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This book is dedicated to my granddaughter,
Lauren Emily Hayes, and to the memory of Eduard
C. Lindeman, who proposed the simple idea that
lifelong learning creates new reasons for living. This
insight can move us far beyond the American
Dream to a better world.
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Preface

The world is so full of wonderful things we should all, if we were
taught how to appreciate it, be far richer than kings.”

—Ashley Montagu

Richer than kings indeed! In the world of ideas we can all find
riches far more enjoyable and far longer lasting than any
pleasures money can buy. The joys of vibrant thought can never
be lost. Continuous, self-directed learning is the greatest means
we have to navigate our way through life.

More and more we hear the term “lifelong learning” used in
connection with the kind of learning required to earn aliving, but
this misses the point. What I've discovered is really quite simple:
knowledge sought critically and passionately, for its own sake,
gives purpose and meaning to living. This seems like common
sense, except it is not common in our society to relate well to
others or to really know what you want to do with yourlife. Those
who are searching for satisfaction tend to dabble with self-help
material in bits and pieces without ever fully embracing the idea
that they are seeing to their own education. The few who whole-
heartedly buy into taking charge of their own self-education find
that the process profoundly changes their expectations.

Unfortunately, the negative aspects of traditional education
keep many people from ever considering that quality of life
hinges on continuous learning. We see countless examples of
people who graduate from college more confused than when
they began. They are often terribly disappointed to discover they
don’t seem at all suited for a career in their major area of study.
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Beyond the American Dream

They've allowed themselves to be molded into a shape that
doesn't fit them because they haven't learned to think for them-
selves. Worse, people trained in rigid scientific disciplines for
their professional lives use no such criteria in their personal
lives, blindly following the first guru that comes along with a
preposterous story to tell.

When we fail to take charge of our education, we fail to take
charge of our lives. The result is that we give away our power by
letting others decide our fate. Self-directed inquiry, the process
of taking charge of your own education, is an empowering expe-
rience. It is the lifeblood of democracy, the key to controlling
your life, and a means to living your life to its fullest.? Education
has as much to do with how well we succeed in our personal lives
as it does with the satisfaction and rewards we get from work.
And, as you will see, self-education helps us to define which
projects are worthy of the term work. Our capacity for education
is rooted in our ability to develop reasoning skills, which is what
makes us unique as human beings. Quite simply, the practice of
learning is the process of becoming more human. Learning is
growth, and growth is a way of experiencing quality of life.
Dropping out of learning is equivalent to dropping out of life.

Beyond the American Dream aims to demonstrate that we
humans are unique contradictions: we are overconfident, yet we
can be easily discouraged. Without thinking, we will adopt a
social standard of measurement—no matter how bizarre—and
use it as a yardstick to measure ourselves and others. We are self-
deceptive and easily prejudiced, yet we're capable of giving up
our lives for a stranger without a moment’s hesitation. We
confuse knowledge and perception. Many of us are too easily
fooled by our culture into believing that thinking is for others. As
a result, we allow ourselves to miss the greatest part of living.
Within these pages I hope to inspire you to reexamine the whole
purpose of education. Doing so can be pivotal in your search for
fulfillment, just as it was for me. I am more convinced than ever
that education for the sake of understanding life is one of the
most liberating activities that adults can engage in.

I'was past 40 when I discovered whatIreally wanted to do fora
living. Yet, had I known at 25 what I know today, I could easily
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Preface

have figured it out then. If the schools I attended had focused on
helping me discover my strengths at age 10, I could have had an
even earlier head start. Butall that is hindsight. Raised in a racist
community, I became a police officer at the age of 23. Racism
among my fellow officers was not the exception, it was the norm.
Not until I was in my thirties did I choose to begin my own self-
education, and it changed my life completely. I now know thatifI
hadn’t started questioning what I saw and heard, and hadn’t
chosen to figure out the answers for myself, I would have cheated
myself out of the best life has to offer.

Lately I've come to realize that if you can’t occasionally make
people angry, you probably don’t have much to say. This book,
like others I've published, is heavily biased and highly opin-
ionated in favor of the ideas I've assimilated through my own
education. Though it is not my intention to offend, rare will be
the reader who is not annoyed or even outraged by something
written here. You might find the book infuriating. At the very
least I hope you find it provocative. Some of the ideas I posit are
counter intuitive, some are slippery, others threaten tradition.
My purpose is not to solicit agreement, but to create situations
where meaningful reflection is the only escape and critical
thinking the only alternative. Meaningful reflection requires you
to use your own experience and observations to consider and to
thoroughly examine any issue. Critical thinking means you must
place your inquiry outside or beyond your own interest and be
willing to test assumptions or ask any question.

In the spirit of Franz Kafka, who once said, “If the book we're
reading doesn’t wake us up with a blow on the head, what are we
reading it for?” I invite you to stick with me through this text.
Regardless of whether you agree with my observations or not, I
promise you alarm, illumination, inspiration, and your money’s
worth of material worthy of reflection. This book has a dark side
and a bright side. How much of each you find will be up to you.

Beyond the American Dream is not a “how to” book; it is a “why
to.” More than enough books today promise much and deliver
little. They fill page after page with useless lists and numbered
steps so generalized that they have little to do with real-life situa-
tions. In finding the power that drives self-education, how-to is
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Beyond the American Dream

not nearly as important as the simple desire to know. A strong
sense of purpose will naturally produce its own how-to’s. This
book is not intended as a recipe for good living, but as a smor-
gasbord of intellective morsels so arranged as to create a craving
for more—in full appreciation of the fact that purpose inspires
method.

In the preface to Don Quixote, Miguel de Cervantes offers a
warning about the use of maxims and quotations from other
sources, concerned that an author could stultify the reader with
amazement and obscure the lessons yielded by actual living
experience. Cervantes’ protagonist Don Quixote, himself driven
mad from over-influence by the literature of chivalry, tilts his
lance at windmills, mistaking them for giant monsters. As the
novel progresses, Don Quixote becomes a tragic figure, due, in
part, to his society’s refusal to accept any deviance from accepted
norms of behavior. The story is a profound representation of
both cultural and individual self-awareness.

My own works, including this one, make liberal use of quota-
tions from authors whose words have added meaning to my
personal search for knowledge. I offer them to you here as veins
in a gold mine. Your own choices will lead you to the motherlode:
when a quotation strikes a nerve, you will know where to begin
your own search. Some of the quotations I have selected as
important to the theme of this book convey a sexist bias in tone
though not inintent. Thope readers will not be offended by them.
Sympathetic as I am to the assertion that the pervasive usage of
he to stand for humankind has contributed in cumulative effect
to diminish the power and status of women, I have nonetheless
found it necessary to respect the words of thinkers from earlier
times.

Education in the fullest sense—education, that is, to live,
work, and play in a global economic society—increasingly
depends upon aradical awareness of one’s being in the world, an
awareness that comes from learning beyond our respective
cultures and even calls for occasionally tilting at windmills. The
gist of all serious study in disciplines of human interest, we find,
is that life is not what it appears to be; true knowledge is often
deeply hidden from the surface of life. Clearly, book learning by
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itselfis not sufficient, but if you fail to develop your own thirst for
knowledge, culture will overwhelm your efforts. The record of
history is very clear on this point.

To realize that we as individuals have a choice about how to
live our lives—a real choice, independent of what our peers think
of our actions—comes as something of a shock because
examples occur so rarely. Don Quixote may have been a fool par
excellence, but many scholars believe he demonstrated greater
character than his one-dimensional countrymen. I offer you the
quotations in this work as part of an educational dialog, not to
amaze or impress you, but to serve as the lances of those who've
had courage enough to joust at the absurdities of popular
culture. Fortunately, everything worth knowing is free for the
learning, if you have the desire to learn.

The purpose of Beyond the American Dream is to urge you to
question some of your most cherished opinions, using the
process that worked for me. I am certain you'll feel better for
having done so. When you take charge of your education, you
take charge of your life, and you shape your own American
Dream. The counterbalance of personal freedom is responsi-
bility. Self-education can decrease your dependence upon
authority, allowing you to develop more confidence in your own
judgment. This, in turn, can inspire you to take active responsi-
bility in addressing the problems faced by our society. In
practice, then, learning becomes the greatest act of self-
determination, the ultimate act of freedom. It is central if we are
to move beyond the American Dream and live lives far richer
than kings.
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Introduction

Dreams are the touchstones of our character.!
—Henry David Thoreau

The start of a new millennium represents for many a time of
optimism about the future-—a clean slate, if you will, on which to
cast fresh hopes and dreams. For others, it signals a time to take
stock, to own up to past mistakes and to reassess what really
matters. Even if this second view seems more realistic, it needn’t
be devoid of hope. Obviously, the slate can’t be brushed
completely clean, but there’s a chance new tools can be shaped
for imprinting the next thousand years with truly positive
outcomes.

We live in an age of great paradox, filled with technological
magic and social blunder. Economic conditions are changing
faster than ever before in our history. Millions of people in Amer-
ica are working harder, grasping for more and more of what ap-
pears to be less and less. Where one wage earner per family used
to be enough, now two are needed. Value seems to be slipping
away along with our ability to define it. We celebrate growth as
the ultimate measure of our success, even though an integral
part of that growth depends on sending billions of pounds of
contaminants into our air and water supplies each year. The
structure of our economy demands that we grow, but the current
rate of global pollution lends credence to the environmentalists’
slogan, “Uncontrolled growth is the ideology of a cancer cell.”

Almost every major American city has a section that resem-
bles a war zone, where thousands of people are living the
“American nightmare” instead of the dream. Their ranks grow
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2 Beyond the American Dream

daily, while conservatives and liberals argue over the reasons. If
we heed the lessons of history, demographics suggest that the
growth of “have nots” in our society is rapidly becoming a threat
to national security. Similar conditions throughout the past
have left a clear record of revolution and disintegration. Poverty
in and of itself does not cause revolution, but resentment of pov-
erty does.

The physical infrastructures of our society—our roads, dams,
bridges, and underground water systems—are rapidly deterio-
rating to the degree that they are becoming dangerous, yet our
political leaders fear asking us to pay for the needed repairs.
They know the penalty for asking for higher taxes and the peril
that focusing on past spending practices might bring. For them,
far more can be gained politically by simply diverting our atten-
tion to emotional “flag-waving” issues.

Millions feel powerless in a society founded upon the premise
that real power lies with the people. We allow our system to de-
fine us rather than perceiving ourselves as having the power to
define the system. For decades we have called ourselves the
greatest nation on earth while many of our citizens died (and
still do) from lack of affordable health care. We spend more
money to maintain people in prison than it would cost to send
them to the best universities in the country, yet millions of hard-
working citizens cannot afford to go to college. We treat higher
learning in America as if it were a scarce resource, and in the
next breath speak in awe of an information explosion.

We have grossly misunderstood the objective of education, al-
lowing our institutions to focus on credentialing instead of on
the fundamental need for learning that can sustain a democracy
and enable people to live their lives to the fullest. The external
motivators at the heart of our educational system cause people
to conclude that an education is something you can “finish,”
even though the knowledge necessary to maintain a democracy
in a highly technological society escalates daily.

That education is primarily a means to an economic end, and
is more important than education for living itself, is a foolish as-
sumption. It is a lowly aspiration for human beings. Our ability
to reason separates us from animals (at least in degree), making
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intellectual endeavor the key to experiencing one’s humanity. In-
deed, at the threshold of a new millennium we find ourselves in
predicaments where the only way out is thinking—thinking at a
depth to which most Americans are completely unaccustomed.
If we are to move beyond the American Dream to a vision which
is capable of enduring the century ahead, that vision must ac-
knowledge and honor the biological world, the social realm, and
the world of ideas.

The nine chapters in this book lay the groundwork for such a
vision. Chapter One takes a cursory glance at American history
in 50-year increments to get a sense of past American dreams
and aspirations. Here I present the analogy of a king-of-the-
mountain game to describe the characteristics of ourillusionary
meritocracy, the nature of competition, and how we define
worth. The pathology of king-of-the-mountain values is charac-
terized as mountain fever, and poverty is portrayed as residing at
the bottom of the mountain. Chapter Two suggests an escape
from both the game and poverty through knowledge, self-
directed inquiry, and expanded awareness. In Chapter Three an
examination of the philosophy of history brings fresh perspec-
tive to the present for survival in an increasingly media-driven
culture. It's my assumption that where we are and where we are
going are tied to the knowledge contained in our history, or
where we have been. Chapter Four is a look at belief and percep-
tion, how they shape and suppress inquiry, and how the ubiqui-
tous use of the term postmodernism has come to describe every-
thing from nihilism to utopia.

Our biological predisposition toward specific self-deceptive
and ethnocentric behaviors is the subject of Chapter Five. Since
these proclivities affect the environment and shape the future of
humanity, Chapter Six goes on to discuss how we might override
our antiquated biological predispositions in order to achieve a
more dynamic society. Chapter Seven examines economics in
the sense that the term economy is really a euphemism for moral
value, and that understanding it as such is a requisite for human
prosperity. Chapter Eight shows what it means to truly rise to
the occasion of one’s culture. Intellect creates culture, and those
who live well enough to better their culture can create a life truly
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worth living. Finally, Chapter Nine shows how accepting respon-
sibility for the future means facing our greatest fears head-on, and
how doing so can take us beyond the American Dream to a quality
of life earlier generations could have neither dreamed of nor
imagined.

It would be an understatement to say the views expressed in
my books are not exactly mainstream. Then again, my whole
point is that mainstream has unintentionally come to represent
shallow water. Mainstream America is dying of thirst—a thirst
for knowledge, purpose, and meaning.

I have been greatly influenced by many of the authors whose
sharply contrasting works are mentioned in this book. Barbara
Ehrenreich, Carol Gilligan, Hazel Henderson, Walter Truett An-
derson, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, James R. Fisher Jr., Charles
Handy, Richard Garner, Kenneth J. Gergen, Todd Gitlin, Mi-
chael Lewis, Neil Postman, Earl Shorris, John F. Schumaker,
Philip Slater, and Robert Wright slice through the membrane of
social discourse as if they were surgeons of postmodern reality.
Morris Berman makes much more than just another compelling
case for paying attention to what really matters in this life. And
Robert M. Pirsig provides a model framework with which we
can comprehend the enormous scope and complexity of the
problems humanity will face in the new millennium. But some-
times it is to the people with whom we most disagree that we are
most indebted. Francis Fukuyama’s book The End of History and
the Last Man has afforded me a much better understanding of
what I really believe about the conception of the American
Dream, precisely because I disagree with his brilliantly argued
conclusions.

Beyond the American Dream is about vision and values, the
thesis being that what we envision with relish becomes valuable
simply because we see it that way. In other words, vision and
value are so closely related that they very nearly amount to the
same thing. Dreams shape our future, and the American Dream
shapes America. But dreams occur because something thought
desirable is missing. Our failure to thoroughly comprehend this
enigma may explain why we seem to have traded a sense of vir-
tue, based upon self-reliance when material goods were scarce
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in the nineteenth century, for something called “values,” when
material goods are abundant and most of us now consider our-
selves victims of one kind or another.

You will find in these pages a continuing discussion about the
nature of education. Many ideas appear more than once in
slightly different contexts in order to drive a point home. When I
began this journey, it was my intention to move from simple, to
compound, to complex ideas as the text progressed. But, as can
happen in pursuits of this kind, sometimes the reverse obtains.
Therefore, let me urge you to continue reading, even if your im-
pressions seem fuzzy. Trust the process and, on reflection, the
full picture will come clear. Surely, if our dreams and aspirations
disclose our character, then we have projected the quality of our
enterprise into the present and toward the future. Now, as we
face the new millennium, what looms on tomorrow’s horizon ap-
pears to be less than we've hoped for. It’s time to move beyond
the dream.



Chapter One

American Dreams

In oneself lies the whole world and if you know how to look and
learn, then the door is there and the key is in your hand. Nobody on
earth can give you either the key or the door to open, except your-
self.!

—J. Krishnamurti

That each of us holds the key to our own world is a profoundly
simple idea, but it could be the most formidable barrier to living
any of us will ever face. To imagine that we have such power as
individuals puts us at odds with our culture. It's a conflict that
may last a lifetime, even though our culture pretends to give
each and every one of us precisely this kind of power. This battle
and how to win it are what living a successful life is about. A
satisfying life presupposes the mastery of culture. If we're going
to move beyond the American Dream, as we must, the first
requirement is to awaken from it. And the only way to wake up is
to understand how it is that the spell of our culture lulled us to
sleep in the first place.

Origins

America is built upon dreams. There have been more Ameri-
can dreams than stars in the milky way. Indeed, each citizen is
raised with the expectation of being the shaper of his or her own
dream. Dreams express the quality of our lives and of our soci-
ety, but they also betray our character. If America is to be a great
country, if we are to live meaningful lives, we must dream great
dreams. And yet, signs everywhere suggest the American Dream
is in peril. It has become a daily ritual for media pundits to dis-
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8 Beyond the American Dream

parage today’s young people, saying they will not be able to live
as well as their parents. I intend to show that this notion is one of
the greatest absurdities of the twentieth century and that it is
true only if we can be duped into believing it.

To begin this journey we must gain some perspective from the
past about the American Dream. Without a close reading of his-
tory we are easily deceived about social values and the lessons of
everyday living. Historian James Lincoln Collier put it this way:

...there is a general feeling among Americans today that all
ages before our times were “puritanical” and that the line of
history has always been from greater repressiveness in per-
sonal behavior to greater freedom. This is not the case. Over
history, at least in the so-called Western world, there has
been a steady swing of the pendulum between times of
greater and lesser restriction on sexuality, gambling, drink-
ing, dancing, and other of the sensual pleasures.?

An historical record of social values is of primary importance
because it is the fundamental source of any culture’s moral sense
of right and wrong. Each age produces endless historical inter-
pretations and re-interpretations of what the times were really
all about. But this is how we develop knowledge from history.
This is how we gain perspective. A survey of everyday life in the
recent past is a rich resource for better understanding the reali-
ties of today. The review of our history that follows will, of neces-
sity, be cursory, and it will be arbitrary because you can begin
anywhere, at any time, and achieve a similar result. In this exam-
ple, we will go back 200 years from the 1996 presidential election
and come forward in 50-year increments, to begin to appreciate
what American dreams are made of.

1796

In 1796, George Washington was president. There were
roughly five million people in America. The British economist
Thomas Malthus was busy formulating a theory concerning
global population. Life for most was hard. Everyday life was
nothing like the aesthetic, serene depiction of order pictured in
American cinema. “The physical texture of American life was far
closer to that in the villages of many third-world countries today
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than to anything in the present-day United States.” The seven-
teenth century philosopher Thomas Hobbes once characterized
life in a “state of nature” as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short.” Philosophers have been taking issue with his assertion
ever since, but in eighteenth century America, many ordinary
citizens would have argued that they themselves lived, if not in,
at least very near such a state. The exception was that of being
solitary; very few people lived alone. Not long before, it had been
illegal to live by oneself in America.

More than 80 percent of the population were in some way en-
gaged in farming. Homes were small, poorly insulated and
widely scattered. Few houses had many windows. The two-story
homes that have survived from the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries are the exceptions, not the rule.*

Many farm families shared living space with chickens and
livestock. People seldom bathed. Even in cities, people threw
their garbage into the streets to be devoured by free-roaming
pigs.’ By today’s standards the stench of life in 1796 would defy
description. Both men and women went barefooted in the sum-
mer.® Walking was the most common form of transportation.
Far fewer people owned horses than is suggested by American
arts and media. Wild game was still an important food source for
many rural families.”

Nights in eighteenth-century America brought their own spe-
cial problems: most beds had at least two occupants, and bedfel-
lows often extended beyond one’s family. Bedbugs were ubiqui-
tous. Candles were a sign of wealth. Few people read books. For
those who did, catching reading material on fire was a common
occurrence. All this in the midst of nights so bright with starlight
as to cast a mystical shadow of awe over all of creation.

Men and women had clear duties in the domain of work (this
was less true of slaves) except during harvest time. Domestic
work paid only one-third to one-fourth what agricultural work
did,® even though cooking was a back-breaking effort, with pots
and kettles made of iron.? A large part of local economies con-
sisted of a labor-commodity exchange, what today we would call
bartering. “The negro-whip was the south’s most distinctive tool
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of agriculture.”!? Planting and growing cycles were ruled by the
zodiac; according to the stars, there was a time for everything.

