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16th March 1997 Theo Todman
Editorial

I would like to welcome the following new members to the SIG :-

Brian Coyle
Ron Kermode
Peter McCarthy
Anthony Owens
Martin Sondergaard

Some have never been members of the PDG; others lapsed their
membership during the period of the SIG’s dormancy and have now re-joined.
Welcome one and all !

A number of new enquiries have been received. Let’s hope these are also
converted into members. There has been quite a bit of membership-list
pruning recently. Those who have failed to pay their Mensa dues have been
struck off. Similarly, those “paying” members whose SIG fund has dropped
below 60p receive a reminder to cough up but their newsletter is held to
ransom ! Please don’t let this sad fate befall any of you. We’re now down to a
select group of 50.

Enough of the admin. You’ll see that a fair smattering of contributions have
found their way to me this month. Copious thanks to all those who made the
effort. There was a fair correlation between contributions and those receiving
personal letters soliciting the same. The SIG guidelines said as much; they
must have been drawn up from painful experience. Please don’t let the rest of
you stay quiescent on account of the lack of a personal touch. I may get
round to writing to you all eventually, but it’ll take time. Don’t leave it until then
to make your mark on the SIG. There’s a great opportunity in these early days
to set the tone. There’s bound to something said in this edition that you don’t
agree with, so get those fingers onto the keyboard (preferably) and write that
angry letter !

Talking of which, I hope no-one objects to the editorial comments. There’s a
fine line to be drawn between the abuse of editorial privilege & the
advantages of immediate feedback. From prior experience I believe people
(including the contributors) enjoy the latter more than they object to the
former. We can argue over this later. Bear in mind, though, that this is the
only fun the editor gets ! Apologies for the boredom inflicted on those
contributors who are re-reading comments previously submitted to them in
personal correspondence.

Incidentally, don’t forget you can e-mail contributions to me if you have the
technology.

12th February 1997 Martin Sondergaard
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Are There Oysters in Heaven ?

I was talking to a couple of friends about oysters recently. I started out
assuming that oysters were for eating, but my friends disagreed. First of all, I
told one friend that oysters were eaten alive, and she was shocked ! She said
“surely not ! They must cook them !”.

I explained that oysters had no brain, so it’s OK to eat them. But one of my
friends, a vegan, said “how do you know they have no brain ?”. I said you
could look for a brain with a magnifying glass and not find one, but he said I
still can’t be sure; they had brains anyway. So I asked him if he thought
oysters had souls. Do they go to heaven when they die ? Is there a heaven
for oysters ? He said yes, there is a heaven for everyone !

Tell me, is his view unreasonable, irrational, bonkers ? Or is it no more than a
normal religious view, such as you can find in any church congregation
anywhere in Britain ?

Perhaps a Christian member of Mensa, if there really is such a thing, can tell
me whether people in heaven have oysters to eat, and if so, are they live ? If
not, how do they keep them fresh ?

---------------------------------------------------------

Martin - I know you’ve written the above in order to cause general consternation &
mayhem ! I’ve passed it on to a couple of PDG members who are Christians in the
hope of expediting debate. It is an interesting and important question where
consciousness arises along the scale of increasingly complex organisms. Personally,
I cannot get so excited by the idea of souls, whether in heaven or anywhere else. As
you seem to be suggesting, consciousness is intimately associated with brains and if
you have no functioning brain, on account of being dead or on account of being an
oyster, then you have no consciousness either. And what use is an unconscious
soul, whatever that may be ? There are, of course, interesting issues raised by the
thought of “porting” our consciousness from one physical body to another, and
presumably the idea of resurrection (which I would suggest is a more Christian idea
than that of disembodied and immortal souls) involves some such notion. St. Paul
goes on about such matters in 1 Corinthians 15, by the way.

There are a couple of pro- & anti- religious pieces in this edition of Commensal. This
is not intended to set a precedent, though the analysis of religious beliefs is one of
my areas of interest. Philosophy of Religion is just one of many subjects I hope we’ll
cover in these pages. Those of you who find the subject a bore will have to crowd it
out by the eloquence and cogency of your thoughts on other subjects.
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17 February 97 Brian Coyle

T R E E   A N D   S T A R

Did Hume refute causation ?    Is it yes or is it no ?

