and creative forebrain 
(old mammalian and neocortex); and allows us to both learn and remember easily. 
In very young children, the primary caregiver’s emotional state determines the child’s 
state, and therefore the child’s development in general. 

On the other hand—and this is true throughout life—any kind of negative response, 
any form of fear or anger shifts our attention and energy 
from our verbal-intellectual brain to our oldest survival brain. In such instances, 
we don’t have full access to evolution’s higher intelligence and react on a more 
primitive level. When we are insecure, anxious, undecided, and tense, the focus 
of attention can become divided among the three brains, each with its own agenda, 
so that we are thinking one thing, feeling something else, and acting from impulses 
completely different from either of these. In this all-too-common confusion, children’s 
learning and development are impaired and adults’ decision making and thinking become 
faulty. 

This brings us to a major dictum of nature: A negative experience of any sort, 
whether an event in our environment or simply a thought in our head, brings an automatic 
shift of attention and energy from our forebrain to our hindbrain—that is, away 
from our higher verbal-intellectual brain toward the lower R-system and its defenses. 
This shift shortchanges our intellect, cripples our learning and memory, and can 
lock our neocortex into service of our lowest brain. 

Whether the signal received by the emotional-cognitive brain is from higher up 
the evolutionary stream (from the neocortex) or from lower down (from our sensory-motor 
system), our emotional response is the same. A negative signal from either direction 
brings a negative response throughout the emotional system, which is then reflected 
throughout the entire body and brain. Just as the emotional-cognitive brain dutifully 
responds to alert signals from the R-system telling us, in effect, that a saber-toothed 
tiger is coming, so our second brain responds to evaluations, criticisms, fears, 
and anxieties brewed up in our creative imagination—and in our creative brain we 
can imagine a thousand different ways that saber tooth might come! The cause, accuracy, 
or validity of our negative imaginings makes no difference: Any negative thought 
or event brings a shift of energy and attention from our forebrain to our hindbrain 
and does so completely beneath our awareness.3

STATE-SPECIFIC LEARNING 

Years ago, research people discovered that the emotional state we are in when 
learning takes place becomes an integral part of that learning. We call this 
state-specific learning. Candace Pert’s discovery of the “molecules of 
emotion” shows how all hormonal function, including that of the immune system 
and even allergic responses, occurs as a sophisticated memory system handled primarily 
by our emotional brain. Any negative emotional reaction or state triggers a corresponding 
flood of specific hormones. Because learning and memory are emotional-cognitive 
functions, the neural pattern, imprint, or “structure of knowledge” (to use Jean 
Piaget’s term) of a specific learning event includes in its content the memory patterns 
of those emotional hormones prominent in the body at the time of that learning. Thus 
the emotion experienced while learning something becomes part of the learned pattern. 
When we exercise that learning, even years later, the same emotional hormones will 
fire on cue, for they are as much a part of the neural pattern as is the learned 
material—and our body, brain, and heart respond accordingly. 

If we learn our arithmetic “to the tune of the hickory stick,” the pain and fear 
of that stick are as much a part of our knowledge as are those numbers. The result 
is that we may find ourselves reluctant to recall what we actually know—on some 
deep level numbers are associated with fear or pain, which moves one part of us 
to protect another part from a repetition of that trauma. In such a situation, any 
mathematics can be traumatic and recall and learning in the subject impaired.


WHEN ALL THE BELLS OF HEAVEN RING: THE REWARD CENTER 

At the other end of the scale, decades ago James Olds discovered a “reward center” 
in the emotional brain that accounts for the high level of pleasure we experience 
with certain relationships and actions. For instance, this reward factor links with 
the R-system’s drive for species survival and our highest brain’s novelty factor 
to produce human sexuality. The results bear scant resemblance to the simpler drives 
of our ancient kin; they absorb our attention to a remarkable degree and produce 
some astonishing and outlandish behaviors. This reward center may also play a role 
in ecstatic seizures, raptures, and mystical experiences. 

In one of Olds’s experiments, an electrode was implanted in a human subject’s 
reward center. Upon the electrode’s activation, the individual reported “all the 
bells of heaven were ringing.” This shouldn’t imply that our reward center contains 
the makings of ecstasy or rapture—the experience doesn’t dwell there, waiting to 
be prompted to expression—but the center 
may provide the modus operandi through which we perceive such a state. Through 
this particular neural grouping cued to a certain frequency response, a highly specialized 
form of experience can be translated. The final experience can’t be “found” anywhere; 
it exists only in the overall function of this center (the fluid frequencies translated 
by its neurons) and its corresponding interactions (our fluid, not localized, reception 
and reactions). 

Recall Meister Eckhart’s claim that there is no being except in a mode of being. 
If I tune my radio receiver to a certain frequency, I get a certain set of information. 
But those transistors in that radio do not contain within themselves those frequencies 
or that information. Likewise, there are no grandmother cells in the brain containing 
blocks of preset information or fixed content, only neural networks to interpret 
corresponding frequency networks. A single neuron might act as a lone target cell, 
which can activate a whole network of cells for a particular perception or memory. 
The target cell doesn’t contain the perceptions of the field it targets, but it 
can trigger a specific pattern of neural fields that are involved collectively in 
some selective action or memory. 

Olds found that rats with electrodes implanted in their reward centers would 
forgo food to the point of starvation and water to the point of death from dehydration, 
would ignore a female in heat, and would even cross an electrified grid in order 
to maintain contact with the electrodes that activated the center. (Rats are not 
ordinarily prone to celibacy and reportedly will avoid shock at all costs.) 

Considering that most mammals and avians possess a reward center, I am reminded 
of William Blake’s quatrain question: 

How do you know but every bird 
That wings the airy way, 

Is an immense world of delight, 
Closed to your senses five?


Our emotional (old mammalian) brain gives us our immune system and monitors our 
hormonal systems, our body’s ability to heal itself, our body’s biorhythms, our 
personal relationships, our preferences, and our general aesthetics. Here are those 
herd instincts found in most animals that should blossom into our social worlds 
of shared experience. All of this action rests on our capacity to remember, and 
each brain makes its own contribution. The cyngulate gyrus, largest module of the limbic system, connects 
to the third brain (neocortex) on many levels and has direct links to both the amygdala 
and the hippocampus, each of which is intricately involved with the function of 
memory. (The amygdala, you will recall, is the repository of long-term survival 
memories from the first three years of life; the hippocampus controls the memories 
of the later years.) 
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