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In The Grand Delusion, bestselling author Steve Hagen drills deeply into the most basic assumptions, strengths, and limitations of religion and belief, philosophy and inquiry, science and technology. In doing so, he shines new light on the great existential questions — Why is there Something rather than Nothing? What does it mean to exist? What is consciousness? What is the nature of truth? — and does so from an entirely unexpected direction.


Ultimately, this book reveals how all of our fundamental questions stem from a single error, a single unwarranted belief — a single Grand Delusion.


“I love Steve Hagen’s books! He manages to write about the most abstruse truths and make them sound as sensible and as straightforward as baseball scores — how does he do it? This book — which is so much fun to read and is full of scientific as well as everyday examples — is written in the form of a dialogue between Steve and ‘Anyone’ (you and I) in which everything Anyone thinks makes sense doesn’t. By the time Anyone gets to the end, Anyone agrees. This is a wonderful book.”


— NORMAN FISCHER, author of The World Could Be Otherwise


“A brilliant philosophical masterpiece. Hagen explores some of our most cherished assumptions about reality and self in a thoughtprovoking yet lighthearted interview-style conversation. This book is bound to shake up how you understand your life.”


— MARK VAN BUREN, author of The Fool’s Guide to Actual Happiness


“Steve Hagen’s best and most ambitious book — immensely enjoyable.”


— SCOTT EDELSTEIN, author of The User’s Guide to Spiritual Teachers


“A thought-provoking read. Steve Hagen has a knack for taking complex ideas and presenting them simply and straightforwardly.”


— TIM BURKETT, author of Nothing Holy about It











In remembrance of Jean













First,


Mountains are mountains and rivers are rivers.


This is delusion.


Next,


Mountains are not mountains and rivers are not rivers.


This is necessary, but still delusion.


Then,


Mountains are mountains and rivers are rivers.
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INTRODUCTION: BIG UNSETTLED QUESTIONS


Why is there Something rather than Nothing?


Humans have grappled with some version of this existential question for millennia — yet today we seem to be no closer to answering them than were our forebears of hundreds of generations ago.


Does God exist?


What does it mean to exist?


What is mind?


What constitutes measurement? This is a big problem for physicists.


We could just move on from these questions — but what exactly is motion?


All of these fundamental questions — and many, many more — stem from a single error, a single unwarranted belief, a single Grand Delusion. Clarifying this Grand Delusion is the aim of this book.




Most of what follows is a dialogue between me and ANYONE: a naïve but earnestly questioning character who could be, well, anyone — a person of any gender, any age, who may be anywhere on spectrums of learned and benighted, pious and profane, serious and silly.


When what I point out causes you to want to cut in with an objection, it is my hope that ANYONE will speak for you.


Be patient, though. I won’t always get to your question or objection when it first arises. But I’ll likely circle back to it later on.1




Time Out!


Every now and then, the main text of this book will be interrupted — and augmented — by Time Outs such as this one, set in this fashion. These contain additional background or contextualizing information that directly relates to what is being discussed. I recommend not skipping over them.





Endnotes and several appendices provide additional important information that further expands upon what appears in the main text. These are not mere references and citations. Much of the depth of this book will be found here.2 There is also a glossary of technical terms — not because the particular words listed there will be new to you, but because some terms will be used in non-standard ways.


One other thing: at times, I will repeat a key theme — yet every time a theme is repeated, we will go a little deeper and look at ever more subtle aspects of a topic. I invite you to greet each iteration as though meeting it for the first time.


A NOTE ON TRUTH V. TRUTH



Although ANYONE repeatedly fails to acknowledge it, there are two truths.3 References to conventional or everyday truth — relative truths related to concepts, ideas, and objects — appear in lowercase. References to Absolute Truth are capitalized. This allows a critical distinction — which will become evident over the course of the text — to be made without further qualification. Much of our confusion stems from the fact that our everyday conceptual terms cannot refer to Ultimate Truth or Reality, but only to conventional, relative truths. More on this later.


References to Awareness of Truth and Reality, such as knowing or seeing, are indicated in my remarks (but not in ANYONE’s) through the use of italics. Conventional uses of these terms — without italics — refer to the knowing or seeing of thoughts, feelings, ideas, or objects in the conventional sense in which those words are generally used. This, too, will become both clear and familiar as you move through the book.