Birth rates were high; the average household contained six
people (slaves not included). Orphans and children from very
poor families were indentured for work in more prosperous
households.!! “In the 1780s and 1790s nearly one-third of rural
New England brides were already with child.”'? Death in child-
birth was common to women of all social standings. One child in
three died in infancy. Children born to slave families were con-
sidered a “return on investment.” State-of-the-art medicine was
often no better than what was offered as remedy by illiterate
faith healers.'3 Plagues and deadly epidemics struck often, with-
out warning. Doctors purged patients of bodily fluids (blood)
just as they had in ancient times. The most healthful aspect of
living was that daily life demanded strenuous exercise. The taste
of many foods was much harsher than the food we eat today (al-
though some was probably better) due to the excess of salt as a
preservative. Smoking, chewing, and spitting of tobacco was so
popular that evidence of the habit was hard to avoid. One had to
step carefully. Alcohol consumption estimates for the period
range from nearly four ' to six gallons!'® per year per person.
Most white children spent some time in school, but not nearly as
much as they do today.!® Some didn’t go at all. Illiteracy was
common. Teaching slaves to read and write was a serious crime.
The classroom was occasionally a place of violence where teen-
age boys were sometimes known to beat up teachers and run
them off. Public brawling was a vicious activity often erupting
with an implicit attempt to cause permanent injury. Criminals
were publicly flogged and maimed.!” Public executions were fes-
tive occasions, drawing large crowds of enthusiastic gawkers.

And, tough as life was during these times, we musn’t overlook
that conditions were worse, much worse, for slaves. “Americans
of the 18th century, from the top of the social system to the bot-
tom, were less religious than we are today.”!® Political reality did
not include African-Americans, Native Americans, or women. In
1796, Americans dreamed of better times.
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1846

In 1846, James Polk was president. Abraham Lincoln was
elected to Congress. Henry David Thoreau was living alone in
the woods at Walden Pond, and Ralph Waldo Emerson was busy
on the lecture circuit. The population stood at 22 million. Amer-
ica was at war with Mexico. Cities had grown nearly eightfold
since 1796, but few would be considered urban in any modern
sense of the word.'2% The rise of the middle class had ushered in
what would later be called Victorian values, characterized as “a
pose” by Robert M. Pirsig in his book Lila.?! Victorianism, James
Lincoln Collier writes, “was a revolution in thought, attitude,
and manner which touched virtually every aspect of ordinary
life.”?2 Though regarded as a genteel model of refinement, Victo-
rian values were in part a product of Freud’s “narcissism of mi-
nor differences,” an attempt to adopt standards of behavior
which would distinguish the small but growing middle class
from the ever-increasing influx of immigrants. 23

But there was also a more positive aspect of Victorianism. Col-
lier writes that “Victorianism was really about...order and de-
cency.”?* It produced a movement of self-education and a focus
on self-control and self-discipline. Victorianism resulted in im-
proved personal hygiene and cleanliness in general. Homes and
yards were better kept, neatness became fashionable. The em-
phasis on self-control caused alcohol consumption to drop to
less than a gallon and a half per person per year.?> There was
movement toward genuine civility. Public executions were dis-
continued.?® The amount of reading material available skyrock-
eted. In cities, ice boxes dramatically improved food storage for
those who could afford them. Cookstoves and cookbooks were
gaining popularity. Ready-made shoes and clothing were widely
available. Attitudes about sex were changing—fewer pregnant
brides appeared at the altar.

Barter was giving way to a cash economy, and with it the
bonds of community were loosened.?” During the next 150 years,
this commercialization from human relations to market rela-
tionships would alter the associations of Americans from those
focused on community to those increasingly dissipated in cyber-
space. And yet, Victorian values were well suited to the prolifera-
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tion of a conforming, organized workplace. Textile mills and fac-
tories were springing up everywhere, and with them came the
12-hour workday and an increasingly sharper division of two
types of work: blue-collar and white-collar. The Morse telegraph
created a communication revolution.?® Medical practice im-
proved, but only marginally. All this improvement on the cusp of
the Civil War, which would be the bloodiest war in American his-
tory. Political reality still did not include African-Americans, Na-
tive Americans, or women, though the former dreamed of free-
dom and the latter of voting. In 1846, the great westward expan-
sion was underway. Settlers envisaged new beginnings in lands
of milk and honey. Manifest Destiny awaited.

1896

In 1896, William McKinley, running on a pro-business plat-
form, defeated William Jennings Bryan in the presidential elec-
tion. Grover Cleveland would finish the year in his final term as
president. The country was in the grip of an economic depres-
sion. The frontier period of American history was itself history.
The Indian wars were over, the buffalo herds were gone, and the
great plains were settled. A ship could now cross the Atlantic in
only a week.?® The population had swelled to 75 million. My
grandfather was seven years old. The industrialization of Amer-
ica was in full reign. Andrew Carnegie, Jay Gould, George Pull-
man, J.P. Morgan and John D. Rockefeller were cutting deals
and creating empires. Thomas Alva Edison and George Westing-
house were locked in a battle to out-genuis one another. The tele-
phone took the communication revolution to a level of frenzy
which continues and escalates to this day. The incandescent
lamp and the phonograph changed the reality of ordinary living.
In the coming years, artificial lamplight would blot out the mys-
tical awe of starlight.

The industrialization of the economy had produced a clear de-
marcation of haves versus have nots. And yet, the middle class
was growing rapidly. The modern day corporation had arrived.
The industrialization of work also created a sharp division be-
tween work and play. While play had been a built-in component
of work in the agrarian economy—harvest time was a socially
festive occasion—such was not so in the factory. As a result,
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for the first time, recreation for the masses became “an activity
of its own, rather than...an adjunct to a task, a celebration.”3°
Spontaneity was out. In the factory everyone worked 52 weeks
per year.3! Retail wars plagued the 1890s as small store owners
complained that giant stores were driving them out of busi-
ness—the same cry we hear today.3?

People who broke the Victorian codes of behavior were sus-
pected of being of inferior immigrant stock.33 Victorians con-
sidered visual advertising to be a lowbrow activity; some
thought that department store window displays were fraudu-
lent and decadent because they promised things (goods out of
season) which could not be delivered. *And yet, gawking was
catching on. People began to anticipate new storefront offer-
ings; crowds formed and sometimes broke into riots while
waiting for the curtains to be removed from the latest shop
window displays.3® In the years to come, retailers would adopt
the use of religious iconography to inspire Christmas buy-
ing.3® The business of fashion was becoming the business of
business. If the affluent, growing middle class could be per-
suaded to respond positively to fashion, if self-denial could be
diminished, if having the latest products could become a ne-
cessity, then people would have to be perpetual customers in
order to be seen as successful. Citizens would eventually be re-
duced to consumers. Buying on credit had been unheard of,
lending for profit frowned on, but in 1896, Wanamaker’s, a
New York department store, opened 2500 charge accounts.3’

The Civil War had ended slavery in Dixie, but oppression of
terroristic proportions continued. On May 18, 1896, the U.S.
Supreme Court upheld Plessy v. Ferguson, paving the way for
an oppressive segregation which would reign with govern--
ment sanction for 58 years. Throughout the South the lynch-
ing of black men would become so common that Mark Twain
once referred to America as the “United States of Lyncher-
dom.”38

Citizens were confused; rampant money-making was oc-
curring in the industrial economy while farm families were
growing poorer by the day. Corrupt government and the un-
derhanded influence of special interests dominated political
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conversation. Efforts to create a third party (populist) smol-
dered with varying degrees of enthusiasm, but never quite
caught fire. Except among the growing middle class, and even
though an economic depression still held sway, there was a
crisp sense of excitement in the air about a future rife with
possibilities. Psychologist William James gave his address,
“The Will to Believe,” at Brown and Yale universities wherein
he championed the power of the mind to create the kind of fu-
ture it believed in.3°

In 1896, seeds of the ethic of consumerism were taking root.
And, for the adventurous soul, riches were a distinct possibil-
ity: gold was discovered in the Klondike. Self-denial would be
on the wane until the Great Depression of the 1930s, which
would bring the precept home to the American population
with a vengeance. In 1896 Americans began to dream of a ma-
terial prosperity barely imaginable a century earlier.

1946

In 1946, Harry Truman was president. I was 3 years old; my
grandfather, 57. The population had doubled in 50 years to
150 million people. World War II, the war to end all wars, was
over. The automobile, the two-week vacation, and the cross-
cultural influence experienced overseas by formerly naive
servicemen brought a cataclysmic reshaping to everyday real-
ity. The usual fear of a post-war economic downturn was over-
come by pent-up demand; spending increased dramatically.
During the war, 20 million American family victory gardens
had produced one-third of the nation’s vegetables.

A Cold War was beginning, which would waste an incom-
prehensible amount of natural and human resources during
the next 50 years. Still, the dream of what it meant to be a suc-
cessful American was gaining rapid consensus, and it had eve-
rything to do with ownership as status. But nothing in the
twentieth century would overshadow the impact of commer-
cial television beginning in 1946. Commercial television
would become a major player in defining American Dreams.
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1996

In 1996, William Jefferson Clinton was president. My grandfa-
ther had passed away 15 years earlier. I was 53, and my grand-
daughter was two years old. The population had grown to nearly
260 million. The history of 1796 was long forgotten. Out-of-
wedlock births were occurring in 1996 as often as they had two
hundred years before, although there was less advantage for the
parents to marry. In 1996 politicians championed family values,
but their policies failed to value families: married couples paid
tax penalties for their union. Millions could not afford decent
health care, and yet the professions were alarmed that there
were too many doctors. The half-century from 1946 to 1996 saw
atremendous transfer of the tax burden from corporations to in-
dividuals, as paid lobbyists earned their keep peddling influence
on Capitol Hill just as they had in 1896. In the early 1990s, the
long-heralded promises of technological efficiency, stemming
from the early days of the assembly line, began paying dividends
by displacing industrial employees in the same way that agricul-
tural workers were replaced in 1896. Shortly after the arrival of
the desktop computer, millions of workers were downsized
(fired) from good-paying jobs under the rubric of reengineering,
while the growth of telecommunications emulated the heydays
of the great railroad expansion. And, as it had a century before, a
third-party populism smoldered with resentment.

In 1996, social critics lamented a loss of social capital (the
common bond of community) which holds society together.
Reasons for the perceived demise of community abounded: the
“time is money” mind-set, welfare, the media, divorce, downsiz-
ing, social mobility, economic pressure, inadequate education,
and the emergence of a global economy. There appeared to be no
obvious explanation for the loss of community spirit, and yet
few would say it hadn’t lessened. What was clearly missing was
the social-economic equity that once enabled people (though
they worked very hard) to see that there was time enough to at-
tend to the human needs of community. Prior to 1946, there
were few latch-key children, and the elderly were not routinely
warehoused in institutions. Census data tell us that in 1996 a
third of all full-time jobs paid less than $20,000 per year.
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In 1996, American politics revealed a conspicuous contempt
for the poor, which in many cases betrayed a racially motivated
hatred. Lost was virtually any historical recognition or even ac-
knowledgment that the hard labor of impoverished slaves once
lifted young America up by its agricultural bootstraps. If anyone
of any race had made such a claim in public in 1796, 1896, or
1996 he or she would likely have incurred looks of incredulity
befitting visitors from some distant planet.

Now, if you were to go back 50 years beyond my brief critique
of history, to create your own essay for 1746, you might change
your view of what America could, would, or should be about. Dig
into details deep enough and you'll find a country permeated
with social ferment bordering on anarchy, a country where, over
time, thousands of homeless children have lived in the streets
and back alleys, though these have escaped the popular texts of
twentieth-century classroom history. My point is simple: Seeing
through the veil of culture in the past is difficult without extraor-
dinary effort, but if the past remains effectively obscured, the
present is corrupt by design.

Until postmodern times, reviews of history such as this one
generally conveyed a sense of struggle between opposing world-
views: one sacred—tribal, communial, organic, and holis-
tic—with an emphasis on inner creativity and inspiration; the
other centered on reason, enlightenment, objectivity, and logic
with a focus on outer progress. The former is the romanticist or
traditionalist worldview; the latter is the modernist or rejection-
ist perspective. In popular culture, we use the term left-brain
right-brain to frame the issue, with little regard to its attenuated
past. In his book The Saturated Self, psychology professor Ken-
neth J. Gergen puts this discrepancy in perspective:

Largely from the nineteenth century, we have inherited a ro-
manticist view of the self, one that attributes to each person
characteristics of personal depth: passion, soul, creativity,
and moral fiber. This vocabulary is essential to the forma-
tion of deeply committed relations, dedicated friendships,
and life purposes. But since the rise of the modernist world-
view beginning in the early twentieth century, the romantic
vocabulary has been threatened.... As we enter the
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postmodern era, all previous beliefs about the self are
placed in jeopardy, and with them the patterns of action
they sustain.... Postmodernism seems to the romanticist lit-
tle short of nihilism: All intrinsic properties of the human
being, along with moral worth and personal commitment,
are lost from view, leaving nothing to believe in. Similarly,
the modernist reviles the romanticist for sentimentalism,
head-in-the-sand impracticality, and the replacement of ob-
jective decision making by highfalutin morality, while de-
crying postmodernism’s threats to truth and objectivity. To
give up these virtues, the modernist maintains, is torevert to
medievalism, to open the culture to the tyrannies of rheto-
ric, to deny us the optimistic sense of progress, and to re-
duce life to so many parlor games.*°

Today’s ubiquitous use of the word postmodernism seems to
be a complex effort to announce the simple conclusion that this
cultural battle is over and that there is no clear winner. Reality
suggests that today’s American Dream has become the residue of
media technology, that millions of us tune in for instructions on
what to buy, wear, think about, and value—even what we should
dream. Indeed, for now, we must take time to examine some cur-
rent realities before we can delve further into dreams.

King of the Mountain

In spite of the fact that our economy is based on the dynamics
of competition, we like to think of ourselves as a society noted
for helping others. In many cases we do lend assistance, but the
competitive nature of our economy is so strong, and our focus
on winning so compelling, that we create a perpetual demand
for a large number of losers. The need to keep our own progress
in perspective means we must continually compare ourselves
with the progress of others. Even those who may seek intellectu-
ally to help others can rarely do so without simultaneously feel-
ing some sense of satisfaction and pride at having reached a de-
cided advantage over those they are trying to help.

We are taught from birth that we are citizens of a democracy
where equality of opportunity exists; we use the idea of merit to
try to ensure equality of opportunity by measuring effort. The
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assumption is that effort leads to greater ability, and that as one’s
ability increases so does one’s worth to society. Observers have
termed this approach a “meritocracy.”#! Meritocracy and com-
petition in America can be likened to a game of king of the moun-
tain, a game you may remember playing as a child. Upon finding
a hill or steep gravel pile, the first in the group to run to the top
tries to keep others from reaching the top by pushing them back
down. The first lesson the players learn is that it is far easier to
keep others from reaching the top when you are there than it is
to reach the top when the position is already occupied. A meri-
tocracy acts in much the same manner, except that the methods
of keeping people from reaching the top are less overt and not al-
ways consciously employed by those who are already there.

Imagine our whole social process being played out as a mas-
sive version of this game. You can visualize groups of peo-
ple—from the street dwellers on the ground to the most influen-
tial leaders on top—occupying many ridges of relative comfort
in between. The mountain is a hierarchy delineated with lines of
class and authority, as though all of us were long-time members
of a giant corporation.*? Each level, regardless of how it is de-
fined, bears its own style of speech, dress, labels, symbols, roles,
social etiquette, and definitive behavioral codes that mark the
boundaries demanded for membership.*3

The history of culture suggests that, once humans assume an
identity with a social class, the roots run so deep as to be analo-
gous with the salmon imprinted at birth with instructions on
where to die. Regardless of our levels of personal achievement,
we humans carry the imprint of our social class with us to our
graves. At the same time, however, the American Dream derives
largely from the idea that anyone at the bottom can, through
hard work and persistence, climb all the way to the top. Individ-
ual stories from the past and present show that a few people have
always managed to do this, but the evidence also suggests that
the level a person is born into is a better indicator of that person’s
ability to advance than any other.

Paradoxically, the higher the level of social position reached
on the mountain, the more the people on that level seem blinded
by the relative advantage of their position. For example, the mid-
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dle class expects the bottom level to simply go out and get a job,
failing to see the distinct advantage they themselves maintain
through quality of education and social connections. The typical
middle-class businessman tends to forget that Uncle John
helped him get a plum job or loaned him the money to start a
business. In time, he stops remembering such assistance en-
tirely and concludes that he is where he is simply because of his
own hard work. He sees himself as deserving while he sees those
at lower economic levels as being lazy and undeserving.

The Race to the Top

The trouble with a meritocracy is that requirements are set as
a means of measuring ability, and yet the process of meeting
those qualifications is not in and of itself sufficient to prove abil-
ity. In other words, just because a person has completed the
qualifying educational steps to become a teacher does not guar-
antee that the person will in fact be a good teacher.

The competitive nature of our society, the external need to
qualify, has permeated so much of life in America that all aspects
of life, school, work, and leisure are dominated by “results.”
There is a tendency not to engage in activities for their own sake.
People whose motivation is primarily external anchor their exis-
tence on a pose, which is another way of saying that their exis-
tence is based on nonexistence. External motivation edges out
intrinsic satisfaction. Life is punctuated by reaching plateaus
which are not by themselves desirable—they exist only to
prompt us to make the next move. In economic terms we focus
on what we call the bottom line, but, when all is said and done,
the bottom line is a hard place to live. It is nothing but an ab-
straction. When human beings become abstract they are deval-
ued to the status of statistics.

Normally we don’t think of competition as being antithetical
to creativity because of the constant arrival of new products on
the store shelves. On a different level, however, competition ac-
tually discourages creativity and encourages imitation. Individ-
ual sports competition is a case in point: because the risk of los-
ing is too great, performance becomes confined to a narrow
range of effort where people behave in pretty much the same
way. The gymnast or figure skater doesn’t want to be seen taking
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arisk which will upset the judges; conservative efforts minimize
the possibility of great loss. Another example is the movie indus-
try where producers prefer to use only the formulas they’ve al-
ready tested. Movie sequels substitute for innovation.

In America we think of competition and capitalism as being so
closely related that they amount to the same thing, but the Japa-
nese operate within a capitalistic economic structure which is
based strongly on cooperation. American society is founded first
on a situational or structural competition, which requires a
win/lose proposition, and second on intentional competition,
which simply reflects our attitudes about how competitive we
are as individuals.** We grow up with a myriad of mixed mes-
sages about competition. When do we compete? How much is
too much competition? Where do we draw the line between the
profound need to think of ourselves as winners and the overt
acts that will cause others to be losers? We are taught that com-
petition builds character, but the evidence suggests that, more
often than not, competition is antithetical to building charac-
ter.*> Crippled egos often require the crutch of prejudice to
achieve, maintain, or justify status.

Our culture still considers the word “struggle” to be synony-
mous with competition, as in a species’ struggle for survival, but
recent data clearly suggest the two are not the same.*¢ Struggle
and survival appear to depend much more on cooperation than
on competition. For example, we think of our own history of the
American West as a telling model of competitive struggle and tri-
umph, but in fact the frontier was profoundly cooperative in
practice. Frontier families shared their labor and crops with oth-
ers in a strong communal sense.

Failure to understand the inherent nature of competition is a
significant barrier to solving many of our social problems. The
problem of “homelessness” and misconceptions about competi-
tion in America amount to a general contempt for the homeless
because they appear to be poor competitors. An old-fashioned
home or shelter raising for the homeless would seem socialistic
to some, but our history shows it to be an American thing to do:
neighbor helping neighbor.
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When real life experience is very different from what we have
come to believe, an objective understanding of competition is
necessary to keep one’s well-being and self-esteem in proper per-
spective. What we think of ourselves as people strongly depends
on what we believe about the nature of competition and how we
see ourselves functioning as competitors. The lesson we must
learn about competition is profoundly simple: competition is a
means and not an end. If the race to the top of the mountain con-
sumes the climber, the trip is not worthwhile.