Do we scramble nature's framework, or are such views merely show ?

See how trees and stars grow paralleling, seasons four in stately roll,

As the universal heartbeat through the cosmic oversoul.

Trees we know through sight and touching, -root and stem and leaf and seed;

For the star we turn to science, supplementing life-span's meed.

Condensation, stabilisation, expansion, then collapse:

These are seasons of our star-life, as the tree our planet taps.

First, condensing is the rootwork, bringing nourishment within,

To a centre stabilising, risen strong through time, yet thin.

Then the leafy branches follow, with expanding vigour blown,

Till the doom of old reaction makes a dust, through spaces sown.

Is there hope, galactic remnants ?    Are you stones or future's plan ?

If the stars learn heart from verdant forest cycles, so may man.

Finis

---------------------------------------------------------

Brian - just to display my lack of poetic sensibilities, not to mention diminutive
vocabulary, I’ll admit that I had to restrain my spell-checker from “correcting” “meed”
to “mead” in the sixth line of Brian’s poem. As Brian informs me, “meed” in this
context means “allotted portion - the bit of time and space covered by a human life”.
Whether this is a Humpty-Dumpty usage, Brian will have to inform us. My
dictionaries suggest that it’s an Old English word meaning “reward”, and according to
my CD version of Encyclopaedia Britannica, features in Langland’s Piers Plowman
as “the love of gain”.

A general problem I have with poetry in a philosophical context is that the sense is
conveyed very imprecisely, in that thought is compressed to fit in with the metre or
rhyme. This should not be interpreted as me sticking the boot into Brian’s excellent
example of the genre, by the way. However, there does seem to be an urge within
many philosophically inclined people to express their thoughts in poetry, whereas I’ve
always considered poetry a better vehicle for feelings. My prejudice, of course, goes
against the classical tradition of such as Milton. I hope Brian won’t hate me for these
thoughts, by the way - or at least not to the same degree as the previous person I
belaboured on this issue !
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17th February 1997 Brian Coyle
Astrology

Astrology has provided the framework of the classics of Philosophy, Religion
and Literature in the manner of Dante’s Paradiso ever since the Epic of
Gilgamesh. The ten books of Plato’s Republic and the twelve books of the
Laws are patterned on the mythology and symbolism of the Solar System and
the Zodiac. In like fashion are the ten Categories of Aristotle, the twenty-two
books of Augustine’s City of God, the ten parts of the Institutes of Gaius and
of Calvin, and (in a more modern usage) of Hume’s Treatise.

To sneer at Astrology without knowing of its contribution to the classical
“elements” of philosophy is to ignore Paternity. The four Causes are four
Planets in Symbology: The Sun, Jupiter, Saturn and Mars.

Hoping this will stimulate discussion.

---------------------------------------------------------

Brian - I’m afraid I can’t make much of the above brief article. While, of course, I’ve
heard of all the works cited (despite initially mis-spelling some of them - thanks for
your gentle corrections in this matter !), I can’t see why the tendency of seminal
works to have “special” numbers of chapters has anything to tell us except about
human conventions. Or is your point something else altogether ? The whole tenor of
what you have to say is so gnomic that I can’t get hold of it to agree or otherwise,
except that I have a general prejudice against astrology which is left unaffected by
your article. Maybe there are others out there with greater mental acuity who can
take issue with you.

I’m afraid I come from the plain language school of philosophy - ie. I hold that
philosophy’s task is to make complicated things simple by unravelling confusion. For
me, your contributions raise questions about the nature of philosophy as much as
about the substance of what you have to say, which is hidden from me.

The Croydon Philosophy Group

One of our members, Pat Monteith, of 12 Amberly Grove, Croydon, Surrey
CR0 6ND, has asked me to mention the above.

The group has no direct relationship with Mensa, except by way of an overlap
of membership. By the way - Pat - I hope these members are or soon will be
readers of Commensal and members of PDG ! Otherwise, no more free
adverts ! Anyway, the group meets most Friday evenings for the purpose,
unsurprisingly, of philosophical discussion.

For further information and an invitation, Pat can be contacted at the above
address or on 0181-656-2484.