Bold text will be used for simple emphasis. Bold italics will be used for technical terms.











PART I


MIND, MATTER, MOTION, AND MUSIC





Questioner: Should we not seek for anything at all?


Huang-Po: By conceding this, you’d save yourself a lot of mental effort.


Questioner: But there can’t just be nothing.


Huang-Po: Who spoke of nothing? You wanted to seek for something.


Huang-Po: This is It; as soon as you stir your mind, you miss It.













1. THE ULTIMATE QUESTION


What is the ultimate question?


For Bertrand Russell, the ultimate question was “Why is there something rather than nothing?”


When I first came upon that question as a young man, I immediately felt that nothing could be more profound than knowing the answer to it.


I quickly surmised, however, that there was no easy way to find out. How could we possibly know? Asking this question is like throwing it into a boundless void. How could we expect such a question to bounce back with an answer? It was as if, once launched, the question only ranged ever outward, propelled by its own inertia, never to return.


It was at once both unanswerable and utterly compelling. And for quite some time it haunted my thoughts like a spectre.


I listened to a lot of contemplative music in those days of my youth, and spent long hours brooding alone in the dark. I sometimes would listen to The Unanswered Question by Charles Ives4 when I was in this mood. This piece of music provided the ideal ambiance for serious contemplation of such a deep, all-pervading mystery.


Ives seemed to capture our ultimate predicament in his offbeat score. The piece opens with distant strings playing offstage in hushed, almost imperceptible harmonies. These slowly shift through expansive chords, evoking the timeless silence and immensity of space, the indifferent universe rolling on without end.


Then a lone trumpet calls out from the rear of the darkened hall (or, as I imagined, from a darkened wood or some other lonely outdoor place under a starry sky), as though asking a question. All the while, the indifferent strings roll on.


After the trumpet dies away, a quartet of flutes suddenly perks up, as if awakened from some long, primordial slumber. They seem as our forebears living long ago in the aboriginal dawn. Encountering the question for the first time, they give voice to our earliest response to the trumpet’s call.


And still the strings maintain a distant backdrop of faint harmonies and shifting, airy, expansive chords.


The trumpet repeats. Again, the flutes revive, but now they focus on the question itself as the strings roll on.


Again, the questions: “Who are we? Why are we here? How did we get here? Where did we come from? Where are we going? Why is any of this happening at all? What is it all about?”


And repeatedly, the flutes, like innocent, eager children, attempt an answer.


Again, the trumpet sounds. And again, the flutes scramble to answer — again, without success.


Unrelenting, with each succeeding trumpet call, humanity’s responses become ever more fragmented, agitated, and distressed — and further and further removed from any satisfactory answer.


Throughout it all, the muted, dispassionate strings roll on, utterly indifferent.


And this appears to be where human beings are fated to remain.


Except that we’re not.


Seeing how and why we are not is the focus of this book.













2. SUBLIME OR TRIVIAL?


Eventually I realized that it wasn’t just Russell (and Ives). Many great writers, thinkers, artists, scientists, theologians, philosophers, and composers have contemplated this question. But it was Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz who first wrote in 1714 (in German): “Why is there Something rather than Nothing?”5


Since then, innumerable thinkers — from Hegel to Russell to Nozick — have, like the flutes in Ives’s piece, vainly sought a satisfactory response. Some have also commented on the question itself. Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling, for example, called it “the final desperate question.” And Martin Heidegger, who took it up as his central theme in Being and Time (Sein und Zeit), described it as “dreadful.”


Today, philosopher Derek Parfit of All Souls College at Oxford feels that “No question is more sublime than why there is a Universe: why there is anything rather than nothing.” Yet others find the question wholly dismissible. Philosopher Bede Rundle, also of Oxford, in his 2004 book Why There Is Something Rather Than Nothing, argues that the existence of the universe “is not . . . a fact in need of explanation.” Adolf Grünbaum expresses a similar sentiment in a 2008 Free Inquiry article, when he concludes that the question “should not engage your curiosity.” To these thinkers, the existence of the Universe is both obvious and trivial, rather than a cause for urgent and profound inquiry.