Merit and Value

The drive to prove merit often blinds us to the intrinsic value
of education. The need to be seen as qualified, and thus deserv-
ing, has so externalized higher education in America that cre-
dentials take on the attributes of admission tickets or passports.
You can be incompetent and get a good job as long as you have a
degree, but in many fields of work you can be extremely talented
and never get an opportunity to prove it if you are degreeless.
(Fortunately, in many disciplines the current velocity of techno-
logical change, combined with increased competition, is chang-
ing this situation dramatically.) The need to qualify is so over-
whelming that millions of people never understand their indi-
vidual rights in the context of what it means to be a citizen. The
only value they can relate to is economic. Hierarchical economic
power distorts perceptions of value. If only economically power-
ful people are viewed as successful, then only rich people have
the capacity to define value.

Education for the sake of better understanding life could miti-
gate the tendency to base our self-esteem on the perpetual need
to win or to prove our worth through consumption. In other
words, a liberal education that goes far beyond economics can
lead us to discover we have “value” based on who we are, not on
what we do or how much we spend. But such is our system of ex-
trinsic rewards that we habitually favor action over inactivity
which might be attributed to thinking. We focus on answers in
school but spend little time developing the ability to think criti-
cally and independently. The call for action is so pronounced
that even to be associated with a thinking profession such as
teaching is to many people contemptible. Professors don't do,
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goes the logic, they think. What could they possibly know with-
out practical experience?

Most people will agree that a meritocracy is a fair description
of what we are attempting with our elaborate educational sys-
tem, but there is little agreement about how we actually create a
meritocracy. We spend billions of dollars to qualify people for
employment with little emphasis given to demonstrated ability
other than the use of short-term memory. People whose educa-
tional credentials allow them the franchise of a profession form
professional associations, and then these groups begin to lean
toward restricting entry into the profession instead of holding
their members to professional standards. The field of medicine
is a case in point. Television news magazines repeatedly feature
doctors who have harmed scores of patients and still practice
medicine, even after their exploits have become nationally
known. The reason corrective action is seldom taken in these
cases is not that proof of incompetence is hard to find, but that
one can'’t delve very far into this subject without threatening the
very foundation of the way credentials are awarded in the first
place.

Here, our education system strikes a parallel with the king-
of-the-mountain game in our economic structure. When the
bonds of loyalty get wrapped up in borrowed opinion, formally
educated people assume a posture of expectation and a sense of
privileged status based on what they have been exposed to rather
than what they can do in actual practice. Likewise, competent
people without degrees feel guilty for not having been exposed to
a classroom exercise, even if their expertise clearly demon-
strates the exercise wasn’t necessary. Put differently, a degree, no
matter how remotely related to the task at hand, can entitle the
holder to perform that job poorly, while someone without a de-
gree but with demonstrated competence is prevented from do-
ing the job at all.

When we put credentials and competition in perspective by
stripping away the mystique, it becomes easy to see that much of
what passes for meritocracy is really a simple, though expensive,
means of maintaining an advantage. Many competent people
judge themselves harshly because they lack credentials which
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are arbitrary and have nothing to do with their work. Perhaps
the greatest error we make, however, is that we are so focused on
the hierarchical structure of our society, so caught up in what we
construe to be the game of life, that we concentrate on the finger
instead of where it points. We mistake form for substance,
means for ends. Thus, it’s not surprising that our system for de-
termining merit is a greater measure of economic power than it
is of competence.

Through all of history we have held men and women in high
esteem because of their adherence to principles, yet today we
measure their success primarily by the size of their pocketbooks
or the prominence of their credentials. As long as our economic
system holds precedence over our most cherished ideals, we
have little hope of achieving anything that might resemble genu-
ine progress. As long as we live in the shadow of a king-of-the-
mountain society, where external motivation obliterates the de-
sire to discover what we really care about—so much so that we
remain convinced contentment is only for cows—we learn how
todo, but not how to be. We lose sight of how to find purpose and
meaning in the context of our daily lives.

In the movie classic Doctor Zhivago, Yurii Andreievich (played
by Omar Sharif), is making his way to a country dacha to be with
his family and escape the political strife of the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion when he is stopped and asked what he and his family will do
once they get there. He replies, “Just live.” This was an ideologi-
cal answer frowned upon in both communist and capitalistic
countries, because to not appear to be striving toward some ex-
ternal aspiration does not acknowledge the authority of the per-
son or party in power at the time. But, to my mind, “just living” is
not a lowly ambition—unless one does it poorly. Contentment
poses a threat to a consumer-driven society, but being content,
as we shall see, necessarily involves a willingness to take
responsibility.

Evaluation of Worth

Surely the external thrust of our economically obsessed cul-
ture helps to manufacture the prejudice that enables Americans
to sit idly by while millions of dark-skinned people in the world
slowly starve to death. It keeps us from becoming concerned
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enough to use our political influence to make certain that world-
wide food problems are solved. If the world were sufficiently
outraged, death from starvation would disappear.

The picture becomes more complicated than it seems because
of our tendency to favor doing over thinking. I am fascinated by
the fact that our society prefers action to the extent that incor-
rect action will allow for forgiveness, but inaction based on
thinking through an issue (with a subsequent conclusion that no
action should be taken) is scorned. Because the people who are
starving to death are not seen as doers, they have no value as be-
ings in our view. But if these people were highly literate, they
would qualify as thinkers; we could not help but see them differ-
ently, even though they weren’t doers. Imagine the difference in
public perception if starving Ethiopians or Somalis were fea-
tured on television discussing economic theory and making elo-
quent pleas for assistance. Without being consciously aware
that we were attributing value to the thinking side of humanity,
we would recognize that these people have value. They would be
human beings instead of having the non-being status they've
been relegated to. (This image is so disturbing and so uncom-
fortable that I have excised it from this text numerous times, but
itis such an important point that I always feel compelled to put it
back in.) Now, contrast the “reality of human starvation” and the
“reality of political power” with the fact that in recent years sev-
eral American companies have been successfully marketing diet
pet food. Surely it suggests too much doing somewhere and too
little thinking.

Or, consider the problem of doing versus thinking in another
context. Viewed in terms of economics, it appears that if re-
sources (which represent doing) are scarce, then conservation
(which represents thinking) should have a value equal to—or, in
most cases, greater than—consumption. Simply put, thinking
provides a significant portion of the vision required to sustain
humanity; societies that lose their sense of purpose cease to ex-
ist. Thinking is the stuff dreams are made of. One might argue
that it is possible to reason and come up with a poor sense of pur-
pose, but almost any effort at all beats a system driven by appe-
tite alone.
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Thomas Jefferson envisioned a nation where independence
would be the very essence of liberty, a state which would clearly
require as much emphasis on thinking as on doing. The evidence
overwhelmingly suggests that we have internalized the philo-
sophical values of our economic system to the exclusion of hu-
manity, in that we value human doings but not human beings.
We have “replaced culture with wealth.”4” Our economic king-
of-the-mountain ethos has become the basis of ultimate value, sup-
planting and proving eminently more forceful than the role once
held by religion.

Medical heroics are a good example of our bias for action ver-
sus not thinking things through. Doctors save brain-dead people
from dying while able-bodied people die from lack of medical
treatment. The heroic action involved in reviving a drowning
victim who has suffered severe brain damage is far easier to deal
with than drawing the line on treatment, pulling the plug on a
respirator, or figuring out how to provide poor people with
medical care. Think about the value that is lost. Our culture at-
tributes so much value to the ideology of freedom that we are
thoughtless during the times when evaluating worth ought to be
most critical. If someone attempts suicide in public, the full
weight of the law will be used to see that the person is kept alive.
Yet, if someone with no health insurance desperately needs an
operation, that person will be allowed to die quietly.

Now, what if we ripped away the veil, let the rabbit out of the
hat, and just for a moment pretended that thinking is doing!
Value assumes a new identity and the whole world looks differ-
ent: Thinking is suddenly important. Ambiguity is no longer
scorned and avoided. The necessities of life change. There is an
immediate shift from a psychology of scarcity to a psychology of
abundance. Life becomes a university. Thinking something
through now has a value all its own. Human beings have value.
We immediately begin to emulate those whom we have long
celebrated for being wise (almost everyone respects Socrates for
this reason, but few have aspired to develop his wisdom). Imag-
ine what kind of society we would have today if thinking had al-
ways held a position on a par with the concept of hard work.
What kind of decisions would such values yield? The search for
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truth by examining our most cherished beliefs would become
not only a common, natural thing to do, it would be expected.

Mountain Fever

Our game of king of the mountain embodies seldom acknowl-
edged cultural aspirations. One is reminiscent of an observation
by Ernest Becker in The Denial of Death:

When we appreciate how natural it is for man to strive to be
a hero, how deeply it goes in his evolutionary and organis-
mic constitution, how openly he shows it asa child, then it is
all the more curious how ignorant most of us are, con-
sciously, of what we really want and need. In our culture
anyway, especially in modern times, the heroic seems too
big for us, or we too small for it. Tell a young man that he is
entitled to be a hero and he will blush. We disguise our
struggle by piling up figures in a bank book to reflect pri-
vately our sense of heroic worth. Or by having only a little
better home in the neighborhood, a bigger car, brighter chil-
dren. But underneath throbs the ache of cosmic specialness,
no matter how we mask it in concerns of smaller scope.*®

Most of us come closest to realizing this need by the simple so-
cietal tug to “be somebody.” In Realty Isn't What It Used To Be,
Walter Truett Anderson makes this point in his description of
Lee Harvey Oswald’s mother in an interview with reporters.

She told the press: “I am an important person. I will be re-
membered.” Mrs. Oswald was not trying to get any laws
passed, and she was not crazy....She knew that once she was
part of the immense story that was unfolding on millions of
TV screens ... she would be real. She would have met the re-
quirement the modern era imposed on us all—the demand
that we be somebody. And she understood that the more
people there are who think you are somebody, the more
somebody you are.*

Anderson continues:

We all live now in the political theater, but we have no ethic
for it and little real understanding of what we can accom-
plish in it or what it does to us. And all we know for sure
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about our leaders—Ileft, right, or center—is that they have
managed to get good speaking parts.>

It's debatable whether this need to be a hero or somebody im-
portant is inborn, a result of our culture, or another way of deal-
ing with our mortality, but we cannot deny that our culture exac-
erbates the tendency. Millions of people define themselves solely
by the king-of-the-mountain ethos or external nature of our soci-
ety. Indeed, the most common form of mountain fever is born of
the daily struggle to succeed. In his book Going Nowhere Fast,
psychologist Melvyn Kinder writes:

I find many people acting on the assumptions that life is a
series of self-improvements, the sum total of which is
equated with happiness. But when we attempt to find happi-
-ness in this way, we engage in a never-ending quest that sub-
tly and inevitably makes us even more unhappy! What starts
out as a positive attempt to better our lives, gradually and in-
sidiously grows negative and psychologically toxic. It seems
the harder we try to achieve fulfillment, the more we are
driven by the fear of not reaching these goals. We end up
frustrated, going nowhere fast.>!

Kinder continues:

We are blindly and dangerously pursuing happiness with-
out, perhaps, understanding what it is. Happiness is not
about having what you want, but wanting what we have. In
many ways, happiness is within us waiting to be discovered.
But this message is one that most of us fail to recognize or at
best realize later than is necessary. Instead of peace of mind,
we've learned the language of pursuit and unceasing self-
improvement.>?

Mountain fever is the phenomenon that causes millions of
people to shop without specific regard to goods, but as a substi-
tute for loneliness or a way to alleviate boredom. John Dewey
said, “I own, therefore I am,” expressing a truer psychology than
the Cartesian “I think, therefore T am.”53

Runaway mountain fever leads to a vicious confusion over
self-worth and one’s ability to consume. Plato argued that “pov-
erty consists, not in the decrease of one’s possessions, but in the
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increase of one’s greed.” And, in Our Kind, Marvin Harris char-
acterizes the plight of the yuppies, a special breed of consumer
first identified in the 1980s:

Yuppies are much maligned because their purchasing of
symbols of wealth and power is not another example of a
weird propensity to emulate at any cost. Rather, it is an un-
relenting condition of success imposed from above in a soci-
ety where wealth and power depend on mass consumption.
Only people who prove themselves legal to the ethos of con-
sumerism are admitted to the higher circles of consumer so-
ciety. For upwardly mobile youth (or even for youth who
merely wish not to fall to lower social ranks), conspicuous
consumption is less a benefit than a cost of success.>

A friend of mine suggested that when a person is living on
automatic pilot and catches mountain fever the result is, “Stock-
pile, stockpile, stockpile, oops: death.” Without a thorough in-
vestment in introspection and reflection, few are immune from
mountain fever or are ready for the next step of reaching for pur-
pose and meaning instead of higher ground. Eric Hoffer has
pointed out that “our frustration is greater when we have much
and want more than when we have nothing and want some.”>
The mid-range on our king-of-the-mountain model reveals a
middle class held together not so much by a common bond as
through a shared fear of falling off the mountain and ending up
with nothing. The Ethiopians, Somalis, and Rwandans seem to
embody the consequences of such a fall, even if there is no such
reality in America. Mountain fever is epidemic when the ethos of
consumption coalesces with the Romantic notion of the self as
“infinite possibility: the unending search for new and intense ex-
periences.”>® In The Culture of Cynicism, Richard Stivers
explains:

When life-style is reduced to consumption, the consump-
tion of life-style becomes the consumption of consumption.
This represents consumption taken toits logical and absurd
conclusion....In any society where consumption becomes
an end in itself, the meaning of life, the human being is per-
suaded to become an image/object. This happens in two
ways. First, there is an implicit pantheism in the rhetoric of
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consumption: I become what I consume; the powers of the
objects of consumption become my powers. Second, the rei-
fied human being becomes a mere role player who puts him-
self on display for others to consume. >’

Climbing Strategies

Getting to the top in a king-of-the-mountain society requires
some know-how and some know-who. Appearance is important.
To begin one’s ascent the need to fit in is intense. It helps tremen-
dously if one can speak and dress the part one seeks. Sometimes
we are hesitant to admit that the need can be so formidable. We
attempt to place emphasis on skill and competence, but the need
to fit in drives people all over the world to develop accents like
the specific groups of people with whom they want to associate.

Don’t misunderstand my message here. I'm not saying our
purpose in life should always be to fit in. On the contrary, I be-
lieve that differences give rise to quality, but if you are going to
climb the mountain economically you have to understand how
the game is played. If you expect to overcome resistance, you
must anticipate and understand it. Posture in this context is sim-
ply your action based on an assessment of your place on the
mountain.

Another subtle way to appreciate how pervasively we want to
be “like” and not unlike those in our immediate group is to watch
old television shows and notice how strange everyone looks.
Fashion is the lace of conformity. The players’ hairstyles, their
clothing, and even their choice of words may seem strange in
comparison to the way we dress and talk today. We don’t see the
impetus behind the acceptability of current styles, yet the power
exists with such a force that it makes the hierarchical structure
of king of the mountain seem absolutely normal. Such subtleties
are not observable at all except when contrasted with different
times.

The most vivid example of the external nature of our culture is
found in the phenomenon of the beauty pageant. Everything the
contestants say and do is based upon what they think the judges
want to hear and see. So, in a sense, the winners are, by defini-
tion, those who can best prove that as individuals they do not ex-
ist. The winner, who has no individuality, is presented as the
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“most real” individual, and the losers, who were less adept at
shaking their individuality, will feel they do not exist because
they did not win. In other words, the cultural ethos we adopt in
order to function successfully within an economic hierarchy has
its own special incentive for making things as they are seem
right. Moreover, it is our collective misfortune that prejudice is
the most common gauge for checking one’s progress during the
climb—when altitude is so important, there must be people one
can be above.

The focus on status and advantage compels us to pay three
times as much for a shirt, or fifty to a hundred times as much for a
watch, not because the shirt is better or the watch keeps better
time, but because the labels make us appear more successful than
those who wear less prestigious brands. This behavior indicates
we have internalized the values of our economic system, and
thereby have failed to discover the wisdom associated with learn-
ing how to live better. Our prejudices and comparative levels of
advantage, offset by manic stress, suggest that we are missing
more than we lay claim to, or as William James pointed out at the
turn of the century, “Lives based on having are less free than lives
based on doing or being.”

Delusions at High Altitude

Traditional pedagogical schooling about merit and the dy-
namics of democracy, combined with religious beliefs that sepa-
rate one group from another, causes millions of people to con-
sciously or unconsciously assume a “just world” attitude. Trans-
lated, this means the belief that everyone is pretty much where
they belong, and the fault is theirs if they are on the bottom.%®
Believing in a just world is significantly more convenient than
examining issues on their own merit. And, although it is to be ex-
pected from an educational system that favors mere exposure
over mastery and continued inquiry, the just world attitude is a
major source of our social ills. It amounts to saying that the mis-
fortune of others is a natural occurrence, or that people who
have little have what they deserve, which justifies not checking
to see if the premise is really true. John Stuart Mill despised this
human tendency. He said, “Of all the vulgar modes of escaping
from the consideration of the effect of social and moral influ-
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ences upon the human mind, the most vulgar is that of attribut-
ing the diversities of conduct and character to inherent natural
differences.” Add a just world attitude to the king-of-the-
mountain ethos, and you discover a society that says, if you are
not naturally lucky, then you are unworthy of economic assis-
tance. A prime example of this attitude can be found in the his-
tory of the American health insurance industry. For decades mil-
lions of Americans covered by private health insurance were un-
der the illusion that they were medically secure (many still are),
but when they became really sick, their insurance policies were
canceled.

In a competition-based society, it is important to understand
that when people reach higher levels of success, the impetus
quickly changes—the joy of reaching the top gives way to the
burden of staying on top. The problem of the game of king of the
mountain is exacerbated by the ability of all participants, re-
gardless of their place on the mountain, to see the summit, while
invisible glass ceilings of prejudice form obstacles to ascending.
For some this adds to a growing sense that they are where they
belong, but for others it is a constant source of frustration and
resentment. We are a long way from equal opportunity in Amer-
ica, even though we often speak as if it already exists. When large
numbers of people are engaged in a struggle for survival, their
reaction to the advance of those who are approaching their own
level is a posture based on selfishness. Blinded by their own ad-
vantage, full of justification for being where they are, they offera
multitude of reasons for keeping others at a distance while si-
multaneously holding them in contempt for being at a lower
level. People born into families in a relatively high position on the
mountain cannot remember the climb, but they will adamantly ar-
gue that they are where they deserve to be.

WhenIlook at the mountain as a metaphor for American soci-
ety and consider the problem of balancing equity and efficiency,
I cannot help but think that if the foundation of the mountain is
weak, the whole structure is weakened. If people are really the
backbone of society, then it stands to reason that in total we are
only as strong as our weakest members. It’s ironic that the jobs
performed by the working people at the bottom of society are
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those that absolutely must be done in order to make life livable.
The term “working poor” should be an oxymoron; it shouldn'’t
exist. It seems to me a self-evident proposition that the desire of
any people to form a government should include systems within
which the basic human needs of its citizens are met as an ele-
mentary matter of course.

The franchise that enables business to operate freely within
society is indebted to society for its very existence. Simply
stated, this means that the “haves” of society have a vested inter-
est in seeing that we are all “haves” as a means of self-
preservation. Strengthen the foundation, and you ensure the
stability of the structure itself.

Life at the Bottom of the Mountain

Understanding life at the bottom of the mountain is a requi-
site to understanding society itself. Many people (I used to be
one of them) argue for the necessity of a shame-based welfare
system in order to discourage people from accepting welfare.
And, indeed, evolutionary psychology argues persuasively that
social pressure shapes behavior. But such logic, as it pertains to
social welfare in our king-of-the-mountain economic system,
would assume the protection of the state of agriculture by ensur-
ing the availability of depleted soil for future planting. Humans
need to develop in a rich environment in much the same way
that plants do. Plants extract nutrients from soil. Children meas-
ure their own self-worth by their surroundings. If their neigh-
borhood is a shambles, their sense of self-worth is adversely af-
fected. Substandard education compounds the problem. Speak
eloquently about valuing human beings, in the next breath howl
about the chance that someone may get something for nothing,
and simultaneously demonstrate a willingness to spend more to
keep people in prison than to send the poor to school, and you
franchise poverty at the bottom of the mountain as surely as if
you meant to do so.