17th February 1997 Peter McCarthy
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Dear Theo and all PDGs,

Greetings!  My name is Peter McCarthy. I am 34 years old and training for the
Christian ministry (Pentecostal).  I am married with three daughters and we
live in the beautiful Cheshire countryside. I am quite excited about this
discussion group.  It will be nice to interact with you folks out there. My main
interests are; Theology, Philosophy, Comparative Religion and Charismata
(the gifts of the Holy Spirit).  I love the interaction between science and
religion. I also love to be involved in evangelism whenever possible.  My first
'article' follows, and I would encourage you to respond. I can take it I promise,
even if I feel like Daniel in the philosophers’ den.

Best Wishes.

17th February 1997 Peter McCarthy

Our Philosophies May Not Be Good Masters

The Western world has never really recovered from the effect of some words
that were uttered in the nineteenth century.  Anyone involved in evangelism or
Christian mission in Britain will probably have had the words 'God is dead'
articulated at them, or more likely, 'Science has disproved God'. I have heard
my daughter (aged 7) defending the Gospel against her unbelieving friends
who use the above form of attack.  It has become a major intellectual barrier
to faith.  In some cases it may be used as an excuse to rid oneself of
someone trying to convert you.  But surely it is a genuine barrier to some
thinking people.

I don't think the blame can be levelled at Nietzsche or any one individual.
Rather, 'God is dead' is the icing on the cake of the Enlightenment.  One
wonders what effect this has had on the world.  It has actually thrown the
world into crisis.  If God is dead, then we can no longer take for granted the
trustworthiness of all the moral and ethical systems that seemed to keep the
world in check.  Our origins become more uncertain. The question 'What is
man?' becomes an existential crisis rather than an expression of total security
in a loving God.  In short, we must 'go it alone'.  God has been increasingly
associated with the things we do not understand, as one who fills the gaps in
man's knowledge, but if man and a million physicists have filled those gaps,
then it follows that God has been squeezed out.

If all this is true, man must look for other foundations on which to build ethical
systems. He must look for other ways of establishing truth.

Men were addressing these problems before Nietzsche was born, but it is fair
to say that God was not immediately thrown out of the picture altogether.
Locke, Berkeley and Hume were not necessarily atheists, but their
philosophies may have laid a foundation that atheistic philosophers have built
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upon. I am going to be fairly general in my use of the term ‘empiricism', which
may be defined loosely thus; any view which bases knowledge on experience
that is associated with the traditional five senses and is demonstrable as
such.  I would suggest that this form of thought has been a major threat to
religious belief. If the above definition is correct, then it makes sense that a
wholesale empiricism would undermine the Christian faith, because the
Scriptures make many truth claims that cannot be verified empirically. This is
as problematical for empiricism as it is for faith.  All the accusations that the
secular empiricist may level at the man of faith, such as 'irrational' or 'emotive'
now return like a boomerang with ever increasing velocity.

Firstly, and importantly, empiricism cannot account for religious belief, which
incidentally affects all but a small minority of the population of our planet.  It
cannot disprove God.  It can say, 'There might not be a God', but is quite
reluctant to say, 'There may be a God'.  What then will the empiricist say? Will
he say nothing? Some have said, 'God is a meaningless proposition'.  Why?
Because you cannot prove God's existence. If we apply this to such
philosophies, the result is the same.  Why?  Because you cannot prove
empiricism by the use of the senses. It is just a theory involving just as much
risk (or in my estimation, more) as belief in God. It collapses in a heap just
like a Goliath that was killed by its own sword.

Does empiricism then have any value at all?  This is a difficult question. If
what we are asking is, 'Is empirical demonstration the only way of
demonstrating truth, or is there another?', the answer must be that there is
another, because there is no empirical demonstration to prove otherwise.  But
this need not mean that we must always doubt our senses. A better approach
may be to use common sense. This need not distort our perception. I do not
believe that we are like a blank piece of paper that just fills up with data, we
have many faculties, we have emotions and spirit. It is the whole man, not just
the intellect, that is forming a world view. We ignore this at our peril.