As we shall see, however — and counterintuitive as it may first sound — we don’t actually have Something rather than Nothing.


ANYONE: Yeah, right. That’s bananas!


And who are you?


ANYONE: Who am I? Who are you to make such a ridiculous proclamation?


No one . . . in particular.


ANYONE: So what makes you feel you can spout off like a fool? What you’re saying is ludicrous!


I understand. It seems bizarre. But in the pages that follow, we will see how and why this assertion in fact points to actual experience.











3. BREAKING OUT OF HABITUAL THOUGHT


ANYONE: Your claim is complete nonsense, right on the face of it! Obviously, we don’t have nothing!


Obviously. But I didn’t say that we have Nothing. I said that we don’t have Something rather than Nothing. I’m saying that this is a false choice.


ANYONE: That’s completely off the wall!


Yes. What I’m saying runs counter to our most basic assumptions about the World, about the nature of Reality, and about us. But seemingly outrageous statements can sometimes point the way out of what appear to be utterly perplexing quagmires.


History is full of such examples. Einstein had some of his biggest breakthroughs when he entertained the possibility that time is not constant, as Newton (and most others) had thought, or that light has a particle-like quality about it — even though, after 1803, everyone (including Einstein) “knew” it to be wave-like.6




Such breakthroughs have punctuated and changed history. When Aristarchus (in the fourth century BCE) postulated that the Earth moved around the sun, Aristotle and others dismissed the idea as absurd. And Aristarchus’s idea remained absurd to almost everyone — until Copernicus heard about it 1,700 years later.


ANYONE: Yes, but Einstein and Copernicus turned out to be right in the end. What you’re advocating can’t possibly be right.


I’m not advocating a position. I’m only pointing to an erroneous belief on the part of nearly all of us.


History is replete with examples of how correcting one basic erroneous idea greatly expanded our understanding of the World. Almost invariably, such shifts in our thinking first appeared ridiculous or impossible to our contemporaries.


ANYONE: What are you getting at?


I’m pointing out that one small shift in our understanding can clear up all our confusion.


ANYONE: You mean about the Big Question?


Yes.




ANYONE: Good luck with that. If it were that easy, it would have been done long ago.


Who said it was easy? And who said it wasn’t done long ago?













4. NEITHER EDGED NOR EDGELESS


I can provide an analogy.


ANYONE: I’m listening.


Imagine you’re walking along a beach with someone from the Dark Ages. She tells you that she’s been troubled by a gnawing problem. Pointing toward the horizon, she asks, “Does the earth just go on and on forever in all directions, or does it have an edge, out there somewhere?”


You tell her it neither goes on forever nor has an edge.


She frowns. “That’s ridiculous. It’s got to be one or the other,” she says.


“The Earth is a sphere,” you say, “or nearly so. So its surface is finite, yet it doesn’t have an edge.”


She laughs. “But look!” she says, pointing to the horizon. “It’s flat. Look at that line out there — how straight and level it is. Look at how the water stretches away from the shore, on and on forever.” She reaches down, throws up some sand, and says, “And I suppose on the other side of this sphere, sand falls up? And rain! Does that fall up, too? And am I supposed to believe that on the other side people walk around with their feet higher than their heads?”7


As she says this, you catch sight of an approaching ship on the horizon. You hand her your binoculars, quickly demonstrate their function, and have her take a look.


What she sees is utterly baffling to her. As she stands there, she clearly sees the ship slowly rising out of the water.


Because she has not yet digested the idea of a spherical Earth, the moment is surreal to her. “How can this be?” she asks you, her voice now trembling.


“The water’s surface is curved,” you tell her.


You explain that the Earth is a planet that rotates and orbits the sun. With the aid of a few pictures drawn in the sand, you show her how understanding these movements enables humanity to account for night and day, and the changing seasons.


It takes her some time and effort, but once she makes this simple shift in her understanding, she understands why the ship seems to rise out of the water. She is also eventually able to understand celestial phenomena such as the apparent motions of planets and stars, and lunar and solar eclipses.


