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1. I’m going to start by telling you what this talk is not:

a. It’s not a book report. While I have been reading “The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind” by Julian Jaynes, originally published in 1976, frankly, I haven’t had time to finish it. It has served to stimulate and hopefully refine my thinking, but it’s not the basis for my talk.

b. It’s not a research paper. Mostly I’m going to talk about my own thoughts, not other people’s. I have no background in psychology or biology and very little in philosophy or theology. My only real qualification to talk about consciousness is that I have one, and I’ve used it to consider at length the question of WHY I have one.

c. It’s not a complete statement of my personal theology. I could perhaps have subtitled it “Why I’m Not an Atheist” but I didn’t. It’s the basis for my having a personal theology, but I’ll leave the theology itself for another day.

d. It’s not an attempt to convince anybody of anything except maybe that my mind works in strange ways. (Well, maybe a little.) I’m just hoping to stimulate some thought and discussion on the basic questions of who we are and why we’re here.

2. A little about the book… Jaynes’ premise, in a nutshell, is that human consciousness came into being only recently (beginning about 3,000 years ago). He makes a fairly convincing case that consciousness is not necessary for most human activity or even for the development of civilization. Prior to consciousness (paraphrasing here), the left brain and right brain were essentially two separate inhabitants of the same skull. Most routine activity was controlled by the left brain in rote fashion. When a new situation was encountered, the right brain stepped in and told the left brain how to handle it. The right-brain commands were communicated to the left brain as auditory or visual hallucinations and perceived as the voice of a god. Consciousness was a learned process, and we’re still learning.

a. The book is fascinating reading, but I haven’t decided whether I completely buy into it. Not counting those on the back cover, “controversial” seems to be the most common adjective appearing in reviews of Jaynes’ book. [Quotes from back of book.]

b. SIDE TRIP: Jaynes’ book is intriguing. His points are well made and he has lots of supporting evidence. However, I’ve been led down the garden path before. In my teens, I read “Chariots of the Gods” by Eric Von Daniken. It too sounded plausible and had lots of footnotes. A couple of years later, I read “Crash Go the Chariots”…a point-by-point debunking of everything in Von Daniken’s book, much of which turned out to be not just misinterpretation but outright fabrication.

3. Defining Terms

a. [reading]

b. What Jaynes speaks of as consciousness is closer to what I think of as self-awareness or a unique sense of identity. I think of consciousness and self-awareness as two separate concepts. But the dictionary definitions (and Jaynes’ much longer definition) of consciousness contradict me.

c. Jaynes argues (convincingly) that consciousness is not a copy of experience and is not necessary for thinking, reasoning, forming concepts or learning. However, I think of a being that stores experiences, thinks, reasons, forms concepts and learns as ‘conscious’ but not necessarily self-aware. I think of animals as conscious and even, in a limited sense, as self-aware…but they generally don’t sit around wishing they’d done things differently, wondering what happens when it all ends, or pondering the nature of their consciousness. When I say ‘self-awareness’, I don’t mean awareness of one’s physical self, I mean something more like awareness of the existence of one’s own mind.

d. The best dictionary definition of “free will” I’ve found is from Webster’s Revised Unabridged Dictionary”: “The power asserted of moral beings of willing or choosing without the restraints of physical or absolute necessity.” Other definitions use the word “unconstrained.” If it exists…and I will assert that it does…it’s certainly not “unconstrained.”

4. My own experience

a. First conscious memory at about age 2. Doesn’t mean I wasn’t self-aware before then, but I couldn’t prove it.

b. Then a flood starting around age 4. I remember reading a comic book to my father cover to cover, but have no memory of what must have been a long process of learning to read!

c. In retrospect, my early life seemed to follow a script. Everything was like it was supposed to be; I had nothing to compare it to. My universe was in order. I knew what I was “supposed” to do, made choices, some right, some wrong, but didn’t worry about WHY. That all changed abruptly with the death of my father when I was 9. Suddenly the script was gone for good and we all had to improvise. To make decisions without much guidance. That’s when I started questioning. I haven’t stopped yet. My identity crisis came earlier than it does for most.

5. Looking for God in all the wrong places:

a. I once started a poem that went something like: “They dropped me in the middle of the wrong place, without a map, and I screamed ‘Why?’ But no one answered.” I didn’t finish it. For one thing, I’m not much of a poet. For another it was just too depressing. But basically, life doesn’t come with an instruction manual…we have to figure it out as we go.

b. I waited for God to appear in a flash of light and tell me what it all means. I’ve looked for the supernatural with a skeptical but open mind. In 46 years, I haven’t found it. No hard evidence that the universe doesn’t obey immutable physical laws. (The laws are immutable; our understanding of them continues to evolve.) Nothing that couldn’t be explained by coincidence, outright trickery, or the human mind’s amazing capacity to see what it wants to see.

c. Jaynes – I have often found the depth of that capacity difficult to comprehend, but after reading Jaynes, I have a new appreciation that many supposed “supernatural” experiences might represent vestiges of the bicameral mind. (Ghosts. Aliens.)