People who are conditioned to receiving recognition only
when they do certain things can't relate to unconditional accep-
tance. The very thought that someone could get something for
nothing has become a deeply disturbing notion. It is ironic that



people at the very top of the mountain economically have a lot
in common with people at the very bottom: they are likely to be
sustained by their money alone, doing very little in actual prac-
tice for their keep.>®

I am not suggesting that we give something for nothing, but
that we rethink the nature of the investment. Investment against
poverty is capital for the public interest. Poverty debases capital-
ism as slavery does labor. Both subordinate human worth to
commodities. Poverty diminishes the well-to-do, just as it does
those who are most affected by it. People who cannot see beyond
their own economic interests are bound like prisoners; worse,
they fail to understand that their own interests when pushed to
an extreme become a liability. An economic system created by
people to protect their interest above and beyond that which ex-
ists in a state of nature (without some form of government)
should rightfully be expected to maintain its original level of
quality. It should never depreciate to such a point that normal
functioning allows a large portion of its citizens to be perpetu-
ally without benefit of the equity intended—a situation reminis-
cent of the need that brought the association of people together
to form a government in the first place.®® In his book A Dream
Deferred, Philip Slater adds perspective to this problem:

Since the Bushman—one of the most economically mar-
ginal hunter-gather societies on the planet—managed to
feed, shelter, and care for the nonproductive segment of
their population (about 40 percent of the total) without
complaining about “freeloaders” and “welfare cheats,” it
seems reasonable to say that any society unable to perform
as well as this for its nonproductive members is a very infe-
rior society. Few so-called primitive societies would allow
any of their members to starve when food was plentiful. A
society that does this is simply not doing its job. Societies
exist for the benefit of all. They do not exist for the sole pur-
pose of making a few neurotically needy people very
wealthy. Surely we can envision worthier goals than this.®’

It is strange that American society views people near the bot-
tom of the mountain as being lazy and shiftless, even if they be-
long to the class of working poor. By contrast, people in the



34 Beyond the American Dream

lower castes of India are considered industrious and hardwork-
ing.®? It is even more of a mystery how we can extol duty and sac-
rifice as honorable American traits, fully aware that in wartime
soldiers from near the bottom of the mountain always outnum-
ber those from the upper levels.

The greatest con of the twentieth century is how those at the
top of the economic mountain have convinced those in the mid-
dle that those at the bottom are the ones who keep them from
moving higher. (A significant percentage of the middle class
blames the poor for their own poverty.) In some individual cases
this is undoubtedly true, but to declare such an assertion in gen-
eral is the same as claiming the car behind you prevents you
from passing the one in front of you. “It seems to be a defect in
the human imagination that we always bite at the stick that hits
us instead of at the hand that holds it.”®* No question, the rising
cost of aid to the poor is a burden on the economy. But providing
jobs for the poor requires the effort and consensus of those who
are already out front. The creation of jobs presupposes wealth.
Moreover, the amount of welfare paid to the poor pales in com-
parison to the subtle subsidies given to the wealthy under the
guise of investments. In short, the psychic hydraulics of a king-
of-the-mountain society depend upon the negative emotions of
contempt and resentment. The former for those above, the latter
for those below.

We like to think of ourselves as a classless society, but we are
incredibly astute at recognizing boundaries of class. Children
internalize standards about normalcy faster than they acquire
language. Prejudice and bigotry franchise the trappings of class
in much the same way that degrees having little to do with ability
franchise opportunity. Moreover, of all subjects taught, hate is
most easily learned, which is why bigotry and prejudice play
such an important role when it comes to characterizing people
who live at the bottom of the mountain.

Deep down at the baseline of mountain fever lies an assump-
tion so fundamental and so taken for granted that it might be
considered dormant were it not so hyperactively applicable. It
constitutes the heart and perhaps the soul of the American
Dream. It is what Michael Lewis characterized as “the
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individual-as-central sensibility.” In The Culture of Inequality he
writes;

Inequality in American life has come to be understood in
light of what I have called the individual-as-central sensibil-
ity, according to which one’s status and perquisites are per-
ceived as functions of personal attributes, personal moral-
ity or immorality on the one hand and personal competence
or incompetence on the other. The individual-as-central
sensibility, in its hegemony over the American imagination,
may free many people from social restrictions of arbitrary
ascription, but in doing so it engenders widespread anxiety
about the extent of one’s personal achievement compared to
one’s aspirations. The threat to self posed by this
aspiration-achievement disparity is a significantly trou-
bling preoccupation in American society. Ultimately, it
makes necessary pariahs of the disinherited—the poor, the
non-white, the criminal. In the attempt to manage out of ex-
istence the threat posed by the aspiration-achievement dis-
parity, many Americans come to view their worthiness in
contradistinction to the presumed unworthiness of the dis-
inherited. Invoking the individual-as-central sensibil-
ity—the very same sensibility that has engendered the
threat to the self—many Americans make of their common-
place successes praiseworthy achievements by viewing dis-
advantage as the just dessert for insufficient effort born of
moral infirmity or incompetence. In doing so they invest in
the maintenance of inequality in American society and par-
ticularly in the perpetuation of an under-class of objection-
ables. In doing so they help to maintain those social prob-
lems associated with the existence of this under-class. Prot-
estations to the contrary notwithstanding, for the many
who are threatened by the aspiration-achievement disparity
these problems are themselves a comfort—an indication of
the insufficiencies of others to which they might also have
fallen prey, but which they have, through their own praise-
worthy efforts, avoided. Ultimately, the culture of inequality
in American life is a closed and self-fulfilling system. It cre-
ates psychological need which only the invocation of its ba-
sic premise—the individualization of success and fail-
ure—can serve. It is sustained by the very trouble it cre-
ates.®*
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We have already witnessed the psychic price we pay for the
individual-as-central sensibility through our discussion of the
effects of mountain fever. People who are infected with moun-
tain fever do not take time to create dreams of their own. Even if
they did, and if their dreams came true, they would be unable to
recognize them.

Although it may offer opportunity for great numbers of peo-
ple, a king-of-the-mountain society is oppressive by design.
Within it, the only goal of the oppressed is to become oppressors
themselves, whether they realize it or not. That’s a far cry from
our common conception of the American Dream, and it’s time
our priorities shifted. The missing crucial element is principled
radical awareness, which canlead individuals to a greater under-
standing of themselves and of the culture around them. Where
would we be today, if aspiring to such awareness had been the
object of our dreams all along? Better to ask how we can begin
moving in that direction now and create new dreams for the fu-
ture. The rest of this book is devoted to answering that question.



Chapter Two

Conquering Mountains

Understanding is a kind of ecstasy.!
—Carl Sagan

The Other Side of the Mountain

Conquering metaphorical mountains by finding meaning on
the other side is easy in theory, but hard in practice. What it
really means is conquering one’s culture. It means cutting
through social fabric—hearing, seeing, and thinking for
ourselves. It is true, but seldom acknowledged, that we find
meaning for what we call the inner life by expanding our
awareness of the outerlife. Spinoza put it this way, “The more we
understand individual objects, the more we understand God.”?
Were it not for the trappings of culture, we would realize that
science and religion do not have to be enemies to each other and
that economic success does not have to be the main point of life.
Culture is made up. Culture is education. Culture is science and
religion. Any culture which smothers inquiry sows the seeds of
its own ultimate destruction.

The trail to the other side of the mountain has been blazed by
people who knew that escaping the bonds of society is inherently
more important than moving from one ridge of status to the
next. Thoreau took a shortcut to a higher place of meaning
through the realization that, by being outside the external trap-
pings of modern life, he was in fact at the pinnacle of his own ex-
istence. Emerson argued that a rich man was someone who had
simple needs and could fill them himself.?

37



38 Beyond the American Dream

People often reject the external thrust of society during the pe-
riod commonly referred to as midlife crisis. This life phase is a
juncture of mixed circumstances for many people, but, for oth-
ers, it simply amounts to the accumulation of enough conflict-
ing life experiences that a person suddenly attains a new ability
to see more clearly. Priorities change—what is truly important
stands out and is usually associated with internal satisfaction in-
stead of the external push to move up in status. '

Stephen R. Covey, author of The Seven Habits of Highly Effec-
tive People, offers a cogent synthesis of this phenomenon as a
process of maturity in which one goes from dependence to inde-
pendence to interdependence. Covey’s examination of success in
the past 200 years suggests that the first 150 focused on the char-
acter ethic. In contrast, the last 50 years have focused on the per-
sonality ethic.* The character ethic is based on the Victorian
principles that unite humanity: wisdom, honesty, integrity, hu-
mility, fidelity, temperance, patience, courage, fairness, justice,
and modesty. (Abraham Maslow referred to these principles as
Being Values.?) The personality ethic, on the other hand, implies
that a quick motivational fix or an attitude adjustment is all that
is needed to achieve a higher quality of life.®

I believe that the personality ethic goes deeper than this, that
it is an internalization of the values of our economic system.
Moreover, once one adopts this value system, one cannot help
but be dependent, even though the intent is the opposite. Covey
argues that “dependent people cannot choose to become inter-
dependent. They don't have the character to doit, they don’t own
enough of themselves.”” Focusing on technique without princi-
ple is like building walls without a foundation. Principle is most
commonly defined as a comprehensive and fundamental law, as-
sumption, or doctrine. Covey also says principles are not maps,
but the territory itself.® I strongly disagree: Territory is inert.
Principle is alive and apprehending. I use the term principle not
as a notion of absolutes but as a stage of awareness, a lucid par-
ticipation in the formation of one’s experience, a consciously at-
tentive intimacy, an intellectual honesty, a concern for appre-
hending reality to the best of one’s ability, an all-encompassing
familiarity, like Emerson’s “instructed eye.”® In short, principle
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is a willingness to think and not simply to act as though one is in-
fected with a virus of shoulds and oughts passed down through
the culture.

The key or essence of principle is found in the word compre-
hensive. Comprehension requires involvement through under-
standing—it summons responsibility. But technique, which is
little more than method, requires only obedience. When tech-
nique overrides principle, heroes are replaced by celebrities. In
Victorian times heroes exemplified virtue. People were admired
on the basis of their character. In little more than a half-century
the emphasis changed to what one has or owns, even if it’s only
the spotlight of attention. Today, celebrities are celebrities be-
cause they are celebrities. When technique is more important
than principle in business, marketing takes precedence over
product quality.

Imagine a mirror image or shadow of the mountain where we
play our king-of-the-mountain game. Picture it as containing a
neon-lighted version of Abraham Maslow’s famous hierarchy of
needs. At the bottom are the physiological needs: food, clothing,
and shelter. Above those are the needs for safety and security, fol-
lowed by the social needs for love and belonging, and above
these are the need for self-esteem, self-respect, recognition, and
social status. At the top is the need for self-actualization. Maslow
argued that these needs exist in an imprecise hierarchy, but are sat-
isfied in a hierarchical fashion. So it should be apparent that the
shadow cast from the king-of-the-mountain game is consistently
congruent with the game itself. People at the bottom of the moun-
tain are dominated by the lower-level needs; people near the mid-
dle are concerned with social needs (love and belonging), while
people closer to the top are preoccupied with the need for recogni-
tion and prestige.

This is not to say there are none at or near the top who give
tirelessly of themselves; there are many examples of those who
do. Likewise many near the top conduct themselves in ways
which suggest they are above petty concerns. Maslow noted that
people who are at or near the point he called self-actualization
produce an almost synergistic effect toward valuing the needs of
others. This is the point where real “spiritedness” kicks in. Per-
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haps the whole enterprise of educational psychology would have
been different if Maslow had used a term like intensified learn-
ing, to describe this level instead of self-actualization. After all,
Maslow argued that people who have achieved self-actualization
have in fact learned, understood, and re-understood to such a de-
gree that they have a clearer view of reality.!?

When we compare our economic mountain with Maslow’s hi-
erarchy of needs, education and politics become obvious short-
cuts to power. They are keys to putting this game into perspec-
tive so that, by thoroughly understanding the rules, one can win
when it’s important to win or when appropriate, by not playing
at all. In other words, education enables us to understand the na-
ture of our needs and to become less intimidated and controlled
by them. But we seldom realize that self-mastery also means cul-
tural mastery. Sometimes this results in the realization that
goals we have been seeking are not worthy of our efforts. A large
share of self-help material on the market during the past three
decades amounts to little more than advanced rules for playing
king of the mountain. The game itself creates a state of depend-
ence which relies on attitude adjustments, performance tactics,
and questions of zow but not why. The players, by their partici-
pation, are simply admitting that the game plays the player, not
the reverse. In other words, economic worth equals self-worth.

In a state of independence one learns to play by one’s own
rules. In a state of interdependence one learns that the rules that
support humanity provide the foundation for one’s own support.
In The Dual Brain, Religion, and the Unconscious, Sim C. Liddon
wrote:

...what becomes a person’s main concern—the “ultimate
concern”’—is a reflection of the meaning that that person
finds in his own life, which is to say it is a function of the
world or cosmic view in which the individual conceives
himself (herself) to be embedded. For Jung, it is only when
individuals see themselves in relation to the infinite, when
the “whole” of which they are a part is something infinite,
that they find a meaning to life that is of “real importance.”!!

Finally, consider how complicated life becomes when mil-
lions of us play a desperate competitive social game without
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enough self-knowledge to know when we have won. It is ironic
that when people in a competition-based society become secure
(when they no longer fear falling to a lower level) because they
have their own needs satisfied, they become more sensitive to-
ward the needs of others. It often appears as if the opposite is
true—that people who become more successful become more
selfish. But people who appear to become more selfish haven’t
really satisfied their own needs. Their success becomes a means
of gaining recognition, a recognition that will be lost if it does
not continue; more recognition only increases the anxiety that at
some point it may be lost.

Indeed, if the slopes of our mountain were not so steep or the
fall not so treacherous, our system might be automatically self-
nurturing. It would be both natural and normal for each of us to
share a genuine concern for others. (Small, so-called primitive
tribes of people share such concern for each other without ques-
tion or deliberation.) But instead of those above showing an
automatic concern for those still below, the middle fears the bot-
tom and the top despises both. Imagine the possibilities for hu-
mankind if our educational system routinely produced people
who were so secure with themselves that their pursuit of good-
ness originated from its own account, people who were not only
unintimidated by divisions of class, but felt no need to be above
someone else.

Purpose and Meaning vs. High Ground

There are many well-known hierarchical models depicting
the human condition which fit with the king-of-the-mountain
metaphor. They represent the thinking of Lawrence Kohlberg,
Abraham Maslow, Erik Erickson, Jean Piaget, William Perry,
Edward Deci, the VALS typology, and a myriad of similar East-
ern and Western theories.!? These models suggest three defini-
tive spheres of social reality in America: the first being the bot-
tom of the mountain, then the king of the mountain, followed by
the other side of the mountain.

At the bottom of the mountain, people are driven by circum-
stances. They are locked into a time orientation of the present,
expecting little in a future offset by a past not worth remember-
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ing. To use a fairy tale metaphor, people here are eaten by drag-
ons. Religion is often the last or only hope. The popular term
most commonly used for the people of this sphere is “losers.”
There are no heroes at this level.

The king-of-the-mountain sphere is driven by rules and laws.
It is fueled by social approval and spins with conformity. The
time orientation is past and future. The present is often denied,
in large part because there is too little time for reflection. The
fundamental approach to life at this level is to play by the rules,
to use willpower and technique to win, and to win at any cost.
People who thrive in this sphere invariably interpret the actions
of others in terms of their own rules. For example, if they were to
hear a modern-day Gandhi speak of equality, they would be-
come suspicious and would want to know his bottom line. Peo-
ple in this sphere are adept at specialization; they focus on parts
and destinations. They are concerned with short-term results.
Religion in this sphere concentrates on rules and behavior. Tech-
nique, with a key emphasis on manipulation, is a core value.
People in this sphere slay dragons and call themselves “win-
ners.” They may make significant contributions to society, but
they primarily maintain their status by piling up more than they
pass on, which is, after all, how they climbed to the top in the
first place. Donald Trump could be called a hero in the game of
king of the mountain.

The people on the other side of the mountain are noticeably
out of sync with the status quo. People who have achieved finan-
cial success can prescribe rules for imitating their accomplish-
ments, but people who live by principles inspire others to dis-
cover similar values for themselves. To follow rules is to obey.
“People who lead a satisfying life, who are in tune with their past
and with their future—in short, people whom we would call
“happy”’—are generally individuals who have lived their lives ac-
cording to rules they themselves created.”!? To take actions
based upon principles is to make decisions based upon an atten-
tive awareness; a rule book is not necessary. Here, we have a
commitment to truth, wisdom, and understanding, independent
of afelt need to win. The focus is on wholes. The time orientation
is past, present, and future with the long-term taking precedence
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over the short-term. Religions are observed at this level nearest
the level on which they were founded. That is, the original prin-
ciples remain more important than the bureaucracy of the
church. People of this sphere see through dragons. Whereas in
the other two spheres people are referred to as winners and los-
ers, there is no agreed-upon name for those who derive purpose
and meaning from the other side of the mountain. Indeed, most
people remain unaware that a metaphoric “other side of the
mountain” exists for the ordinary person. They reserve such ac-
knowledgment for those whom we celebrate at this plane, he-
roes like Socrates, Spinoza, Lincoln, Gandhi, Jefferson, Emer-
son, Thoreau, Wallenberg, and King.!*

Though each of these spheres of social reality contrasts
sharply with the others, each maintains a broad range of experi-
ence. At the bottom of the mountain, the locus of causality is
clearly impersonal. The perception is that one has little control
over one’s environment. Adjustment is a key concern. In the king-
of-the-mountain sphere, the locus of causality is noticeably ex-
trinsic. People pursue goals here because others say they should.
They feel they have won when others say they have won. A per-
son can be considered a complete success in the game of king of
the mountain and be totally impoverished in the intellectual
sphere, just as another can be enriched intellectually, gain ac-
cess to the other side of the mountain, and live in austerity.

The locus of causality for those on the other side of the moun-
tain is intrinsic. People here have developed a conscience influ-
enced by, but independent of, the views of others. (I use the term
conscience not as a metaphor for culture but as an active con-
cern for living; if fully developed, it becomes the province of
one’s dreams.) The core of this sphere is nearest to Maslow’s Be-
ing Values. We might call this the moral high ground, except that
those who've reached it would be the first to insist that high
ground in no way means being more important than others.

Morality

In centuries past, the word morals encompassed the whole of
human subjectivity. Today, definitions of what I call the moral
high ground would vary depending upon one’s culture, but it's
generally accepted that morality itself derives from a number of
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rules governing human behavior.!> A social conscience is some-
thing one acquires in the process of living. Freud suggested that
a conscience forms as the result of the imprint of nurture.!® The
behaviorists added the notion that a conscience is the result of
classical conditioning. And social learning theory, or cognitive
science, suggests that a conscience is at least partially born of
reason.

There is truth to be found in each of these schools of thought,
but my own experience leads me to have faith in the ability of
reason to move us toward the high ground more than any other
attribute. But—and this can hardly be overemphasized—reason
must be accountable to and for the emotional contours of life.
Morality can be reduced to why; ethics to why not. It is useful to
think of our conscience as the crossroads where the imprint of
our biological nature and our culture meet the essence of our
purpose. In large part, the development of conscience is a prod-
uct of chance. Fortunate are those who have been the object of
concern, and who have experienced the benefits of affectionin a
stable environment.

Morality has three spheres of functionality. One is traditional
(the way things were); one is practical (the way things are); and
the third is idealistic (the way things could be). It is the nature of
humans that we hold the behavior of strangers to strict, immuta-
ble standards, while we judge ourselves and our closest associ-
ates to standards deemed practical. In other words, “you have to
do what you have todoto get along.” But, for most, it is problem-
atic to entertain the third realm of morality. One can’t spend too
much time speculating about what could be without question-
ing the validity of tradition or the hypocrisy of what is regarded
as practical necessity.

Eighteenth-century philosopher David Hume demonstrated,
in his essay A Treatise of Human Nature, that it is impossible to
extract an authoritative “ought” from an “is.” Latter day philoso-
phers have been hard-pressed to prove him wrong. But Hume
was not wishy-washy about where he thought moral authority
came from. He believed morality arose from the virtue of hu-
manness itself, and that “reason is and ought to be the slave of
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the passions.” Thus, “oughts” are not so hard to come by for ordi-
nary people in search of practical rules of order.