This shift opens a door that, over time, allows her to begin to understand other phenomena that otherwise would appear far removed from her original question — things that would otherwise vex and perplex her. She is now poised to realize the great age of the Earth, for example, and all that this entails, with its implications for geology, biology, and evolution — as well as philosophy and religion.


More notably, the question that originally seemed so urgent and compelling to her — does the Earth go on forever, or does it have an edge? — no longer troubles her at all. She now realizes it’s not a valid question. It only arose from her ignorance.


ANYONE: So?


I’m saying that the question “Why is there Something rather than Nothing?” is analogous to “Does the earth go on and on forever, or does it have an edge?”


I’m also saying that when we genuinely see this, so many other questions that vex us also clear up.













5. HOW WE PERPETUATE IGNORANCE


ANYONE: Okay, so what are we supposed to figure out in order for everything to clear up?


Don’t worry about figuring out anything. It’s not necessary to figure anything out, or to theorize, or even to look “out there.” You need only to look at your assumptions, your unexamined beliefs.


ANYONE: Huh?


Think of the person from the Dark Ages. As long as she believed that the Earth is flat, she was preoccupied with imaginary concerns and irrelevant questions. In the same way, nearly all of us are captive to many erroneous beliefs about the World and existence.


ANYONE: What you say about an uneducated person from the Dark Ages makes sense. But how is that analogous to us today? What do we not understand?


Plenty. Stop me when you’ve had enough:




What is happiness and how do I find it?


Why do I quickly tire of things after I work so hard to acquire them?


What do I really want?


Why is there suffering?


What, if anything, is truly good?


How can we determine what is just or fair?


What is consciousness, exactly?


What is real?


What is true?


Does God exist?


What happens when I die?


Is there some purpose to life?


Do we have free will?


Is human existence meaningful or absurd?


How can I be sure of anything?


ANYONE: All right, enough! And you’re going to answer all these questions, I suppose?


It’s not necessary.


ANYONE: Why not?


They’re FEQs. All of them.


ANYONE: FAQs?


Not FAQs — FEQs. Flat-earth questions.8




ANYONE: What do you mean?


They’re all based on a false assumption, so they have very little to do with Reality.


ANYONE: What false assumption?


Substantiality. Our belief in solid, persisting things.


ANYONE: As opposed to . . . ?


Reality.


Consider quantum mechanics, the branch of science that deals with the behavior of atoms and their constituents — protons, neutrons, electrons, and so on.


According to the standard view of quantum mechanics, depending on how things are observed, these ostensible bits of matter — atoms and/or their constituents — can behave either as waves or as particles.


ANYONE: Right, I’ve heard about that. But I don’t see what the big mystery is.


Have you really thought this through? When you turn on a switch and electrons flow through a metal wire — as when, say, you’re in your kitchen operating an electrical appliance — these ostensible “things” appear to behave like particles. But if you pass “them” through a finely spaced lattice, as you would when operating an electron microscope, it seems “they” behave like waves.


ANYONE: Okay, so?


So what are they? Waves or particles?


ANYONE: They’re both, obviously.


Consider what you’re saying. Sand grains on the beach are not at all like the waves lapping the shore — waves are spread out; particles appear point-like. Waves and particles are not at all alike. And why is there such a profound difference simply because of the type of observation one makes, or the type of job to which one applies the electrons?


Most scientists haven’t a clue — because, like modern day flat-earthers held captive by subliminal ideas, they misinterpret what observable phenomena directly reveal.


ANYONE: What do they reveal?


Nonsubstantiality.


ANYONE: Huh?


And so, like any of us might, they continue as though electrons and other sub-atomic particles are Something.


ANYONE: Well, duh! Of course!




But this wave/particle enigma is only one of a virtually endless array of “mysteries” that would quickly disappear once we drop our deeply held substantialist view.


ANYONE: What do you mean, “our substantialist view”?


The belief that there actually is Something as opposed to Nothing.


ANYONE: Are you saying that if we simply stop holding that view, all these mysteries would drop away?


Right. In fact, they would never occur to us in the first place, any more than the flat-earther’s questions trouble us today.


Confused by thoughts, we experience duality in life. Unencumbered by ideas, the enlightened see Reality.


— Huang-Po


ANYONE: But we can’t just stop believing what’s all around us. Besides, how are we supposed to do that?