But one may ask, 'Can we know anything?' I think we can.  If there are
converging clues that point to a 'truth' and there is difficulty in disproving it,
then it is reasonable to accept it. The proofs for the existence of God
(Aquinas et al), and the difficulty inherent in any attempt to disprove the
existence of God, give the believer an excellent apologetic edge. What is the
point of all this ?  We must be aware of the limitations of our philosophies
(that indeed have an appearance of wisdom, Colossians 2:23), and if they
leave us thinking that God is dead, they have done us a disservice.  I am no
expert on Kant or Wittgenstein or any philosopher for that matter, but I sense
that a lot of secular philosophy is a useful servant but not a good master.

Peter : I get rather irritated by the sad fact that there are (to me) true statements
that cannot be proved without circularity, the virtues of empiricism being one of
them. The same goes for my other favourite, Occam’s razor, or the principle of
economy in metaphysics. While such principles cannot be proved, if we ignore them
we are left with a right mess, and no way of disputing anything anyone says that is
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not internally inconsistent. The failure of empiricism lets in not only the God of
Abraham, but Baal as well. Maybe empiricism is like democracy - it may not be
perfect, but its the best we’ve got.

If God is introduced only as the explanation of the unknown, of course he will
ultimately be ousted by the physicists. Maybe the same fate is in store for “the
ground of all being”. I was never sure how religious foundations of ethical systems
were supposed to work. Given the traditional problems of theodicy, it is as though
God is not above ethics, just as he is not above logic. An act is not good or bad
simply because God says so.

Incidentally, for those not in the know, the reference in your second paragraph to
the “what is man ?” question as being an expression of trust in God is presumably
to Psalm 8:4.

Berkeley would have been rather shocked at the thought of being classified as an
atheist (being a Bishop & all that). I think he invented his idealism in order to prove
the existence of God - all things continue to exist in the mind of God when other
minds are not observing them. I have, somewhere, a fairly recent booklet that
attempts to found Christianity on idealism (in this sense) by the way - not that I
found its arguments very interesting or convincing.

I think you exaggerate the conflict between empiricism and faith. Some Christians
think the infallibility of the Bible can be demonstrated empirically. Faith may still be
an option open to the empiricist provided it leads to no contradictions. Unverifiable
ideas can still be entertained, if not “known to be true”, by the empiricist (though not
by the logical positivist) depending on their explanatory power, elegance, economy
etc., but must be held in humility as corrigible. I think this corrigibility is the key
difference. Empiricism is a set of rules, a programme for arriving at knowledge, not
a set of doctrines. We have to compare its methods with other approaches to
arriving at truth. Empiricism asks awkward questions about how we know - what
evidence can we point to ? We could conduct criminal prosecutions by appealing to
private revelation as to who’s innocent and who’s guilty, but I suspect the innocent
at least would prefer the approach based on empirical evidence.

I’m not convinced by your “converging clues” argument. We can’t just bundle
together a collection of unsound arguments and suggest that collectively we’re
better off. Relevant evidence is usually cogent but inconclusive in that it curtains off
some of the alternative explanations. Something like the ontological argument is
simply unsound and, while interesting in pointing out the fact that “existence” is not
a predicate like any other, strengthens the theistic case not a jot.

Rather oddly, I seem to have an atheistic OCR. The scanning software on my PC
worked virtually flawlessly with your typescript, but was floored by the word God, for
which it equivocated between Sad and Bad. No doubt a sceptic, if not an empiricist,
would make something of this.

16th February 1997 Jonathan Young

The Nature of Time
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There are, I believe, many misconceptions concerning the nature of Time.
What is here “now” seems clear but as soon as this is written, then that “now”
becomes a fixture of the past as much as the sinking of The Titanic is an
event in History. Indeed, even to ascribe the term “now” is contentious
because even as you have defined it it has ceased to exist. “Do the past and
future exist ?” is a vexed question because obviously the past has existed
and the future will exist but cannot be any more than abstractions.

It is not clear either whether time does move sequentially as perceived or
experienced or whether it is the nature of consciousness itself which defines
continuity. It could be that “Time” was an infinite line along which
consciousness passed. Paradoxically, “Time” could then be described almost
as “Timeless” because our only perception of it arises from our own limited
experience and effects of it upon us. Understanding the nature of “Time” is
impossible without understanding the nature of consciousness itself. It could
be even that apparent continuity of consciousness is a phenomenon
attributable to the affinity between states of consciousness rather than actual
continuity. Everything will continue to exist in its own portion of time. What
becomes difficult here is to describe a possible Nature of Time without
seeming over-simplistic and using normal chronological terms to describe
states that are incomprehensible to our normal experience.