The safety of my family and yours is better assured if we can
decide that we ought not to kill each other. Thinking people can
easily deduce that thou shalt not lie, cheat, steal, or kill will serve
them well as rules for human society. Coming up with these ele-
mentary guides for behavior does not require divine interven-
tion. But, if oughts are hard to prove philosophically, it is not
surprising that the greatest ideological battle of all—the one that
holds a key to understanding the fundamentals of ancient and
contemporary human conflict—rides on the question of where
moral authority comes from. It is related to the rationalist-
empiricist problem which Kant was unable to resolve (though
he may have come as close as anyone ever will). Whether truth is
borne of divine or natural revelation, or whether it is a process of
discovery, remains the subject of endless debate.!”

Our three spheres exist from perceptions of dependence, in-
dependence, and interdependence. If this model is to be of any
use to us, it must offer some insight into why some of us settle for
a life of rewards based on the approval of others, while so few
seem capable or willing to live by their own principles (defined
as an active living awareness) instead of someone else’s rules.
Study Kohlberg'’s theory of moral development in depth, and you
can easily see how the thirst for knowledge moves one from de-
pendence to independence to interdependence. This map is not
so different from Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs” model. Kohl-
berg’s model supports Maslow’s assertion that getting one’s
needs met predisposes one to be more concerned with the needs
of others. Where most people get stalled in their climb is some-
where near the middle. In their noble effort to earn a living, they
catch mountain fever. The game itself becomes more important
than their original reasons for playing. They become so focused
on rules, order, and the right behavior strategies (personality
ethic) that they climb no higher.

Relativism

Let’s dwell for a moment on why the slope of relativism is de-
ceptively inviting. It appears to be a natural resting place: as the
search for truth gets progressively harder, one can rest here be-
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cause there is a degree of virtue in tolerance. But, if one is not
careful, the spot becomes a haven for resting instead of a spring-
board for thinking. When one reaches the posture that relative
opinions need to be considered and that there may be many
paths that lead to truth, it is much easier to add a bit more toler-
ance than to continue the exploration. This seems right; we do
need more tolerance, but becoming tolerant should not arrest
our inquiry. Tolerance is a virtue, but the need to know, to under-
stand, to discover what we really think and believe becomes
most important at the point where we respect the opinions of
others.

When millions of people substitute tolerance for thought,
truth becomes the property of those who haven’t looked very
hard to find it. Thus, articulate spokesmen for any brand of gib-
berish can sway public opinion. The authority to enforce their
version of it will be an easy task if everyone else assumes an atti-
tude of indifference. Relativism has been popularized as the no-
tion that one idea is as good as another, as if anyone, anywhere,
ever held such a view.!® The argument over relativism is not
about truth, but over which worldviews prevail. John Stuart Mill
framed the issue of effort and opinion in his 1859 essay On
Liberty:

He who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of
that. His reasons may be good, and no one may have been
able to refute them. But if he is equally unable to refute the
reasons on the opposite side, if he does not so much as know
what they are, he has no ground for preferring either opin-
ion."?

The point is to reach a posture where one’s desire to know is
greater than one’s need to win an argument. Paradoxically, such
a position is necessary before one can admit not knowing. The
desire to understand must conquer the natural tendency to form
a self-justifying belief. This does not mean that one’s search for
truth must finally arrive at a point of rigidity, but it does mean
that one must be capable of acting according to one’s con-
science. Moreover, this must occur in full awareness of the
flimsy and arbitrary manner in which our views about reality be-
came formed and socially solidified. Getting over the high hur-
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dle of truth versus relativism is the first step in comprehending
wisdom.

In his book The Closing of the American Mind, Allan Bloom ex-
coriated Friedrich Nietzsche as the champion, if not the archi-
tect, of relativism. If you study Nietzsche in depth, however, you
will realize that he would be the last person on earth to claim one
opinion is as good as another, even though he said, “there are no
facts, only interpretations.” No one has argued more forcefully
for thinking for oneself than did Nietzsche. He says,

What, then, is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, meto-
nyms, and anthropomorphisims—in short, a sum of human
relations, which have been enhanced, transposed, and em-
bellished poetically and rhetorically, and which after long
use seem firm, canonical, and obligatory to a people: truths
are illusions about which one has forgotten that this is what
they are; metaphors which are worn out and without sensu-
ous power; coins which have lost their pictures and now
matter only as metal, no longer as coins.?°

Nietzsche reasoned that people unable to infer wisdom from
this statement were, in fact, too stupefied by their culture to en-
ter into a conversation about truth.

A conscience must be based not upon internalized obedience
to external authority, but upon the ability to perceive, compre-
hend, and judge for oneself. Both relativism and absolutism are
in and of themselves antithetical to democracy. Relativism pro-
motes tolerance, a precondition for democracy, but it is no
friend of truth if it arrests further inquiry. Absolutism is intoler-
ant by nature, since it claims to have the truth nailed down. Ar-
thur Schlesinger Jr. writes,

Absolutism is abstract, monistic, deductive, ahistorical, sol-
emn, and it is intimately bound up with deference to author-
ity. Relativism is concrete, pluralistic, inductive, historical,
skeptical and intimately bound up with deference to experi-
ence. Absolutism teaches by rote; relativism by experiment.
“I respect faith,” that forgotten wit Wilson Mizener once
said, “but doubt is what gets you an education.”?!
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Conviction without the possibility of doubt is the archetype
for a closed system. It’s like a computer disk drive with tape over
the access slot, except, in human terms, the believer becomes a
tool or an instrument of power. Thus, the architects of belief cre-
ate ledges on our metaphorical mountains where climbing
through knowledge and understanding seems impossible. Rick
Roderick offers a philosophical posture which enables a person
to negotiate the deceptive slope of relativism without falling or
pushing anyone else off. Roderick is a “fallibilist believing pas-
sionately in certain things but realizing that his beliefs may be
wrong.”?? From this posture, “faith” could never be a justifica-
tion for war.

Finding a Moral North

In the words of Irving Singer, “Traditional wisdom has always
maintained that saintly and heroic lives are not only more desir-
able but also more meaningful than others.”?* A sharp stick in
the eye would cause no more pain to Socrates or Gandhi than it
would to you or me; their food would have tasted no better to
them than ours does to us. They would likely have found no
more satisfaction from a warm summer day than you or 1. But
how do you begin to measure the quality of a life lived so near the
core of its inner values that the one living it would rather die
than void the principles upon which it is lived? Did Socrates’ de-
cision to die for his principles mean that he was a fool, a zealot, a
fanatic, a figment of Plato’s imagination, or a truly wise and vir-
tuous man? Did Socrates throw his life away, or had he pursued
meaning so far into a corner as to have truth by the throat?

Perhaps we can never answer these questions, but by continu-
ously asking them in differing ways we may advance closer to
“meaning,” just as a compass moves explorers closer to a “north”
that they will never actually visit. Would it be fair to say that Soc-
rates, in choosing to die for his beliefs, had reached a posture ap-
proaching the embodiment of purpose and the foundation of
principle? If this sort of inquiry sheds light on the quest of living,
we could propose that the other side of the mountain be called
the brighter side of the mountain. This is the place where one is
most likely to make a contribution that will not only add mean-
ing to one’s own life, but will also be capable of adding signifi-
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cance to the lives of others. Paradoxically, Socrates’ surrender to
his culture proved that his ideas were superior to that culture.
He was physically destroyed by his culture, but by letting his
critics put him to death, he has drawn eternal attention to the in-
justice of having social convention preside at a higher level than
ideas. John Stuart Mill put it this way, “Socrates was put to
death, but the Socratic philosophy rose like the sun in heaven,
and spread its illumination over the whole intellectual firma-
ment.”?*

When we speak of the need for a liberal (balanced) education,
what we really mean is that learning should become intrinsic,
and this cannot occur until we subdue the need to conform with-
out question. One cannot adopt principles as one does rules
without genuinely understanding and internalizing their values.
To accept a rule based upon a principle is not equivalent to up-
holding the need for the principle. Following rules and the letter
of the law is not sufficient to sustain principles. “Principles need
feeding.”?® Circumstances change, making rules and the law am-
biguous, but principles do not change. The United States Consti-
tution is a draft based upon principle, but if not read, if not un-
derstood, if not upheld, if not sustained intellectually, then it is
as worthless as the paper it’s written on.

It is a serious mistake to underestimate the problematic na-
ture of intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation. This is precisely
why reasoning at the level of principle is so hard to achieve and
why itis so important. There is verylittle we do as humans which
is not at some nexus attached to external motivation. It may ap-
pear that we engage in art or sport for the love of the activity, and
those of us who write convince ourselves that we really write for
ourselves. But, if no one ever appreciated our art, observed our
sport or read our writing, our enthusiasm for these efforts would
diminish dramatically. Thinking this through, seeing and under-
standing the subtle, obscured relationships which guide our ac-
tions, affords us a much better assessment of why we really do
what we do.

Moral high ground is neither won nor maintained by the pos-
ture of a superior moral stance. For decades both liberals and
conservatives suffering altitude sickness have spoken eloquently



50 Beyond the American Dream

of high moral principles without adopting them for themselves.
Where are the politicians who will act on their own conscience
without regard to the consequences? (Out of office, you say?) In-
deed, where are the citizens who will make sacrifices for future
generations? It is not at all difficult to imagine that, if the major-
ity of people in America were driven by principles based upon in-
ternal values, our king-of-the-mountain game would crumble of
its own weight.

Accepting a large body of doctrine without feeling the need to
rise to the same level of knowledge that produced it is what keeps
millions of people from dreaming their own American Dreams
instead of living among the reruns from other eras. An example
would be to become as knowledgeable about the affairs of gov-
ernment as were the founding fathers. It is self-evident that to
accept doctrine without forming one’s own opinion is to obey
without question. Yet, in the matter of established truths, little is
settled; not questioning is dangerous. When we begin our own
inquiry, follow our own reason, act on and by our own princi-
ples, we meet life head on; we change was to is and balance what
with why. This process overflows with purpose, as Nietzsche
writes: “He who has a why to live can bear most any how.”
George Bernard Shaw captures the point perfectly:

This is the true joy in life, the being used for a purpose recog-
nized by yourself as a mighty one; the being thoroughly
worn out before you are thrown on the scrap heap; the force
being of nature instead of a feverish selfish little clod of ail-
ments and grievances complaining that the world will not
devote itself to make you happy.*®

It is easy to see that the majority of people in the world are not
likely to reach the core of inner values described here. It is just as
easy to see, however, that the fact that they will not has nothing
whatsoever to do with their individual abilities. One does not
have to be president of the United States during a civil war to be
like Abraham Lincoln, nor does one have to move to the woods
to develop the conscience of a Henry David Thoreau. But if eve-
ryone did aspire to similar understanding, our present social in-
stitutions—even our churches—would change radically or dis-
appear, for most of them depend upon the ethos of king of the
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mountain. Indeed, if the majority of humans sought to internal-
ize truth, it would become impossible to create standing armies
of people who regard the act of killing on command as “just an-
other job.” Doing one’s duty would require at lot more thinking
than is presently required to shoot an enemy.

If the majority of people were driven by internalized ideas of
right and wrong—if they were committed to truth, equality, and
justice for all—the changes in our society would be earthshak-
ing. The surprising realization here is not so much that those at
the bottom of the mountain would suddenly be independent, but
that all of us would be free to make intrinsic choices. Imagine
what our society would be like if everyone simply felt free not to
buy what they do not need.

The trip from the middle to the other side of the mountain
does not require that one climb over the top, but that one’s values
change from an extrinsic to an intrinsic orientation. Unfortu-
nately, we have no great impetus for intrinsic learning as we
grow older in our society, and too many people simply stop
learning altogether. This leaves an enormous gap between those
at the middle and those who have reached the other side: those
near the middle interpret the motives of those on the other side
to be the same as theirs, even though they are not based on the
same criteria. For example, people motivated by money expect
that everyone else is too. But people who have reached the top of
Kohlberg’s scale of moral development (and the other, brighter
side of our mountain) paralle] experts who, no longer relying on
the recollection of rules, are driven by principles. They direct
their own lives.

The work of Erik Erikson calls our attention to lifestage devel-
opment. If we fail to mature, and the nature of our personal mo-
tivation remains extrinsic, we become in a sense “outwardly-in”
focused, which means we become obsessed with ourselves (as is
the case with individuals who spend hours telling others the de-
tails about their latest surgery). If we mature, if our motivation
becomes intrinsic, our focus becomes inward-out; we reach Er-
ickson’s seventh stage of generativity and become concerned
with what might be called our “cosmic contribution” (my term),
a sincere desire to pass on some of the value we have consumed



52 Beyond the American Dream

through living to those people who will still be here when we are
gone.

Immanuel Kant spoke of the “moral law” within each of us. %’
A central thesis of this book is that my moral law within applies
to me and me alone, and yours applies to you. (This is not to be
confused with obeying the laws of the land.) I may wish you
would adopt mine as a law, and I am free to argue that you
should, but I cannot and will not force it upon you, nor will I let
you force yours upon me. Spinoza believed (and made a very
good case) that the human mind is intended as an integral union
with nature. 2 When you consider these two ideas with Erikson’s
stage of generativity, human fulfillment resembles the biological
world of living things which begin as seed, reach maturity, and
produce their own seeds—only here the offspring are deeds and
ideas.

Building Better Mountains

Creating a higher and better culture requires putting our cur-
rent world in perspective with specific attention to biological,
social, and intellectual strata of existence. In 1991, after nearly a
decade and a half, Robert M. Pirsig resurrected his semi-
fictional Phaedrus to present a new metaphysics of quality in
Lila: An Inquiry Into Morals. Pirsig writes:

Phaedrus had once called metaphysics “the high country of
the mind”—an analogy to the “high country” of mountain
climbing. It takes a lot of effort to get there and more effort
when you arrive, but unless you make the journey you are con-
fined to one valley of thought all your life. This high country
passage through the Metaphysics of Quality allowed entry to
another valley of thought in which the facts of life get a much
richer interpretation. The valley spreads out into a huge fertile
plain of understanding.

In this plain of understanding static patterns of value are di-
vided into four systems: inorganic patterns, biological pat-
terns, social patterns and intellectual patterns. They are ex-
haustive. That's all there are. If you construct an encyclopedia
of four topics—Inorganic, Biological, Social and Intellec-
tual-—nothing is left out. No “thing,” that is. Only dynamic
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quality, which cannot be described in any encyclopedia, is ab-
sent.2?

Before I discuss the concept of dynamic quality, let’s use Pir-
sig’s components to construct a new model for comparison with
my king-of-the-mountain metaphor. First, we establish a layer of
inorganic material for our foundation. Second, we attach a strip
of biological matter vertically to the left-hand corner of the foun-
dation. Next, we attach an equal length of social matter verti-
cally to the right-hand corner. As our final step, we lay a strip of
intellectual matter across the top, joining both sides, to give us a
simple square or frame. Now we have a frame for all-of-reality,
elegant in its simplicity.

Does the joining of the biological and intellectual planes cre-
ate society or do the biological and social planes create the indi-
vidual? Sociobiologists tell us our genetic predispositions color
our behavior to a far greater extent than most of us realize. On
the other hand, we have seen the damage that can result from the
excessive influence of our culture. This argument has been go-
ing on for decades and may never be solved. There are points to
be made for each side. After all, this question of biological na-
ture versus social nurture is surely one of degree. Pirsig suggests
these four all-inclusive components—inorganic, biological, so-
cial, and intellectual—proceed upward in a moral sense (based
onreason) as “a migration of static patterns” moving toward Dy-
namic Quality.

Although I am in general agreement with the integrity of Pir-
sig’s model, I'm also troubled by the implications others might
infer from it. Misunderstood, it might lead to the same kind of
perversion that made Nietzsche’s works a product of the Nazis.
Clearly understood, I believe it has the potential to be a guide to
the best enlightenment human reason can offer. The interde-
pendence of these four all-encompassing patterns is so over-
whelming as to temper the concept of dominance in all but the
most abstract circumstances. Biological patterns are special ar-
rangements of inorganic patterns. Social patterns and intellec-
tual patterns cannot exist without biology, and biology cannot
exist without inorganic matter. A good life without a good soci-
ety is intellectually unendurable. Being itself is totally depend-
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ent upon all four patterns. Are not ideas just another term for
biological expression? There is a neurochemical basis for each
and every thought, butit’s problematic to suggest that biological
patterns will ever be fully comprehended by intellectual pat-
terns. In The Fourth Horsemman, Andrew Nikiforuk writes,

The big secret to bacteria’s survival is their ability to solve
problems.... If a team of bacteria had written the world’s his-
tory, humans would appear as a period at the end.... The real
truth about bacteria reads like science fiction and is a lot
more exotic than warfare. Bacteria are not only our ances-
tors but our number one life-support system. They clean our
water, prime the atmosphere and take care of the dead.... As
the planet’s eldest, brightest and most numerous life-form,
bacteria work in teams as one big superorganism. The art of
successful living and planet regulating has taken bacteria
two and a half billion years to learn....The earth’s first-line
defense mechanism will only tolerate so much crowding,
pollution and deforestation before some of its members in-
tervene. The superorganism, because it is the superorgan-
ism, can’t behave any other way.*

Ideas produce vaccines, but viruses grow more and more
complex in response. Indeed, could not pathological ideologies
be mental viruses? Are not the thoughts which fill our heads ex-
pressions of culture? Have not ideas with the names of religions
and political affiliations killed millions with as much or more
vigor than the great plagues of centuries past? Will an Ebola or
AIDS-like virus ultimately wipe the slate clean of human beings
and by so doing achieve what Richard Preston has characterized
as “revenge of the rainforest?”3! We may be technologically liter-
ate enough for space travel, but we are still baffled by the virus of
the common cold. If all of life sprang forth from a single cell,
would we be correct to say that all ideas originated from one
thought?

Try imaging Dynamic Quality as a sort of pristine progress
that rests momentarily on the pitons and crampons of evolution.
If an instance of Dynamic Quality (progress) is accepted and be-
comes established, it becomes static quality and we wait for yet
another advance. The development of computer software is an
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apt analogy for how this process plays out. Ideas become system
programs which remain static until overwritten. Thus, Dynamic
Quality becomes the “source of all things.” Intellectual patterns
are the highest form of patterns. Pirsig writes,

A human being is a collection of ideas, and these ideas take
moral precedence over a society. Ideas are patterns of value.
They are at a higher level of evolution than social patterns of
value. Just as it is more moral for a doctor to kill a germ than
a patient, so it is more moral for an idea to kill a society than
it is for a society to kill an idea.*

From this perspective, the importance of understanding how
our new model is constructed comes clear. You can'’t tell at first
glance that one component (the intellectual plane) is morally su-
perior. Yet, all moral progress depends upon intellectual en-
deavor. Unless the combined intellects of the members of our so-
ciety uphold the ideas on which that society is built, we fall back
to a (less caring) social posture of rules and bureaucracy that
amount to static social patterns. Perhaps it's more appropriate
to say that Pirsig’s model works in a humanistic sense, or in a
subjective way of knowing similar to that described by
eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume. Humans,
he said, discover conventional morality through common expe-
rience. In other words, ideas belong at the pinnacle of humanity
because they evoke human aspirations in their most dramatic
expression, both in the real world of everyday practicality and in
our imaginations. The well-being of societies, as well as that of
individuals, depends on the development and use of human in-
telligence. The alternative is to watch our lives unfold as if from
a script: we play sterile roles and wait for someone to give us our
lines.

In his book The Evolving Self: A Psychology for the Third Mil-
lennium, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi writes, “Excessive accultura-
tion leads one to see reality only through the veils of the culture.
A person who invests psychic energy exclusively in goals pre-
scribed by society is forfeiting the possibility of choice.”? The
important lesson here is that any tribe, group, country, govern-
ment, society, or nation which comes together for the well-being
of its members (regardless of whether its major source of influ-
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ence stems from culture or biology), must—if it really values qual-
ity and truth—organize itself in such a way as to ensure that all of
its members have every possible opportunity to benefit from and
contribute to the intellectual plane. Too little culture results in
ignorance, and too much culture produces stupidity which
manifests as arrogance among its leaders.