We can’t do it by a simple act of will, to be sure. Substantiality does appear deeply compelling — and deeply intuitive.


ANYONE: So how are we supposed to do it, then?


By just seeing. That is, just seeing while refraining from mindlessly chattering to ourselves.




ANYONE: You know, it’s getting a little hard to take you seriously.


Stick with me. Bit by bit as we explore, all of this will start to become clear. Or at least clearer.


ANYONE: So you’re saying that atoms and their constituents aren’t actually real?


No. I’m asking you to examine the idea that an objective thing can be both wave and particle. If you look closely enough, you’ll see the mistake.


ANYONE: What mistake?


The tacit assumption that atoms and their constituents actually are things.




Time Out!


Here are a few items that beg for explanation if particles9 are taken to be actual things:


(1) If particles were actual things, then it would be reasonable to assume that they have specific positions in space that change in time as they move. But quantum theory doesn’t allow this. And, though there are instruments that seem to reveal tracks that these “particles” ostensibly follow, upon close scrutiny the “tracks” show themselves to be discontinuous, appearing not as unbroken straight or curved lines, but only as a series of, say, bubbles in a bubble chamber. At no point is it obvious that anything moved through the chamber leaving such “tracks” — especially given the bizarre ways in which many of these phantom “things” would have had to move.


(2) If particles comprise matter, then it would be reasonable to assume that in a total vacuum there would be no subatomic activity. But quantum theory correctly predicts that a Geiger counter placed in a total vacuum will still click — i.e., detect “matter.” In other words, “matter” cannot consist of whatever it is we think we mean by the term “particle.”10


(3) If particles were real, objective things, then it would be reasonable to assume that they exist. But here’s what happens when two observers view the same vacuum: If one person is at rest in relation to the vacuum, while the other is accelerating in relation to the vacuum, the former will see a cold vacuum, while the latter will see a warm gas of particles.


So, are particles real or are they an illusion? Are they Something or are they Nothing?


It would seem that such “difference” resides only in the minds of observers. In other words, the distinction arises as a purely mental phenomenon, not a physical one.


(4) If a particle is a physical thing, it should have the basic properties that belong to such things, such as energy, momentum, position, and so forth. But particles can become entangled without showing any obvious material links among them, leaving “each particle” devoid of such definite properties. Only the entanglement itself, as a whole, exhibits such properties.11





If you believe in substantiality, it would serve you well to investigate whether there actually is Something substantial to build upon.12 You might find that belief in substantiality inevitably leads to a host of apparent enigmas and contradictions. These appear in virtually every facet of our lives, not just in quantum mechanics.


As we’ll see, however, all sorts of perplexing phenomena clear up when we abandon our deeply entrenched substantialist view.


ANYONE: But isn’t that science’s job? To discover, study, and explain perplexing things?


The problem is, regarding these big questions, science always comes up short.


ANYONE: Why do you say that?


Because all scientific inquiry is based on belief in substantiality.


ANYONE: So?


Well, as you implied, scientific inquiry is carried out to push back the frontiers of our ignorance. But belief in substantiality actually kills all possibility that science will ever bring us to True Knowledge.


ANYONE: What do you mean?


In at least one important sense, science perpetuates ignorance; it doesn’t whittle it away.


ANYONE: Huh?


Up front we’re pressing into new territory, learning many new things as we go, much of which helps us to slough off mistaken notions from the past. That’s fine. But what we don’t understand is that, even as we let go of old, disproven beliefs, we keep manufacturing and holding newer, more sophisticated beliefs as we go.


ANYONE: What’s wrong with that?


This isn’t actual progress.13 If we’re interested in True Knowledge, we need to set aside these new, more sophisticated beliefs, too.


This process of endlessly hypothesizing, rather than just seeing, keeps us in the dark as to what’s really going on.


For example, scientists have no idea why or how making an observation changes a potential (an apparent Nothing) into a manifest physical object (an apparent Something).14 Neuroscientists are utterly baffled as to how the brain prepares to make a voluntary movement, even before the person is aware of deciding to move.15 Cosmologists scratch their heads because it seems that the constants of nature might not be constant after all.16 Science gives us unlimited examples of how our expansion of ignorance outpaces our expansion of conventional knowledge. Science inevitably creates many more mysteries than it solves.