If one accepts that the World and Universe is ordered either by God or
physics it has to be that all is predestined with past, future and present
coexistent. Even if the Universe were not ordered in such a way and the
future was an unknown quantity you would simply need to impose another
mysterious force to define randomness.

If everything was predestined therefore is it possible to read the future or to
travel forward into the future as I believe Stephen Hawking suggests ? I would
believe that there is a confusion between actual time which is abstract and
the measurement of time. On a basic level Time travel would seem to imply
contradictions because a person could change the past by his very presence
there and even make his future existence an impossibility. There is also the
problem that he would need a separate time of his own in which to travel. The
notion of a parallel Universe does not answer the contradictions because for
one thing a traveller would be elsewhere rather than back in time. It is too
hypothetical, perhaps, but then a time traveller would have to exist in a
parallel Universe because he would have created an alternative one to the
one that existed before he arrived there. If you are going down that line
however why should this alternative Universe parallel the one he has left? For
one thing, it has probably been completely put out of balance by all the
previous time travellers who have visited it.

If everything were predestined to happen then it must be possible to predict
the future by clues in the present and past. As we live in the present it must
surely be impossible to “know” the future by clairvoyance. Although in some
theories, past and future might be claimed to exist simultaneously in our
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present existence we are at a specific point where that future has not
happened. Instances of predictions becoming fulfilled often ignore all the
millions of people who failed in their predictions. However, there must be
clues sometimes which are taken up unconsciously and which might evoke
precognition dreams which are fulfilled. For instance, a person might see a
continental ferry docked at Southampton on the Nine O’clock News and,
without being consciously aware of doing so, perceive some imperfection like
a badly locked door.

Saint Augustine said “If the future and the past do exist I want to know where
they are”. I do not believe that we are much more enlightened to the
underlying nature of Time.

---------------------------------------------------------

Jonathan : Thanks for your thoughts on this complex subject ! My personal view is
that it is no longer possible to do justice to the subject without introducing some
physics. Can we discuss “time” these days without mentioning Einstein ? While
psychological time is a fascinating subject, doesn’t the fact that physical objects obey
precise equations of motion make it rather unlikely that time is simply a subjective,
psychological construct inextricably linked with consciousness ? Don’t we need to
distinguish between our brains’ often partial and partisan reconstruction of “what’s
out there” and what actually is out there ? While our stream of consciousness may
be a bit woolly on occasions, the precision with which this consciousness is used to
tease out rules capable of accurate predictions accessible to all seems to suggest
that there’s something concrete out there that our consciousness is working on.

With respect to time travel, there seems to be a logical distinction between travel into
the future and travel into the past. As you point out, even time travel would take
some subjective time, and this is just what happens (or would happen) were we to
start haring around the universe at speeds close to the speed of light. Relativistic
time dilation would ensure that we “caught up on the future” in that our subjective
time (and objective ageing processes) would slow down relative to those left behind
so that by investing (say) one year in travelling we might travel five years into the
future (I leave aside the technological problems with all this - eg. the G-force due to
acceleration to such speeds - see Lawrence Krauss’s The Physics of Star Trek).
Maybe this asymmetry has something to do with the direction of the arrow of time.

I agree that travel backwards in time would have to cause a bifurcation of the
universe, as in the “many worlds” interpretation of quantum mechanics, where
everything that can happen does happen, but in different universes. Then there
would be no reason for the two copies of the universe to continue in harmonisation -
indeed one would expect chaotic effects to cause them to diverge rapidly.

St. Augustine’s comment doesn’t seem very enlightened - the past and future might
be at different places in space-time, but asking where they are in space makes no
sense. In space-time, other times exist, even though we don’t happen to be there to
witness them, just as different places exist (and likewise).