Pirsig’s model further implies that social and intellectual pat-
terns depend on biological patterns. Qur lives as individuals re-
semble this same hierarchical order. We are made of carbon at-
oms; when we are born, our biological needs dominate. Then we
grow into our culture, and when we have a certain volume of ex-
perience, we enter the intellectual plane. If we master a part of
our culture, and our ideas prevail, we lay down new patterns of
culture. But we must understand, as William F. Allman writes in
The Stone Age Present,

...the entire debate over whether nature or nurture has the
most influence in human affairs is built on an intellectual
house of cards. Culture is not an independent entity that
struggles to overide human biology, but rather a reflection
of that biology, as inputs from the surrounding physical and
social environment combine with the evolved mechanisms
in the brain to produce the full panoply of human behav
jor.*

When we apply intellectual patterns to the task of understand-
ing biological patterns, we advance social patterns, and thus we
add quality. When we apply intellectual patterns to biological
patterns, we begin to understand the concept of wholeness as a
representation of all four patterns. Thus, we create new cultural
mountains to climb for those who come after us. Such is the
character of dreams and aspirations.

It takes an extraordinary amount of thought to discern what
really matters to us in this life, precisely because we have lost our
visceral connection to the world of interrelatedness. If we make
no effort to find our own meaning in this life, our culture will
block the way. To live one’s life without fully developing one’s in-
tellectual capacity is to live as if one has been infected with a cul-
tural virus, flattened with a case of societal flu.
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Deceptive Paths

Viewing humankind as capable of discovering equality as a
virtuous truth has its share of articulate critics. Theories abound
about the social structure of human beings. Schopenhauer be-
lieved life to be purposeless, that we are driven by the “will” to
live successfully at the expense of others. Friedrich Nietzsche
countered that the true nature of humans is not “will” but “will
to power,” suggesting that society’s creative members are supe-
rior human beings and should not be subject to the same rules as
members of the common flock.

It is easy to confuse the “will” with the “will to power” because
they are closely related. The search for power is for some yet an-
other means of grasping for security or assurance that one will
survive. Moreover, the more power one achieves, the more
power one needs. Thus, it is easy for people bent on achieving
domination to assume those with power come by it naturally,
and for those who succeed to see themselves as being superior to
those who haven't.

In his book In Defense of Elitism, William A. Henry III argued
that America is suffering from the over-influence of egalitarian-
ism, that our obsession with equality comes at the expense of
real merit. “If you wish to produce an elite,” he says, “you must
live by elite values.”*> Now, you can’t get much more Nitez-
schean than that. Henry is right that we are living in an anti-
intellectual era, and right again to suggest that some ideas are
better than others, that some people and cultures have more go-
ing for them than others. He is right to rail against a new-age re-
vival of beliefs in mysticism, medieval mumbo-jumbo, and psy-
chobable “based on self-interest, mob politics, and fear rather
than research and open-minded inquiry,” and right again to say,
“Opportunity does not need to be exactly equal. It only needs to
exist.”>® But then he writes, “The vital thing is not to maximize
everyone’s performance, but to ensure maximal performance
from the most talented, the ones who can make a difference.”®’
We must ask, what exactly is a difference and who decides what
it is? Indeed, I have argued in favor of those who bring quality to
bear upon culture, but when anyone other than the individual
involved decides what a difference is, or how quality of life is de-
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fined, the stage for tyranny is set. Our history proves this beyond
doubt.

Livelihood in a capitalistic society is based upon some kind of
performance by everyone. Will an upwardly mobile, talented
elite willingly look after the rest of us? Not likely. Innate superi-
ority is often an illusory apparition. William A. Henry III was an
obsessively busy individual. Shortly before his book was pub-
lished, he died of a massive heart attack. He was 44 years old.
Life is not a game you win.

Survival of our species depends upon diversity. In other
words, it takes all kinds of people to maintain society, and many
ordinary people to produce extraordinary people. How do those
who endorse a natural hierarchy based on contribution explain
the genius born of ordinary parents? While some may indeed
contribute more to society than others, equality is justified as
much by rational, secular thinking as it is by religious morality.
In other words, there is a rational basis for respecting individual
members of society, regardless of what their perceived contribu-
tion to society might be.

Most theories about the virtue of human equality rise from the
world’s religions, but when we view mankind in terms of biologi-
cal nature and take into account recent studies in psychobiology
(brain science), a middle ground between Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche would appear to be the “will to survive.” That some
people within any given society are driven to seek power is with-
out question, but recent experience with prisoners of war and
the survivors of the Nazi death camps suggest that the “will to
survive” is more pervasive and far stronger in more people than
the “will to power.” Millions of people who went to extraordinary
efforts to survive such ordeals sought little in the way of power in
later years. Nietzsche’s “will to power” can be as simple as an ani-
mal discharging its will to be what it is, or to do what it must in
order to exist. But a “will to power” in human terms is also a re-
sult of learned behavior, which makes it a pattern of culture. A
case in point: We clearly admit that knowledge is power. Now, if
Nietzsche’s “will to power” were literally true would this not be a
planet of raging autodidacts?
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The comparison between the will and the will to power could
go on forever. This question lies at the heart of motivation, and it
may always be a subjective call. Not long ago, while researching
questions about motivation, I found 22 distinctly different de-
fensible theories as to the true nature of motivation. I came to
believe that a person’s motivation must stem from a continuum
made up of one’s genetic, social, and learned responses. In a
sense, purpose is the residue of motivation.

Viktor Frankl’s experience as a prisoner in Auschwitz during
World War II caused him to conclude that Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche were both wrong, that neither the “will” nor the “will
to power” captures the essence of human nature, but that the
search for meaning is the true heart of human existence. Yet in
each of our daily lives we see countless examples of people who
seem hell-bent on insulating themselves from meaning in any
genuine human sense. Perhaps it's more appropriate to say that
there are truths to be found in the “will,” in “the will to power,”
and in “the search for meaning,” but “the will to survive” is pri-
mary. Evolutionary biologists have little trouble making a case
linking us to a long line of nonhuman creatures with an undeni-
able “will to survive.” It also seems appropriate, though simplis-
tic in human terms, to point out the hierarchical nature of these
aspirations: the will to survive is a biological predisposition, the
will to power a social one, and the search for meaning is an intel-
lectual endeavor.

Making Our Own Way

If you think of the mountain in our king-of-the-mountain
model as a metaphor for a culture delineated with ridges, imag-
ine that each ridge is wind-blown with its own rhetoric. By this I
mean that at each ridge there is ample opportunity for spokes-
men or gurus to rally the support of those who will go no further
in seeking knowledge on their own. For example, an increasing
number of radio talk shows have gained large national audi-
ences by appealing to the ridge identified by Lawrence Kohlberg
as stage four, the society-maintaining orientation. Hosts use fa-
miliar slogans, such as “America first” (a catch phrase for isola-
tionism), to alarm their listeners to a myriad of possible foreign
threats. They sustain their audiences by playing on public igno-



60 Beyond the American Dream

rance and fear of conspiracy. Such fears promote nationalism,
ethnocentrism, bigotry, and prejudice. They ensure the status
quo by creating a feeling of dread and apprehension about the
future. But the way to discover purpose and meaning apart from
the relentless attempt to gain economic high ground is to think
these issues through for ourselves.

Self-knowledge affords the most favorable circumstances for
making progress in all spheres, regardless of your personal
goals. I make no pretense that I've found the other side of the
mountain—I am only searching for it. But I've learned from ex-
perience that those who lay claim to high moral ground seldom
stand on it. Among those who make such assertions are some of
the most pretentious fools I have ever met. The properties of mo-
rality are a little like Zen: to explain Zen is to misunderstand it.
To declare one is moral is to misconstrue the meaning of moral-
ity. Morality as I define it is best described by Walter Truett An-
derson as:

... the product of hard-won wisdom, a way of being that ex-
presses wherever a person happens to be along the (hope-
fully) never-ending path of understanding and reunder-
standing life, constructing and reconstructing the rules of
relationship between self and others.3®

So long as individuals look to others for instructions instead
of developing their own accountability, so long as rules and
authority substitute for principle and conscience, society will
pay a dear price. Moral crusades are never about morals. The act
of proselytizing morality is almost always an attempt at to gain
power. Moral virtue is best taught and learned by example.
Preaching virtue is not a sign that one possesses it. This does not
mean that we cannot learn from those who preach one thing and
practice another. As individuals we are responsible for discern-
ing truth on our own. Legions of authors and poets have written
eloquently about lands they themselves never visited. Indeed,
people who write books offering advice are often the ones most
in need of it. A person who has never been to the next town can
still give good directions for getting there, but perhaps not as
well as the person who once got lost trying to find it. We must
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learn to judge for ourselves when we are getting off the right
path.

The best example of moral truth is still a living example, but
the greatest danger—the deep illusion—is to use the failings of
others as an excuse for not having to judge the truth for our-
selves. It's too easy to dismiss an argument, not on its own
grounds, but on the character of the person presenting it. Thus,
reducing the search for truth to name-calling amounts to abdi-
cating responsibility. There will never be a need to form one’s
own opinions about divisive issues if one can always use the ex-
cuse that no one can be found to discuss them who is above re-
proach. Moral authority derives its ability to influence by pre-
senting an example worthy of emulation.

Expanding Awareness

Imagine what it would be like to spend the first ten years of
your life in your present home without ever being able to see or
venture beyond its walls. How enlightening it would be to step
through the door and observe your home from the outside.
Imagine another decade confined to the community in which
your home is located without being able to see or venture be-
yond it. How enlightening it would be to go to another town.
Now, in increments of ten years imagine yourself similarly con-
fined to your state, your country, your continent, and finally
your planet. This exercise helps you to see how moving from one
of these bound locations to the next leads to great leaps of under-
standing, expanded awareness, and insight into matters that, be-
fore, you could not even imagine. When we contrast the experi-
ence of the home-bound individual with that of the traveler to
another planet, the former seems to have little more than exis-
tence and the latter seems always on the verge of meaningful
discovery.

Continual learning produces the same effect, though the con-
trasts are more subtle. Frequently in this text I mention reality as
if T know what that is, but in a literal sense I am only dimly aware
of what reality might be. The limitations of my senses make me
oblivious to the multitude of activities going on in and around
my body at this very moment. Try to imagine for a moment what
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it would be like to sense of the millions of life forms on this
planet who are at this very instant ripping the flesh from another
living creature: the African lion dismembering the gazelle, the
arctic wolfpack partially devouring the caribou before it loses its
footing, hundreds of millions of perpetual predator/prey ac-
tions, the slaughter of millions of farm animals for the super-
market, or the common house cat’s terrorizing of mice and rab-
bits in the vacant lot next door. These are harsh examples, but we
are so estranged, so disembodied and removed, that this daily
ritual of death would have to be heard as a perpetual scream be-
fore most of us would be able to acknowledge the fact that na-
ture is “red in tooth and claw” and be fully aware of the fact that
life eats.>®

The tragedy of this lack of awareness is that we fail to see our-
selves in a harsh, but very real, relationship with nature. Most of
us live for decades denying the inevitability of our own death.
We find it hard even to look at the dead, as evidenced by our
practice of covering with a sheet or blanket the body of someone
who has just died. We cannot bear to look at death for very long
without acknowledging that it is a part of life. Children grow up
in our culture believing that animals have human character
traits, thereby forming a totally distorted view of the natural
world and their own role in it. Nature is neither cruel nor kind; it
simply is. Even so, hidden beneath a veil of beauty and a misim-
pression of harmony lies a seething malignancy which is not for-
eign to nature but is an integral part of it. We often speak of a
“balance in nature,” but taking a historical perspective will re-
veal that to be an illusion. The signature of nature is change, and
this makes our environmental actions critical.

The lowest human rules over the world of animals with as
much authority as a king in earlier centuries. To the beast we are
god-like, to the stray dog we are as Zeus to Plato. Yet we are kin to
animals, of the same flesh. To realize we are knotted to the same
fate as animals, because we cannot live without them, over-
whelms us with responsibility for the stewardship of our planet.
Our inability to see clearly that we are a part of the process of na-
ture and not the masters of nature is evidenced by the sorry state
of the global environment.
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Teacher and philosopher Joseph Campbell spoke often of the
symbiotic relationship between man and animals. Tribal socie-
ties that depended on a species for food (as, for example, the
American Indian depended on the buffalo) were cultures that ex-
perienced great respect for and sacred attachments to the
hunted animal. In a different context, that sense of attachment is
what is lacking today: we have either more respect for the ani-
mals than we have for ourselves, or none at all. The grim evi-
dence left by ivory poachers brings an emotional cry from those
who value the elephant. To save the elephant, we will kill hu-
mans if necessary, but herein lies the very crux of the problem. If
we don't respect humanity enough to abolish the economic con-
ditions that prompt people to risk death in order to poach ivory,
then we have little hope of achieving the equilibrium necessary
for both humans and beasts. This is not to say that even in a more
just economy there would not be people who would break any
law to further their own ends. But, for some Africans, the alter-
native to poaching is death anyway, or at best a life subordinate
in economic quality to that of American family pets. Only by re-
specting ourselves and understanding that we are a part of the
natural world are we likely to understand that to kill nature is to
kill ourselves, and that to not allow our fellow humans enough
equity to live with dignity amounts to the same thing.

Ever since Charles Darwin, Herbert Spencer, and Charles
Pierce, we have pointed to nature for evidence to support the
power of the strong over the weak. But deep within nature lies a
fastener of cooperation, a lesson of profound relatedness and in-
terdependence. Our muddled human perception is further ob-
scured by our failure to view nature as it is designed instead of
the way we would like it to be. Our tendency is to identify with
the predator or the prey.

Inherent in false perception is the persistent notion that we
are being objective when we aren’t. There is also the fallacy that
thinking is alogical process. It is not. We are adept at pattern rec-
ognition and recall, but there is nothing inherently logical in the
process of thinking itself. It takes work to make thinking a genu-
ine intellectual pattern. Witness a pool player striking the cue
ball, and the cue ball striking the eight ball. We perceive that we
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see the force that causes the eight ball to move, but we do not. We
see the motion of the cue ball and the subsequent motion of the
eight ball, but we do not see the force that causes the eight ball to
move. If this does not seem clear, I suggest thinking about it until
it becomes indisputable. The exercise will help you appreciate
that thinking does not naturally follow logic and the laws of
physics are not necessarily discerned through appearances.

Or suppose that you are walking down the street and stop the
first 30 people you meet to ask them the date of their birth. Do
you think it’s logical that two or more of them will have been
born on the same day? Mathematical logic suggests that the
odds are 2:1 in favor of at least two of them of having the same
birthday, but it seems counterintuitive.*® The point of these exer-
cises is both simple and profound. We make millions of deci-
sions throughout our lives based on the assumption that our
thinking is naturally logical and that everything is as it appears.
Not so.

To be truly aware one must be appreciative of the memes of
culture—the memorable units of intellectual patterns which re-
duce thinking to a settled process. Richard Dawkins coined the
term meme in 1976, in his book The Selfish Gene. He writes,

Examples of memes are tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, clothes
fashions, ways of making pots or of building arches. Just as
genes propagate themselves in the gene pool by leaping
from body to body via sperm or eggs, so memes propagate
themselves in the meme pool by leaping from brain to brain
via a4process which in a broad sense, can be called imita-
tion.*!

Cognitive scientist Daniel C. Dennett reminds us why memes
are so consequential. “Never forget the crucial point: the facts
about whatever we hold dear—our highest values—are them-
selves very much a product of the memes that have spread most
successfully.”#? Dennett reminds us that “the meme for educa-
tion, for instance, is a meme that reinforces the very process of
meme implantation.”43

The disturbing yet liberating notion in all of this is that it is of-
ten much harder to be reasonable than it is to be wrong. Without
a high level of awareness about the deceptive nature of percep-
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tion, we have little chance of being objective about anything.
The salient characteristic of the construction of reality is that, as
often as not, the process is arbitrary, which means that many of
our opinions are arbitrary also. We think we are being logical
when there is nothing at all logical about our thinking. We often
default to the notion of “common sense” when what we really
mean is “common perception.” The opinions (and memes) we
hold about skin color, hair style, and body shape are malleable;
in other words, if we are taught one is better or more beautiful
than another, in time, the beauty will seem intuitively obvious.

Plato advocated not teaching logic until a person was 35 years
old, but then, Plato didn’t believe in democracy. If he had, I dare
say he would have reduced his recommendation by at least 20
years. Why we do not teach logic (as the mechanics of argument)
with as much enthusiasm as reading, writing, and arithmetic
would be a mystery, were it not for the messy disruption con-
trary opinions bring to the classroom and to the political ad-
ministration which oversees it.

Socrates argued continually that in order to achieve wisdom
we must be willing to challenge our most precious beliefs. An
easy way to begin is to develop a healthy skepticism for our won-
derful, but frail, sense perception and to realize, above all, that
“we have the power to defy the selfish genes of our birth and,
when necessary, the selfish memes of our indoctrination.”#4
Moreover, we must understand that while memes are the residue
of intellectual patterns, they represent nothing more than social
patterns. Thinking, then, by definition, must exercise enough
power to break through common perception.

In Self-University, I quoted writer John Culkin on the nature of
reality. His description is worth repeating:

All perception is selective. We are all experts at discerning
other people’s patterns of selectivity. Our own is mercilessly
hidden from us. Our own personal experience sets up one
grid between us and reality. Our culture adds one. Our lan-
guage and our media system tighten the mesh. No one man,
no one culture has a privileged key to reality.*’

Alan Watts put technological reality in perspective when he
said, “The greater the scientist, the more he is impressed with his



66 Beyond the American Dream

ignorance of reality, and the more he realizes that his laws and
labels, descriptions and definitions, are the products of his own
thought.”#® If we are going to rise to the occasion of our culture,
we must make every effort to understand it and all of the other
cultures with which we come into contact. We must understand
that memory is often a refuge from reality, and that an event and
a recollection are two separate occurrences. Thus, selective
memory is often used to avoid understanding and to accept cul-
tural assumptions without question: anything recalled similar
to what culture poses as truth will be accepted as verification.
Moreover, perceptual values have a way of encroaching upon
memory; in time, what we value colors memory so that the past
becomes idealized. Thus, cultural myths, premises that were
never true, are preserved as absolute fact.4’

Learning to Reason

Our acceptance of culture can sometimes blot out our ability
to reason, leaving us with the mistaken notion that we're actu-
ally being reasonable. I can best illustrate this by offering my
own experience with the study of philosophy. Even though it
seemed difficult for me to understand, philosophy fascinated
me with its potential for apprehending a closer view of reality.
For years I had scoffed at the idea that philosophy or critical
thinking had much to offer. Once I thought my way past this hur-
dle, I began to study in earnest. I spent many hours reading what
were purported to be great works. I comprehended little of them,
but I persisted. I constantly referred to the dictionary to ponder
terms I barely understood, and I read lots of books that offered
to simplify great works. The arguments of most of the philoso-
phers seemed so compelling that once I felt I understood them, I
could do nothing but agree with them. Thus, when I read one
that contradicted another, I had no choice but to change my
mind.

In time this gave way to gradual development of an ability to
formulate and conduct my own arguments and to take issue
with those in the books. It seems to me the reason great philoso-
phers stand out is simply that, even though their premises may
be absurd, their arguments are compelling because they appear
to have legitimacy by nature of their construction. In contrast,



Congquering Mountains 67

those who consider themselves to be ordinary citizens without
much experience in the construction of reasoned argument have
little to offer in the intellectual arena concerning our greatest
problems, except to repeat the arguments of others—or to
change their minds repeatedly whenever a new, more compel-
ling speaker rises to the podium. Each of us needs to ask our-
selves which kind of person we want to be: someone who up-
holds and strengthens principles through a lucid awareness of
one’s experience and the development of one’s own reasoning, or
someone who simply obeys his or her way through life.
Learning to reason well requires patience and discipline. In
today’s world, we are presented with so much information that
does not require reflection or a well-reasoned response, we be-
gin to avoid material that does. Movies are a good exam-
ple—profound and complex ideas may be presented in a movie,
but observation is all that is required of the viewer. Failing to un-
derstand one scene does not prevent you from viewing the next.
Contrast this with reading material that requires careful reflec-
tion upon each sentence in order to make sense of the next, and
you can see how formidable the mechanics of philosophical dis-
course might be. But, even though reading philosophical works
may seem hard, the key to understanding them is really more a
matter of patience and practice than of superior intelligence.
The payoff is this: the sensual pleasures of learning are inher-
ently more satisfying than anything posing to be entertainment.
Discipline is not exactly the right word to explain what else is
required for learning to reason well, but for lack of a better word
it will have to do. What I mean by discipline is really more a mat-
ter of seeing, a way of observing. In the West we use the term
epistemology to refer to the nature of knowledge and phenome-
nology to refer to the study of awareness in the philosophical
sense. But these terms are, for all practical purposes, left out of
the vocabulary of everyday living. This is a grave error. The abil-
ity to reason well depends in large part on the point at which one
begins to reason; if we ignore the fragile nature of knowledge
and awareness, we are doomed from the start. We might as well
begin a journey with a map purposely mismarked so that one lo-
cation has no relation to another. Similarly, reasoning well from
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a faulty premise does not produce the same answer as beginning
from a better one. The general lack of concern on the part of
Westerners about the ability to see clearly is a curiosity falling
somewhere between ignorance and arrogance.