d. As my understanding of the universe grew, I came to the point of view that the natural universe IS supernatural…the universe is full of strange and wonderful things. It’s not impossible…it’s HERE after all…but it’s so wildly improbable that to believe it exists by chance is a big leap of faith. I feel that to look at the richness and complexity of the universe and see no evidence of God…of a guiding hand behind it…is a little like finding an ancient ruined city and, because there’s nobody living there, seeing no evidence of life. (I think that to assert that there is no God (or higher power) requires at least as big a leap of a faith as to assert that there is.)

e. But that wasn’t a wholly satisfactory answer. Highly improbable isn’t the same as impossible. (If it were, nobody would buy lottery tickets.) There’s no easy way to communicate this next point, so I’m going to try several different ways and hope one of them works… The proof of the existence of a higher power, of a plane of existence beyond the physical universe, from MY VIEWPOINT is that I HAVE a viewpoint! That I not only get to SEE the universe but to actually be IN it, to interact with it!

f. The universe apparently got along without me for billions of years. I pop into self-awareness, and in a cosmological instant, I’ll pop back out again…what did the universe need ME for? FROM MY VANTAGE POINT, if I accept that the physical universe is all there is, then my existence…my unique sense of self…the fact that I HAVE a vantage point…is IMPOSSIBLE.

g. My image of my SELF is not of a structured collection of chemicals that got together and created a consciousness to help it get through life. My image of my SELF is of a consciousness that inhabits that structured collection of chemicals and uses it to interact with the universe, and with other consciousnesses. My self-image is not of my PHYSICAL self, but of a MIND that inhabits a physical body. I am my mind. My body is just something that my mind travels around in. My physical self is just a life support system for my consciousness. Take away my physical self and my consciousness might or might not continue on. But take away my self-awareness and I won’t CARE what happens to my physical manifestation.

6. FREE WILL: If there is nothing beyond the physical universe, then we have no free will. We may have a very convincing illusion of free will to go along with our sense of self, and maybe that serves some survival purpose, but our actions and our thoughts are purely a function of our DNA responding to external stimuli in preordained ways. We’re just along for the ride. [SIDE TRIP: Yes, I realize that perhaps there is some randomness at the quantum physics level that might make “preordained” too strong a word…but even so, it’s not something we have any control over. I don’t think anything is truly random…I think randomness is a mathematical concept useful for modeling things we don’t fully understand…but I’m probably wrong…]

7. Free will (to me) means the capability to change the course of what would have happened in a preordained universe. The very notion implies that some part of my self extends or originates outside the physical universe. That therefore, there is some higher purpose or plane of existence outside the physical universe.

8. Free will is referred to in many definitions as “unconstrained.” I disagree. It’s very much constrained by the limitations of my physical self. No matter how much I wish otherwise, I can interact with and affect the universe only in certain limited ways. My physical self takes a lot of looking after even to maintain that limited ability to interact. I can assert that mind and body are separate (I think I have), but they are very closely integrated.

9. Two ways of looking at it:

a. Consciousness (self-awareness) is something that has evolved to serve the needs of the physical self; a cruel trick played by nature to lead us to believe we have some control over things or

b. Humankind has evolved to give consciousness a way to interact with the physical universe…the physical self exists to serve the needs of consciousness.

10. So what?

a. If I accept that there is more to existence than the physical universe, unlimited possibilities open up. If my “soul” exists separately from the physical universe, then there’s no reason to believe that death is final. (That doesn’t mean it isn’t, but the possibility is there.)

b. So if the soul can outlive the body, where does it go? I have no idea. Hopefully I’ll find out someday ( Maybe we’ll all get together somewhere and compare notes. I don’t think it comes back here…if it did, I think we’d all be walking around talking to each other about our past lives.
c. I could speculate that reincarnation exists, but that in your next life you’ll have no memory of or connection to this one. But I’m something of a pragmatist: an intentionally unprovable assertion is not worth exploring. Continuity of consciousness requires continuity of memory. Not unbroken continuity: we freely surrender our consciousness every night, confident that it will pick up where it left off when we wake up in the morning.

d. BECAUSE we have no memory of a previous existence, I believe that this is where the journey begins. Is the “soul” created at birth (or conception, or somewhere in between, or somewhere around age 2…I don’t want to get into that issue…), or does it originate somewhere else and “occupy” the brain when it’s ready? I have no idea.

e. Science fiction topics (rapidly becoming more real): Can conscious computers be created? I think that an illusion of consciousness can be created…but not self-awareness. (We can of course create self-aware beings the old fashioned way.) Can we achieve immortality by cloning ourselves, then downloading our memories to a new body? I don’t think so. I think the clone might look and behave as the same person to all outward appearances, but it wouldn’t BE the same person. Any more than identical twins share the same consciousness. One self-awareness per body seems to be the rule.

f. So why are we here? I heard part of the memorial service for the Columbia astronauts, and one line that President Bush said stuck with me. “We are that part of creation that seeks to understand all creation.” That’s as succinct a statement of the human condition (and my own purpose in life) as I’ve ever heard.
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