There are a number of fascinating books on this subject lurking in my overgrown
library, some of them sadly unread. Firstly, Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of
Time, of course, which deals with, amongst much else, whether in a contracting
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universe events would precede causes (he thinks not). Secondly, The Arrow of Time
by Peter Coveney & Roger Highfield. Thirdly, Time’s Arrow by Martin Amis : a
novella that investigates the experience of time running backwards. Stephen
Hawking & Roger Penrose’s The Nature of Space and Time has recently appeared,
though it is too difficult for me. Finally, there is the relevantly entitled The Nature of
Time edited by Raymond Flood & Michael Lockwood which contains contributions
from a number of leading scientists, mathematicians & philosophers.

23rd February 1997 Anthony Owens

Dear Theo,

Commensal No. 84 came as a pleasant surprise. I always preferred it to the
Mensa magazine, which I take three weeks to unwrap these days. My
continued membership is either a triumph of optimism or apathy.

Title and packaging of Commensal I consider irrelevant but for tradition's sake
I would vote to keep the name. I hope you won't think it presumptuous of me
if I suggest for the SIGs list that the twelve words after "expert" to before "but
must desire" might be removable. With eighty members you'll probably get
eighty different suggestions: serves you right for asking !

I enclose a piece for your consideration. I hope it's not too long. I add what I
call related reading because I recall a criticism in an earlier Commensal on
this point. I suppose many members are reluctant because we all feel that the
other seventy-nine know more than we do, but I thought, "What the hell", and
did it anyway.

---------------------------------------------------------

Anthony : I think you’re probably right on the SIGs List entry - the extra 12 words
hardly trip off the tongue. Still, I was determined to use my 50 words to the full (more
eye-catching !). Also, much philosophy, along the lines of Whitehead’s “footnotes to
Plato”, does presuppose a knowledge of philosophers & their philosophies and
hence may be impenetrable to all but the committed.

However, where we do know that problems have been addressed before, I think we
should make reference to former thinkers - and your book-list approach is a good
way of stimulating one another. A middle course needs to be navigated between
sterile academia and forever starting from scratch.

23rd February 1997 Anthony Owens

THE END OF THE RAINBOW

Enquiries into the nature of reality seem as old as thought itself. In the not-
too-distant past scientific enquiry promised a possible route to this elusive
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goal. More recently a growing tendency to stress the model-making aspect of
such enquiry may betray increasing doubt; and some current physical
theories make those clinging to former hopes of a scientific solution look like
treasure hunters digging dementedly at the end of a rainbow.

A world in which the observer is part of the process of observation and trees
which are no longer being looked at disappear hardly lends itself to reliable
experimentation in the pursuit of reality. It is a world in which one is bound to
wonder whether the 'particles' being discovered with such enthusiasm actually
existed before they were detected. Does a detector detect or manufacture ?
This is a dangerous thought: our senses are detectors: do we make the world
we live in ?

It is perhaps important to note here that this suggestion has nothing to do with
our perception or other sensory experiences of the forms of matter which
surround us.  These experiences are at best a much edited version of our
environment; at worst a mere rough guess made by our brain; and even may
be learned.  Rather the suggestion is that our senses are involved in a
reaction one end of which is some, perhaps randomly evolving, existence
while at the other end is our limited interpretation of that existence: extending
to the idea that the entire Universe, whatever its real nature, is the cumulative
effect of all detectors.  However, anything that changes as a result of any
reaction can be said to fill the role of detector so, in a real sense, does the
Universe make itself ?

With some irony, this solution may not be unacceptable to those theorists
insulted in the first paragraph but it is hardly the end of the matter.  Our end of
the reaction was described as an "interpretation" but this seems to place it
outside the scope of a simple mutual detection process.  'Interpretation'
involves consciousness and for this to have originated or evolved from such a
process implies that the process exceeded its boundaries by producing a
whole which is greater than the sum of its parts. At first this may seem
unremarkable because we are surrounded by other examples; all living things
and all artefacts possess this quality; but a notable feature of such is a link
with consciousness. They are either involved in that from which we assume
consciousness arose; or they are a product of consciousness and dependent
for their quality on an assessment by consciousness.