If the Eastern philosopher calls our attention to the fact that
when our mind stops to focus on an object it ceases to be capable
of being aware of it, we are at a loss as to how to reply. Questions
like, “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” sound like mysti-
cal nonsense. My point is that, because of our culture, reasoning
and seeing are bound in the same process so that one affects the
other; purpose and effort are required to do either well enough
to escape the bias that comes built into culture. In other words,
our cultural soup is so thick that seeing, in part, is reasoning,
and reasoning, in part, is seeing. To become aware of this is like
being awakened from sleep. Eastern philosophy is seductive and
exhilarating from the sheer novelty of its contrast with the think-
ing of the West. Sometimes it’'s profoundly wise, but it often falls
far short of our human capacity to capture reality—sort of like
saying, since there is not enough light in this room to see every-
thing, it's best if we just turn off what little light we have.

The pursuit of philosophy is one the greatest ways to live pur-
posefully, but it is not the only way. William James once wrote,
“Philosophy is at once the most sublime and trivial of human
pursuits.”# In a lecture titled “What Pragmatism Means,” James
spoke of “a ferocious metaphysical dispute” he had once taken
part in. The premise was simple: a man stands in front of a tree
with a squirrel on the other side of the tree. Attempting to see the
squirrel, the man circles the tree. However, the squirrel wishes to
avoid the man, so he moves in a circle also, always staying on the
opposite side of the tree. The metaphysical question is this: Does
the man go around the squirrel? James argues that when one
looks at this argument “practically” the answer is both yes and
no. He said:

If you mean passing from the north of him to the east, then
to the south, then to the west, and then to the north of him
again, obviously the man does go around him, for he occu-
pies these successive positions. But if on the contrary you
mean being first in front of him, then on the right of him,
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then behind him, then one his left, and finally in front again,
it is quite as obvious that the man fails to go around him, for
by the compensating movements the squirrel makes, he
keeps his belly turned toward the man all the time, and his
back turned away.*’

I believe a similar comparison can be made concerning the
ability of individuals to sense a gradient quality of life. If you buy
the argument I'm about to introduce in greater detail—that rea-
son and emotion are a continuum of the same thing—then it’s
easy to see how depth of understanding is linked to depth of feel-
ing. The combination of the two is what we experience and
measure as quality. If we let the squirrel represent the truth and
meaning of life, but never contemplate it or live in congruence
with our core principles, it can be said that we have been to the
north, east, south and west of life, but have never fully experi-
enced it—we still evade the issue. In The Evolving Self, Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi put it this way:

You can drive a car all your life without knowing how the en-
gine works, because the goal of driving is to get from one
place to the next, regardless of how it is done. But to live an
entire life without understanding how we think, why we feel
the way we feel, what directs our actions is to miss what is
most important in life, which is the quality of experience it-
self. What ultimately counts most for each person is what
happens in consciousness: the moments of joy, the times of
despair added up through the years determine what life will
be like. If we don’t gain control over the contents of con-
sciousness we can't live a fulfilling life, let alone contribute
to a positive outcome of history. And the first step toward
achieving control is understanding how the mind works.*°

Like gold miners we sift through life in search of glitter. We
seldom realize that steadfast meaning is found in the black
sands of being, in understanding the finer points of everyday liv-
ing. Even the most boring existence looks good when compared
to the alternative.

Ralph Waldo Emerson and Fredrich Nietzsche respectively
offered compelling arguments to suggest that “being” is more
important than “knowing,” that character is higher than the in-
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tellect. They admired the ancient Greeks, who lived more by in-
stinct than by reason. Nietzsche argued that “life is a higher
value than knowledge simply because there would be no pyra-
mid of knowledge without forms of life.”>! To Nietzsche, being
and doing are one, but I would point out that the whole context of
truth is measured within the skeletal framework of the intellect.
In other words, without intellectual understanding, the notion of
character is meaningless.

Emerson and Nietzsche did not admire ancient savages and
barbarians, but—and this is an important but—it doesn’t mean
they believed all savages and barbarians were without character.
Just as life is necessary for the existence of intellect, so is intel-
lect necessary for the existence of character. Kant observed that
“thoughts without content are void; intuitions without concep-
tions, blind.”>?> We often speak of the spirit found in lower ani-
mals, but not of their character. William James described char-
acter as an inner voice one hears which says, “This is the real
me.”>? Instinctive action is not the single sum of character.
Rather, character is shaped by instinct and is tempered by learn-
ing and knowledge. Character is the synergy of one’s life; it is not
so much higher than the intellect as it is a part of it. Richard Hof-
stadter claimed that intellect is “a unique manifestation of hu-
man dignity”> and that intellectuals have inherited from the
clerics of centuries past “a special sense of the ultimate value in
existence of the act of comprehension.”>>

History is rife with individuals who exalted intuition over rea-
son. The irony is, they were all deep thinkers, which is a lot like
the rich downplaying the importance of money. I'm not for a mo-
ment suggesting that intuition cannot be a reliable source of
truth, but truth in this context is like a tent: the intellect repre-
senting the poles. Without poles there exists no form for expres-
sion in a human context. Both Emerson and Nietzsche were cor-
rect in their assertions about knowledge standing in the way of
truth and intuition. People professing a whole range of religious
and political ideologies let the templates of culture stop them
from thinking for themselves. Emerson and Nietzsche champi-
oned intuition in theory, even as they held ideas to be higher than
social convention. I believe their affection for intuition over in-



Conquering Mountains 71

tellect was a subtle intellectual plea for a more embodied exis-
tence. Both were onto something big: reason and emotion are
deeply connected.

It’s not too far fetched to argue that emotions represent bio-
logical truth and that the union of our emotions with our intel-
lect is a healing phenomenon.>® After all, Freud instituted what
has become a multibillion-dollar business based in part on this
premise. Einstein taught us that time and space are interchange-
able. So too, I believe, are reason and emotion. Reason and emo-
tion are reciprocal brain functions: thinking is a residue of both.
We are happy because of context; we are sad because of context.
When emotion overtakes us, reason is overwhelmed; when emo-
tion is controlled, we reason. An infant may cry for no apparent
cause and an adult may appear to do the same, but if we look
deep enough we will find an explanation for both. Indeed, in a
manner very much like the duality experienced in quantum me-
chanics, if we look for reason in an action we find it, and if we
look for emotion we find it.

Reason and emotion, mind and body—all are functions of the
brain. This doesn’t mean that reason and emotion are not dis-
tinctively different in characteristic, but that they are still ex-
pressions from the same fount: an idea is an expression of biol-
ogy. Emotion thus felt is, in part, biological understanding. Pas-
sion may exist as a continuum from an unexplainable feeling to
one of complete articulate expression. Spinoza characterized
emotion as “a confused idea.”>” Science writer John McCrone
says, “Each emotion is a body of ideas wrapped round a rela-
tively small kernel of sensation.”® Emotions may result from
the excretion of hormones within the brain, but upon examina-
tion we still find those excretions occurring within, or as a result
of, context. Misunderstanding this issue leads to the kind of
thinking that prizes an arm but sees little need for an elbow, or
has a high regard for “progress” but contempt for nature. Work-
ing all of this out is what living and lifelong learning are all
about. We'd be unwise to fool around with moral premises favor-
ing only part of our brain function. We cannot cultivate a sense
of justice without knowledge of the enigma of both reason and
emotion. Simply put, the range from the depths of our reptilian
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brain stem to the core of our frontal lobes is the stage on which
we play out the drama of reason versus emotion.

As a wet finger is to wind direction, so are feelings to life expe-
rience. Indeed, emotion acts as a social barometer. What we ex-
perience as quality of life as individuals and as a society repre-
sents the sum total of our personal and public integration of rea-
son and emotion. In Emotional Intelligence Daniel Goleman
writes,

In a sense we have two brains, two minds—and two different
kinds of intelligence: rational and emotional. How we do in life
is determined by both—it is not just IQ, but emotional intelli-
gence that matters. Indeed, intellect cannot work at its best
without emotional intelligence. Ordinarily the complementar-
ity of limbic system and neocortex, amygdala and prefrontal
lobes, means each is a full partner in mental life. When these
partners interact well, emotional intelligence rises—as does
intellectual ability.

This turns the old understanding of the tension between
reason and feeling on its head: it is not that we want to do away
with emotion and put reason in its place, as Erasmus had it,
but instead find the intelligent balance of the two. The old
paradigm held an ideal of reason freed of the pull of emotion.
The new paradigm urges us to harmonize head and heart. To
do that well in our lives means we must first understand more
exactly what it means to use emotion intelligently.5°

We continue to find a much stronger genetic explanation for
our behavior than was previously thought possible, and yet
many of our higher emotions are clearly learned. We learn when
to laugh and what to laugh and cry about. Moreover, the cultural
learning afforded our species is eminently more dynamic and
motivating in consequence than are our genetic predispositions.
Cognitive scientist Steven Pinker suggests, “Emotions are
mechanisms that set the brain’s highest-level goals”; they’re “ad-
aptations, well-engineered software modules that work in har-
mony with the intellect and are indispensable to the functioning
of the whole mind.”%° But, whether or not we know for certain
that reason and emotion are corresponding aspects of the same
phenomenon, we must recognize the importance of acting as if
they are.
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This whole discussion might seem frivolous or silly, were it
not for the fact that the notion of a totally separate sense of truth,
which no one can (or need) explain, denigrates the role of think-
ing and is a major source of anti-intellectualism. Further, Rich-
ard Hofstadter adds, “At an early date, literature and learning
were stigmatized as the prerogative of useless aristocracies.”®!
Because the importance of knowledge and understanding in
everyday life is greatly undervalued, an ever-increasing number
of lunatics can lay claim to esoteric, mystic knowledge, while
millions of unreflective people, who are without principle or not
active participants in their own lives, heed every word and im-
peril their own lives through blind obedience. It is why politi-
cians canrise to power through the use of simple cliches and slo-
gans. If understanding is not a value which is sought after, big-
otry and racism can serve as substitutes for thinking (simply
because the feeling seems right) among those who prove will-
fully ignorant and easily led. This notion of reason and emotion
as two separate minds is the end-run of disembodiment. When
we separate reason and emotion we are truly disembodied.
When we depreciate the intellect we devalue life itself.

Though related, knowledge and understanding are not exactly
the same. Knowledge may be true or false just as understanding
may be correct or mistaken, but understanding as truth is some-
thing of a mystery. It often arrives at the precise moment one has
stopped looking for it. This leads many to erroneously conclude
it is unrelated to the quest for knowledge, even though the un-
derstanding which occurred was, in fact, the product of a mean-
ingful question.

In his book Man's Search for Meaning, holocaust survivor Vik-
tor Frankl wrote:

As each situation in life represents a challenge to man and
presents a problem for him to solve, the question of the
meaning of life may actually be reversed. Ultimately, man
should not ask what the meaning of life is, but rather he
must recognize that it is #e who is asked. In a word, each
man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by
answering for his own life; to life he can only respond by be-
ing responsible.®?
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Frankl’s point reinforces my thesis that the meaning we get
from life is due in large part to the meaning we give. Most advice
about meaning is meaningless because the question of the
meaning of life is always secondary to the meaning in life. Ob-
sessing about the meaning of life while oblivious to the meaning
in your own life is like being overly concerned with the concept
of wet while you are drowning. Life is meaningful because
touch, taste, sound, feeling, and thought make it so. And because
they are fleeting. Life is hurled against a wall of meaning be-
cause life itself comes to a screeching halt. Thus, the quality of a
life is not much of an issue until the quantity of life is challenged.
There are a number of diverse paths for catching a glimpse of the
squirrel of truth and meaning on the other side of the tree. One
path is through creativity and achievement, another is in the es-
sence of understanding. Another is found in relationships, and
stillanother is found through one’s attitude toward suffering.%3

While I hold that education and love of wisdom offer one key
to a better quality of life, I do not mean to imply that a person
cannot live a good life without the contemplation of lofty ideas.
The very concept of emotional intelligence shows there is a de-
cided difference between thinking philosophically and living
philosophically. People such as Socrates, Spinoza, Voltaire, and
Thoreau were successful at both living and thinking philosophi-
cally. But Francis Bacon, an eminent thinker, was guilty of un-
ethical business dealings. Jean Jacques Rousseau wrote elo-
quently about child rearing but gave his own children away. Alan
Watts, one of my favorite contemporary philosophers, has been
called a “genuine fake” because, although his advice was often
profou..d, his personal life was a mess.®* Many “primitive” peo-
ples, on the other hand, had no knowledge of Western philoso-
phy, but their observations about the interdependence of our
world are borne out as valid by modern physics. Some preliter-
ate people are intuitively wise in a sense that still evades the tra-
ditional West because they live as if principle is an interest-
bearing form of awareness.

Philosophy, as a rehash of timeless, unanswerable questions,
may feel good but yields little practical reward. Nevertheless,
philosophical inquiry as a means of expanding one’s awareness
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dramatically enlarges one’s world and the ability to experience
quality and meaning from it. In Walden Pond, Thoreau offers us
this advice, “To be a philosopher is not merely to have subtle
thoughts, nor even to found a school, but to so love wisdom as to
live accordingly to its dictates, a life of simplicity, independence,
magnanimity, and trust.”

Creating a Better Life

Aristotle argued that contemplation is the pinnacle of human
existence. We still revere the “ancients” and associate their
names with wisdom, even as we recognize that wisdom is less
abundant today than it was in ancient times. We speak of an in-
formation or knowledge society but admit that we have made lit-
tle progress in achieving wisdom. Twentieth-century medical
science has given us a vast array of antibiotics to fight infection,
but indiscriminate use has led to a resurgence of virulent drug-
resistant bacteria. We calculate employment statistics, but we
don’t know the difference in value between work and jobs.

There has always been a propensity among people to reach the
conclusion that some people are better than others because of
what they know. Individuals with knowledge have the opportu-
nity to make better life choices than those without knowledge,
but the difference has nothing whatsoever to do with their value
as people. My learning is self-improvement in the sense that it
makes me a better me. It does not make me better than you. My
intellect is the superstructure of my being, or, as Alan Watts put
it, somewhere about two inches behind the eyes is where I sense
that the “I” which represents the real “me” exists. °> Regardless
of whether I believe in the existence of a human soul, I have to
trust, by nature of my makeup as a human being, that what I per-
ceive to be the intellect or my thinking apparatus is very much in
control of my actions. In a very real sense,  am my experience, as
opposed to being separated from it. By mere thought, I can influ-
ence my emotions or lower my pulse rate. This power to think, to
reason, to imagine, sets us apart from all other life forms, at least
to the degree that we seem to be much betterat it than they are.

Learning is a powerful way to experience our humanness, but
too many of us are emptied (through traditional education) of
the natural desire to learn. Aristotle said, “All men by nature de-
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sire to know.” Yet it can easily be demonstrated that in modern
society most people reach a level of comfort beyond which they
do not wish to be aware of anything that does not fit with their
established view of reality.

In the preface of Know Thyself, David Cernic and Linda Long-
mire wrote:

The more one seeks to know himself, the more his contents
change, his moods and feelings shift, his conflicts and con-
tradictions surface. Each new awareness thus disturbs his
identity, and requires a new configuration. The paradox is
that instead of dispelling the mystery by exploring himself,
he enhances and deepens it. The fact that he can therefore
never know himself completely is not cause to lament but
cause to celebrate.®®

Anti-intellectuals argue that contemplation sets us apart from
our bodies (or animal nature) and alienates us from the natural
world. But, if we listen to those whom we respect for their wis-
dom, we will discover that the mind/body relationship is an inte-
gral part of the self and that one cannot exist in the present with-
out the other. It’'s the nagging sense that emotion is less signifi-
cant that devalues intellectual development. To avoid
intellectual development as a purposeful means of maintaining
one’s human nature is ludicrous. The intellect is not only how
but where we live; not to give it full rein is a recipe for mediocrity.
Henry David Thoreau makes this an issue in his often-quoted
piece from Walden Pond:

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to
front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not
learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, dis-
cover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not
life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practice resignation,
unless it was quite necessary. [ wanted to live deep and suck
out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and spartan-like
as torout all that was notlife, to cut a broad swath and shave
close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest
terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get to the
whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness
to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by experience,
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and be able to give a true account of it in my next excur-
sion.®’

We have no way to suck out the marrow of life or to pursue life
into a corner except through the intellect; no way to sample
providence or savor sublimity apart from reason and emotion.
Which is not to say that other avenues of experience do not exist,
but that to “purposely” pursue any kind of experience is an act of
reason, even if the objective is to empty the mind in meditation.
Aristotle said, “Reason is a light that God has kindled in the soul.”
To reason is by its very nature an act of self-determination.
Moreover, even as a means for being practical, there is no substi-
tute for giving rein to the intellect. “A truly educated person is
motivated by, and can find satisfaction in, a wide array of things
that are not traded in markets or that cost very little.”6®

By addressing the intellect in this way I do not mean to imply
that humans do not possess what might be called somatic, sen-
sual, or tacit ways of knowing, nor do I wish to minimize the im-
portance of those. On the contrary, I believe the visceral, sensual
knowledge we absorb from our surroundings is vastly misunder-
stood and underutilized. Not until we place knowledge gleaned
from our environment into the context of the intellect do we
fully experience what it means to be human. We share the need
for food with all other animals. When we are hungry we eat as
they do, but once we have eaten, unlike the animal world, we not
only have the physical satisfaction of being full, we have the in-
tellectual understanding that we were hungry, we have eaten,
and it has made us comfortable. (We will revisit this level of hu-
man awareness, as Dasein, in a later chapter.) True, the animal
that eats its fill satisfies its hunger, but what it experiences is the
cessation of a drive without the awareness to put the experience
in context, derive further meaning, and enjoy being satisfied (or
so we think). This predilection for context, this cunning ability
to plan, is the basis with which we judge the worth of ourselves
in relation to animals. Now consider this vivid bit of prose about
a pack of dogs chasing rabbits, in light of our system of value:

He was ranging at the head of the pack, running the wild
thing down, the living meat, to kill with his own teeth and
wash his muzzle to the eyes in warm blood.
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There is an ecstasy that marks the summit of life, and be-
yond which life cannot rise. And such is the paradox of living,
this ecstasy comes when one is most alive, and it comes as a
complete forgetfulness that one is alive. This ecstasy, this for-
getfulness of living, comes to the artist, caught up and out of
himself in a sheet of flame; it comes to the soldier, war-mad
on a stricken field and refusing quarter; and it came to Buck,
leading the pack, sounding the old wolf cry that fled swiftly
before him through the moonlight. He was sounding the
deeps of his nature, and of the parts of his nature that were
deeper than he, going back into the womb of time. He was
mastered by the sheer surging of life, the tidal wave of being,
the perfect joy of each separate muscle, joint, and sinew and
that it was everything that was not death, that it was aglow
and rampant, expressing itself in movement, flying exul-
tantly under stars and over the face of dead matter that did
not move.%?

This is from Jack London’s Call of the Wild. 1t is fiction, and it
has little to do with the method with which we discern value.
This isn’t a dog’s rendition of experience; it's an example imag-
ined by a human. But isn't it just possible that other creatures
could experience their lives with a sense of quality that may
even surpass this human attempt to romanticize it? Read it
over a few times. When you consider the substance of living,
you may not be so sure that we humans have alock on quality of
life.