ANYONE: Are you saying that science is useless?


Far from it! Science is very useful in dealing with all kinds of practical concerns and technical issues — improving health, building bridges, tracking sea level rise, and so on. But science, impeccable though its method is, is simply incapable of bringing us to a complete understanding of Reality.


ANYONE: But you can?


I can’t make you see what you already know. But in this book, I point out a few things that might help you notice what you’ve been overlooking.17











6. SUBSTANTIAL CONFUSION


ANYONE: It’s hard to believe that life’s most profound enigmas can be done away with through a simple alteration of one’s view.


Bear with me for a while. You’ll soon see that we can’t make a sound argument for substantiality, and that any attempt to do so only invites paradox and confusion.


ANYONE: So, someone who believes in substantiality is . . . what? A substantialist?


Exactly. A substantialist is anyone who subscribes to the doctrine that what exists is matter, or matter and energy. They could be called materialists as well, but that term also refers to people who love to acquire money and goods and power, so the term substantialist is less potentially confusing.18


Substantialists also believe that even mind and consciousness are entirely the result of matter.19




ANYONE: Well, yeah! Who doesn’t believe that? I suppose there might still be some folks who argue for both mind and matter equally, but I don’t think serious scientists or philosophers hang onto that view anymore.


You mean Cartesian dualism — that the physical body is something quite distinct from the mind, and vice versa.


ANYONE: Right. I mean, you can’t deny that the world is basically, if not entirely, material. And, as neuroscientists have pointed out, the mind is what the brain does.20 I mean, the brain gives rise to mind and consciousness.


Don’t be so sure. Scientists who believe this are at a total loss to support the claim. It’s called the “hard problem,” and with good reason, as we’ll see.


This kind of thinking imagines all kinds of stories. It imagines that, as elements evolved, matter came together in just the right way to create life. It imagines that we are essentially protoplasmic machines. It imagines that we may someday be able to merge with robots or computers and become fully bionic, replacing our parts with hardware as needed. It imagines that machines themselves will eventually be made conscious.


ANYONE: Well, according to what I’ve read, you’ll soon be able to see projections in your eye, just like on a computer screen. Doesn’t this indicate that everything, including mental functions like consciousness, is materially based? Just like what goes on in a computer.


If you read more widely across the spectrum of scientific inquiry, you’ll find plenty of evidence that mind, consciousness, and even life itself are unconstructed and without origins. You simply can’t demonstrate that brains create mind and consciousness. In fact, along with life, you can’t even show that mind and consciousness are created at all.


ANYONE: What are you talking about?


Well, for example, given the abundance and ubiquity of the elements necessary for life throughout the universe,21 there appears a continuous spectrum, running from what we call non-life to what we call life, with no threshold or barrier between the two. (Viruses, for example, have long been viewed as life in some ways but not in others; they can appear to remain indefinitely in crystalline form and yet “spring to life” when conditions become favorable.) But this is still to see things in gross terms.


What I’ll be pointing out in this book is far subtler. As we’ll see, life, mind, and consciousness can be seen as coming along with the Universe Itself, as a Whole, rather than as phenomena emerging from the evolving complexities of matter.


The fact is, if we try to maintain our substantialist view, we can have no conceptual clue as to what life, mind, and consciousness actually are. Or even if it makes sense to say that they have origins.22


And here’s a related conundrum. We used to believe the World was made of matter and energy (two forms of essentially the same thing — whatever that might be — given the famous formula E = mc2). But, according to current cosmological theory, only 4 percent of the universe is made of matter and energy. The bulk of it, 70 percent, is so-called “dark energy,” and the remainder, 26 percent, “dark matter.” (Though “transparent matter” might be a better term for it. Given that it doesn’t interact with light, we look right through it without seeing anything.) At present, virtually no one, including the most devout materialist, has any clear idea what dark energy and dark matter are.23


Of course, materialists don’t know what “regular” matter and energy are, either. Though physicists define energy as “the ability to do work,” this only tells us what it does. It says nothing about what it is, or how matter is somehow a form of it — whatever it is.24
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