The problem of investigating consciousness is that only our own is directly
accessible.  General investigations of the assumed seat of consciousness,
the brain, seem to succeed only by pushing it into some sort of parallel part-
brain, which confounds rather than confronts the problem.  Suppose we
reverse our normal assumption of an evolved consciousness to one in which
all things evolve from consciousness.  Then, the problem of 'magic' wholes
greater than their parts is resolved. Our assumption would survive what we
might call 'Holme's Razor: "When you have excluded the impossible,
whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth".  The existence of
seemingly non-physical experiences which are the sole preserve of
consciousness, such as abstract qualities like love, can be given an existence



Commensal Issue 85 March 1997

Page 13

no more difficult to place in our world than a brick wall; and meaningless
words like 'metaphysics' and 'supernatural' become redundant.  Not that this
gives the green light to every spoon-bender on the block: the laws of physics
remain unchanged. Of course, that pretentious clockwork between our ears,
our P.C. you might say, would have to take on the role of a mere slave
terminal.

Our world of appearances may exist unaltered but what might warrant change
is our attitude to what we tend to dismiss as 'primitive superstition'. The
experiences qualified by our brains may be limited and distorted but we have
learned to manipulate them with spectacular success.  However, consider for
a moment whether the increasing numbers and influence of such distractions
are likely to have strengthened or weakened our already disadvantaged
brains’ understanding of reality.  Could ancient brains, unencumbered with
such baggage, have had a clearer view of reality than our smug present
allows for ?

Ancient beliefs are often a matter of guesswork but perhaps the oldest for
which there is reasonable evidence is that of life after death. It is difficult to
interpret a burial with new or model everyday artefacts in any other way. Of
course, simple observations which might explain such a belief could have
been made at the time; and representations of the things involved do turn up:
on objects; as part of rituals; and in traditional stories: snakes which are 're-
born’ when they slough their skin; trees which 'die' every winter and come
back to life every spring; herds of migrant animals which appear in the same
place at the same time each year always centred round a large male which
the hunters 'knew’ had been killed the previous year; and plants 're-born’ from
seeds.  Is it any wonder the ancients believed in life after death ?

Yes, it is !  In those times it was perhaps inevitable that some among their
number whom they considered dead were still alive. Of these a small number
might recover but evidence for life after death among their own must have
been extremely rare.  We might speculate that they reacted to this lack of
success at their own resurrection by inventing a place to which their risen
dead went; but would this be an assumption too far ? Ancient peoples may
have been primitive but that doesn’t have to mean that they were stupid !
Within the limits of their technology they were incredibly innovative. Indeed,
one might hazard the view that they needed to be a damn sight smarter to
survive in those days than we do now. Personally, my super-intelligent-hero
would be the unknown Aryan who invented the chariot.

Nevertheless, if they were so clever, how do we explain their apparently
fantastic beliefs ?  Do we make sufficient allowance for the inevitably primitive
forms of transmission of their beliefs ?  Do snakes, trees, bulls, and
dismembered sacrifices abound in mythology around the world: not because
they were naively interpreted omens, or convoluted tips on agriculture; but
because they were the best, most immediately understandable, phenomena
to use as examples to illustrate a belief, even a knowledge, far less
accessible to us as we wallow in the distractions of our progress ?
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Did the ancients’ consciousness have a better grip on reality than we have ?
As the unchanging, inexhaustible, ground for everything - is consciousness
the only reality ? How can a world of continuous change qualify as real ?  Will
the scientific diggers come to realise that rainbows have no end ?

RELATED READING:

Accounts of quantum theory abound but the pair of limericks concerning the
tree in the quad can be found in: Alastair Rae; QUANTUM PHYSICS:
ILLUSION OR REALITY; Cambridge, 1986. Also try: John Gribbin; IN
SEARCH OF SCHRODINGER'S CAT; Corgi, 1985, reprint 1987.

An interesting theory: Julian Jaynes; THE ORIGIN OF CONSCIOUSNESS IN
THE BREAKDOWN OF THE BICAMERAL MIND; Penguin, 1993. Also try:
Hofstadter & Dennett; THE MIND'S I; Penguin 1982, reprint 1986.

For anthropology and a bit of philosophising try: Richard Leakey & Roger
Levin; ORIGINS RECONSIDERED; Little, Brown, 1992.

For mythology try: Michael Jordan; GODS OF THE EARTH; Bantam, 1992.
And, if you have the stamina: Joseph Campbell; THE MASKS OF GOD, (4
volumes); Penguin, 1968, reprint 1976.

Of some interest: Guy Murchie; THE SEVEN MYSTERIES OF LIFE;
Hutchinson, 1979.

---------------------------------------------------------

Anthony : While I enjoyed the above article, I suspect it of rampant post-modernism!
I’m a straight-forward realist, myself. As with Jonathan’s contribution, we have to
explain the consistency of experimentation - why are consistent results to “n decimal
places” possible if we are individually creating our reality. We might well share
delusions, but why are they so consistent and mathematically modelable? I see no
particular problem with the Universe “making itself”, by the way. After all, if “God”
(however defined) didn’t (or doesn’t) make it then what else are we left with ?

While it’s always a good wheeze to try to invert a problem in the way you’ve done, in
taking consciousness as the key to the material world, rather than as a rather
enigmatic epiphenomenon, one has to be careful that this formal transformation
doesn’t just make other problems pop up in place of the ones that have been
transformed away. You suggest the problem is “resolved” if all things evolve from
consciousness. What, exactly, is meant by this turn of phrase ? We normally explain
the obscure in terms of the understood; but while we have direct experience of (our
own) consciousness we can hardly claim to understand it. As for our brain being a
slave terminal, do you view it as a device onto which little programs are downloaded
(like Java applets ?)  from our consciousness ? What I don’t understand on this
model is why brain activity is required for thoughts ? One could imagine some
translation being required to convert a “move this limb” instruction emanating from a
conscious “soul” into mechanical instruction for the muscles, but why for non-action-
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producing thoughts ? Maybe to get our viscera engaged - ie. emotional involvement,
along the lines of Antonio Damasio’s ideas (in Descartes’ Error - Emotion, Reason &
the Human Brain) ?

Why do you view our brains as disadvantaged ? What are brains for except to
enable us to manipulate our environment more successfully ? You seem to admit
that they’ve done us proud here. Why not glory in our brains’ ability to get a grip on
reality ? The problem of having a limited view of reality might not so much be a
problem with thought as with our sense organs. Our view of the universe may be
distorted by our inability to sense 99% of it - ie. the “dark matter” that are brains are
quite able to deduce must be there but which we can’t directly detect. What we can
detect corrects our thought processes and vice versa. I view this as a virtuous circle
protecting us from illusions and delusions. Our minds are capable of inventing
prostheses not only to remedy deficiencies in our senses (eg. radio telescopes), but
also of our minds themselves (ie. computers).

I can’t go along far with your ideas on ancient peoples. I don’t think there’s much
evidence either way as to who was smarter - ancients or moderns. While we’d find it
a tall order to be hunter-gatherers if turned out onto the scrub tomorrow, presumably
we’d cope OK if we’d been brought up to it. Similarly “primitives” would probably
cope OK with our modern society if brought up in it (rather than suddenly dumped
into a lecture on general relativity). Who’s to say whether the technological skill
required to invent and build a chariot, in its day, was greater or less than that
required to build a Saturn 5, in its day ? Or, how the conceptual leap required to
invent the wheel, or the zero, equates to that to discover the uncertainty principle ?
Newton’s alleged comment that he saw further than other men because he stood on
the shoulders of giants has to be borne in mind. Knowledge is cumulative, and what
is beyond a genius in one generation becomes a triviality for a dullard in another.
Aristotle might well have been one of the greatest minds that ever lived, but his
physics was a load of twaddle. Hence, I don’t think we can deduce anything about
the ancients having been closer to how things are than we are, or brighter than we
are, and therefore able to direct us on central issues.

To your book list, I’d add a whole bundle of works by Daniel Dennett (Consciousness
Explained), David Chalmers (The Conscious Mind), Francis Crick (The Astonishing
Hypothesis), Roger Penrose (The Emperor’s New Mind and Shadows of the Mind),
David Hodgson (The Mind Matters - Consciousness and Choice in a Quantum
World), John Searle (The Rediscovery of the Mind), Patricia Churchland (Matter and
Consciousness), etc. etc. that debate whether or not AI is or will be sufficient to
explain consciousness. And, of course, The Journal of Consciousness Studies,
which I’ve recommended before !