Our human superiority seems so apparent that most of us
have little cause to think our way through an assessment of val-
ues within the biological world around us. And so we remain ig-
norant of the subtle but profound ways in which lower forms of
life find articulation: how, for example, the oats in the Cheerios
I ate for breakfast this morning wound up as ink stains of ex-
pression on this page in a book. A key to a better life for each of
us as individuals and for the whole of the human race may lie in
the realization that we are part of the animal kingdom and not
separate from it. Our ideas are not superior patterns of exis-
tence if we don’t work very hard to make them so. All life is re-
lated. We are, as the title of Jared Diamond’s book implies, The
Third Chimpanzee. We glorify the intellect and romanticize ani-
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mal nature, but we seldom correlate the two with what has been
discussed as embodiment.

When we truly seek knowledge, we can search for meaning
and truth through the same gesture. In The Fifth Discipline, Pe-
ter M. Senge examines

...the power of the truth, seeing reality more and more as it
is, cleaning the lens of perception, awakening from self-
imposed distortions of reality—different expressions of a
common principle in almost all of the world’s great philo-
sophic and religious systems. Buddhists strive to achieve
the state of “pure observation,” of seeing reality directly.
Hindus speak of “witnessing,” observing themselves and
their lives with an attitude of spiritual detachment. The
Koran ends with the phrase, “What a tragedy that man
must die before he wakes up.””°

Commitment to truth, Senge continues,

does not mean seeking the “truth,” the absolute final word
or ultimate cause. Rather, it means a relentless willingness
to root out the ways we limit or deceive ourselves from see-
ing what is, and to continually challenge our theories of
why things are the way they are. It means continually
broadening our awareness, just as the great athlete with
extraordinary peripheral vision keeps trying to “see the
playing field.” It also means continually deepening our un-
derstanding of the structures underlying current events.
Specifically, people with high levels of personal mastery
see more of the structural conflicts underlying their own
behavior.”!

The intellect, then, can be regarded as the “drive-train” of our
existence. Evolution may have equipped us with a brain de-
signed to protect us from the harshness of reality, but surely it
was a short-term measure. Once we understand this premise,
we are far better prepared to act responsibly and compassion-
ately in matters concerning humanity, whereas before, fear and
superstition seemed the only recourse. It is crucial that we un-
derstand this because superstition and prejudice, as we will
later observe, are cut of the same cloth. If we can develop a
thirst for truth as understanding, we can continually move



80 Beyond the American Dream

mind and body closer to reality. Motivation and meaning are in-
exorably knotted together.



Chapter Three

Culture and Questions
of Value

In the morning when thou risest unwillingly, let this thought be
present—I am rising to the work of a human being. Why thenam I
dissatisfied if I am going to do the things for which I exist and for
which 1 was brought into the world?’

—Marcus Aurelius

Culture in Perspective

Imagine for a moment you are sitting in a darkened movie
theater facing the screen. Behind you is a physical replica of our
king-of-the-mountain model, fashioned small enough to fit in-
side the theater. About three-fourths of the way up the moun-
tain, precisely at the same level as the movie projection window,
a porthole opens and light from inside the mountain fills the
screen. The name of this movie is The American Dream, and the
producers of culture are running the projector. Eager for enter-
tainment, we become the audience.

The king-of-the-mountain model embodies the message: soci-
ety will define happiness for you; these are your reasons for liv-
ing. It is authoritative by design. We believe in an American
Dream based upon having because we are taught that if you
move up the mountain, if you work hard enough, earn enough
money, you will reach the ledge of perpetual happiness. Clearly,
material success has significance, but it’s not as important as the
power to command your own dream.

81
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When you draw an outline of the mountain, you have a pyra-
mid, a hierarchy. Hierarchies are not bad by definition. They
promote stability and enhance survival. Neither are institutions
undesirable. Indeed, “We live in and through Institutions.”? But
we are infamous for creating institutions for purposes we do not
long remember. It is therefore naturally crippling when we still
look to them for external definitions of happiness long after they
have atrophied into bureaucracies with little, if any, of the vision
remaining that prompted their very existence. In this way, edu-
cational institutions produce able workers whose lack of knowl-
edge with regard to other people makes them dysfunctional hu-
man beings. The myth of the efficiency of singular authority
contributes to this problem. Philip Slater writes:

Authoritarianism has an undeserved reputation for effi-
ciency—based on the achievements of a handful of charis-
matic leaders. But these rare moments pale to insignifi-
cance beside the dreary norm—soldiers driven mechani-
cally to their deaths by rule-bound generals following anti-
quated strategies, dictators chaining their people in misery
and backwardness while the world passes them by, bureau-
crats plodding through corridors swollen like clogged arter-
ies with proliferating regulations.?

Democracy can be a recipe for stalemate if its constituents
care more about winning than finding equitable solutions. But
democracy also enables decisions to be made when and where
they need to be made. Unfortunately the customary call for
strong leadership with a simultaneous emphasis on individual
freedom is a contradiction at best (this occurs regularly at elec-
tion time). At worst it is an abdication of responsibility on the
part of both citizens and their leaders.

Carl Jung spoke of the “collective unconscious,” but postmod-
ern culture projects a media screen full of cultural “shoulds”
which amount to a “collective consciousness.” The message pro-
jected on the screen by our culture says we can ignore the uncon-
scious. For so long now we have watched this screen with its ex-
ternal messages about how to live that we fail to discover we
have enough capacity for knowledge to effectively project our
own images on the screen. We each have the power to define
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happiness for ourselves. Until we understand this fully and
without question, what is already on the screen will continue to
seem infinitely more important than we believe we are individu-
ally. Mrs. Oswald does not have to be in the public eye to be an
important person, unless she pays attention to nothing but what
is already on the screen. What she and most of the rest of us do
not realize is that value assumes the identity we assign it. James
R. Fisher Jr. captures this perfectly in The Taboo Against Being
Your Own Best Friend:

We are all authors of our own footprints in the sand, heroes
of the novels inscribed in our hearts. Everyone’s life, with-
out exception, is sacred, unique, scripted high drama,
played out before an audience of one, with but one actor on
stage. The sooner we realize this the more quickly we over-
come the bondage of loneliness and find true friendship
with ourselves.*

What becomes valuable is what we learn to expect has value.
Thus, genuine knowledge could be more important than posses-
sions, if we could learn to regard it that way.

Our need to be heroic or feel important is closely related to Jo-
seph Campbell’s assertion that, instead of meaning, what we are
really looking for is “the rapture of being alive.”> Being a hero
and being truly alive are part and parcel of the same aspiration,
the desire to matter. How shortsighted it is to scramble for
name-brand products instead of focusing attention on the
things that are really worth having, like the “rapture of under-
standing.” We matter, if we believe we do. Qur lives are impor-
tant, if we are active participants in them.

In his book Coming to Our Senses, Morris Berman writes:

We have inherited a civilization in which the things that
really matter in human life exist at the margin of our cul-
ture. What matters? How birthing takes place matters; how
infants are raised matters; having a rich and active dream
life matters. Animals matter, and so does ontological secu-
rity and the magic of personal interaction and healthy and
passionate sexual expression. Career and prestige and put-
ting a good face on it and the newest fashion in art or science
do not matter. Coming to our senses means sorting this out
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once and for all. It also means becoming embodied. And the
two ultimately amount to the same thing.®

Berman argues that we have become disembodied by failing
to stay in touch with our bodies and their environments. He
delves into history, philosophy, anthropology, and psychology to
develop the hypothesis of disembodiment. In his view, we have
lost touch with our senses because we deny the world of physi-
cality. Berman uses the terms embodiment and disembodiment,
in a way that is far more sophisticated than my own usage, to il-
lustrate the history of ego consciousness. He also suggests that,
as infants, we are whole beings, unable to separate ourselves
from our experience. Growing up, we fracture into a self that
recognizes objects. Thus we inhabit a self-object world in which
the loss of wholeness haunts us for the rest of our lives.

Again, I point back to the screen in our theater as a rationale
because, in focusing so hard on our culture’s external cues, we
deny our own experience and fail to feel our own feelings. Worse,
we learn that emotion is something to be repressed and never
displayed in public or on the page. If we become too far detached
from our emotions, we mimic the cold, impersonal logic of our
technology, or emulate artificial intelligence. Indeed, if we are
successful in repressing our emotions deeply enough, we can
walk right by the most unimaginable injustice without feeling or
protest. We move further and further into abstraction—abstrac-
tions minus the emotional qualities which make us human be-
ings. We confuse the symbol with what it is supposed to repre-
sent. Money is a prime example of this kind of objectification.
We use money in an attempt to standardize value, but the pro-
cess which works well in simplifying our economic transactions
obliterates the need to continue making value judgments.
“Money is not concerned with the unique qualities of experi-
ence.”” In part, the power to be is found in the power not to buy.

If we were to observe a hunter-gatherer society whose mem-
bers used rare seashells as currency and who spent more time
looking for seashells than for food, we would likely view them as
uncivilized. We, however, do exactly the same thing with money.
Our currency, though, is one step removed from gold—rather
like having tree bark represent seashells. Seashells and gold be-
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come valuable only when people believe they are valuable. An in-
dividual with a hut full of seashells but strapped for knowledge
about how to live a good life appears as foolish as one hoarding a
stash of gold with the same problem. It is easy for us to see that
seashells are less important than people, but it is not so easy to
see through our own cultural bias, if we use gold as the example.
If tribal members were to suggest a human life is worth no more
than 40 seashells, we would say they were mad; but, if the meas-
ure were 40 bars of gold, our own process for measuring worth
might appear the more barbarous. There is something wholly
unbelievable about the fact that a baseball card may have an eco-
nomic value equivalent in worth to that of a hundred human
lives, or that a rare stamp or a painting may represent the worth
of tens of thousands of lives. But the message projected by our
culture sanctions it, as long as there are people willing to pay any
price for such objects.

Knowledge is an antidote to manufactured needs. Soft-drink
manufactures reap the incomes of nation-states, yet nothing
quenches thirst like water. Why is it so hard to imagine an econ-
omy in which “growth” stands for an increase in knowledge in-
stead of an increase in goods? The amount of knowledge we can
acquire is infinitely greater than the number of goods we can
consume. In the final analysis, isn’t knowledge worth more to us
as individuals than seashells and gold? Net worth seems to me to
have much more to do with havinglived a full life, than with how
much is left in one’s savings account. Likewise, net loss repre-
sents the void felt by those who live on after aloved one’s death.

When we are exposed to a system of economics from birth,
without fully integrating our own experience in our assessments
of worth, we make the mistake of confusing the means for the
ends. Embodiment, as urged by Berman, requires us to pay at-
tention, to compare our own experience with the messages our
culture provides, and not to ignore, repress, or deny our own
feelings in favor of the external abstractions on our theater
screen. Embodiment requires the acknowledgment of principle.
To become embodied is to learn the truth of Mary Parker Follet’s
assertion in 1924, “Integration is both the keel and the rudder of
life: it supports all life’s structure and guides every activity.”® Or,
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as Philip Slater writes in Earthwalk, “No one who has become al-
ienated from his own body is in control of his destiny, however
much he may able to throw his dissociated weight around in the
external environment.” If we do not learn to feel and to think for
ourselves, to define happiness and the fruits of a good life of our
own volition, we keep our eyes on the screen, thus ensuring that
we don't comprehend the first thing about the essence of being
human. Our system of economics values a baseball card—which
is but an image of an image—more than the worth of a human
life, or it would forbid the circumstances which suffer such
transactions.

Berman is right when he says we have moved most of what
matters to the margins of our culture. But our history suggests
that work is the most important thing humans can do. Certainly
though, a career is not more important than raising children.
“Putting a good face” on a career is a trivial pursuit, but how we
spend the majority of our time matters a great deal. Moreover,
we must understand that, if we are ever to rediscover a sense of
embodiment and achieve the levels of competence necessary to
discover equitable solutions to our most pressing problems, it
will most likely occur through right livelihood. Finding right live-
lihood means finding work which suits our talents and tempera-
ment. And, in the Buddhist spirit where this term originates, it
means work that also suits our planet.

Work both alienates and invigorates us. Work is the problem
and the solution. Karl Marx’s theory falls far short of his inten-
tion to define value, but Marx knew the danger work poses to so-
ciety through alienation. The cure is found in making all work
meaningful. This is not a mystical notion of adding intrigue to
dull monotonous work. Rather, we must realize that a great deal
of what is really meaningful is left undone. We need first to un-
derstand the nature of what we call work.

In his book The Culture of Contentment, John Kenneth Gal-
braith writes:

There is no greater modern illusion, even fraud, than the use
of the single term work to cover what for some is, as noted,
dreary, painful or socially demeaning and what for others is
enjoyable, socially reputable and economically rewarding.
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Those who spend pleasant, well-compensated days say with
emphasis that they have been “hard at work,” thereby sup-
pressing the notion that they are a favored class. They are, of
course, allowed to say that they enjoy their work, but it is
presumed that such enjoyment is shared by any good
worker. In a brief moment of truth, we speak, when sentenc-
ing criminals, of years at “hard labor.” Otherwise we place a
common gloss over what is agreeable and what, to a greater
or lesser extent, is endured or suffered.’

We make work meaningful through the respect and the re-
ward we give to the worker. If a task is worth doing, it should be
worthy of such meaning. The trouble is not that too few people
are working (we may have too many people working), but not
enough people are thinking and learning. If the opposite were
true, bigotry and prejudice would disappear out of judicious
mutual interest. Anthropologist Lionel Tiger tells us, “The func-
tion of learning is to reduce social differentiation not to increase it;
the human being expresses gregariousness as much by sharing
symbols as by sharing food, sharing children, sharing beds, and
sharing space.” (The italics are his.)!°

Clearly, not enough people are thinking. Learning leads to un-
derstanding, and understanding helps bridge the gulf between
the sensual self and the intellect. Both self and community are
enriched. Achieving balance as individuals is critical to finding
social balance. The social and environmental problems we have
today are in part the result of millions of people working frantic-
ally, clinging to jobs that make them miserable, while having no
idea what types of jobs they are best suited for, and little if any
idea about what they would really like to do with their lives. How
else could a nation (as we've done) reach the point of depending
for its very survival on the perpetual consumption of goods its
people do not need? This confusion prevents most everyone from
learning enough to figure out for themselves what in this world
really matters, what needs to be done and what shouldn't be
done. Is it any wonder that a society in which the majority sel-
dom engages in this sorting out is destined to produce problems
greater than it is capable of solving? Precisely because we are
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disembodied, estranged from nature, we do not appreciate the
value of nature and each other.

For years, I have been of the opinion that, whenever possible,
menial tasks should be relegated to machines, but I am becom-
ing increasingly less sure that is a good idea. Menial tasks bind
us to nature—better that we maintain the link than live totally in
abstraction. Burning 500 calories in a gym does not produce the
kind of understanding that would result from expending 500
calories in one’s garden. Moreover, if everyone participated in
the menial tasks that must be done, we would be less likely to
judge the worth of others by what they do for a living. It is a far
greater tragedy for the majority of us to fail to pursue lifelong
learning than for the poor to have menial work for this very rea-
son. Emerson understood this thoroughly:

Manual labor is the study of the external world. The advan-
tage of riches remains with him who procured them, not
with their heir. When I go into my garden with a spade, and
dig a bed, I feel such an exhilaration and health that I dis-
cover that I have been defrauding myself all this time in let-
ting others do for me what I should have done for myself
with my own hands.!!

People are necessarily different, no question. We have unique
but similar personalities, distinct talents which represent natu-
ral and novel ways of adapting to our culture. Technology, how-
ever, favors only some of these natural human differences. The
result is that only some personalities and talents are highly val-
ued, causing economic power to fall only to those with the seem-
ingly natural talents to specialize. In time such specialists prove
to function well only at work, creating a situation where the peo-
ple who are the least embodied are the most valued. The out-
come of this maddening confusion is that technology increas-
ingly develops products to make life more enjoyable while at the
same time rewarding and encouraging the people who are least
suited to benefiting from them. Executives use left-brained
strategies to make products for right-brained users, and the re-
verse, while workaholics of either type have little time for leisure
products. In The Pursuit of Loneliness, Philip Slater asks:
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Must a powerful, wealthy nation keep people monotonously
doing meaningless tasks in order to avoid starving to death,
when those same people have severe needs of their own that
go neglected? We seem unwilling to recognize and deal with
the fact that our economy rests on a profound misdirection
of energy. This timidity is catastrophic. All the economic
BandAids in the world can’t hide the fact that we've been
spending our resources and labor stupidly for decades, and
are beginning to pay the price....Money, after all, is sym-
bolic, not real—an illusion that we agree to share for con-
venience. We've been staring at it for so long, listening to the
hypnotic droning of professional economists, that we've
forgotten it's just a mechanism for using our energies to
meet our needs. Money is a way of matching needs and re-
sources, but when we get caught up in it, and treat it as hav-
ing value in its own right, it fails to perform even this rudi-
mentary function.'?

We cannot keep our own lives and dreams in perspective if we
do not continually practice putting society itself in perspective.
We must ask and re-ask the simple questions about what we are
really trying to accomplish and what is really more important,
the form or the substance of our efforts. It is seldom acknowl-
edged, and even less well understood, that authority defines re-
ality. How else do we explain why millions of us engage in mind-
less work and leisure activities while we ignore our real needs?
Keeping our culture in perspective requires that we think as
forcefully as those whose thinking has itself become culture.

Perhaps we can bring fresh perspective to the issue of work
when we acknowledge that humans have always worked. In-
deed, work is at core a human enterprise. James R. Fisher Jr.
writes, “Without work, there is little self. Without work, it is an
embarrassment to breathe.”!3 Raising and educating children is
work. Learning is work. Growing food is work. Caring for ani-
mals is work. Furthering human relations is work, which means
politics is work. Creating institutions which nourish humanity
is work. The grave error which leads the vacuity of contempo-
rary society is that jobs are considered more important than
work.
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The first few years of life are critical to a child’s intellectual de-
velopment. There are finite windows of opportunity for the qual-
ity and capacity of cognitive development in logic, language,
music, and spatial skills which, if ignored, are never fully recov-
erable. And yet, politicians garner votes by insisting that women
without jobs cheat society by taking welfare, even if they would
otherwise have to “warehouse” their children. So great is the
confusion about the value of jobs versus work that both the rich
and the poor—the former having time on their hands and the lat-
ter who can’t get a good-paying job—are oblivious to the notion
that there is still a lot of work which needs to be done. Henry
David Thoreau took odd jobs all of his life so that he could attend
to his work, which produced Civil Disobedience and Walden
Pond. This was work worth doing,

Lessons of History

History provides clear evidence that cultures adopt behaviors
because they are practical. These behaviors, in time, become
sacralized as tradition. The record is also clear that if the people
of any culture fail to think critically and reflect upon their tradi-
tions, they will not understand the fragile, temporary nature of
practicality. Cultural diversity creates social conditions which
bring to consciousness the temporary and arbitrary nature of
traditions. Honoring tradition is a demonstration of loyalty and
respect for one’s culture, but blind obedience, the act of using
tradition as an excuse for not thinking for oneself, is an abdica-
tion of responsibility. Blind obedience ensures that ethnocen-
trism will be a tool for manipulation by any power willing to use
it. History often reveals obedience as cowardice.

Young people have always asked, “Why do I have to study his-
tory or government when I can’t see any relevance in these sub-
jects to the circumstances in my life?” There are many reasons:
we have a barbaric past. Throughout recorded history millions
of people have been oppressed and butchered for every conceiv-
able reason with every conceivable justification. The record
proves that power corrupts and absolute power corrupts
absolutely.
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We live in a dangerous world undergoing social and techno-
logical changes faster than ever before in the evolution of hu-
mankind. At any given time, at least a score of countries are at
war, and, as long as they are, the danger exists that more coun-
tries will be drawn into the conflict. Thus, never has such a re-
sponsibility been thrust upon so many people to ensure that
what we do is just and equitable for the nation as well as for each
of us individually.

By understanding history we gain valuable information and
insight for understanding ourselves. History discloses what our
ancestors really cared about. What they said can be contrasted
with what they actually did. History’s real value does not lie in
the exciting events we’re expected to remember, but in the every-
day problems of living that only a serious look at times past will
reveal. There is much to be learned from a comparison of our
own problems and strategies with the recorded experience of
previous centuries. Recall that the early America described in
Chapter One bears little resemblance to popular cinematic ver-
sions. When we reach beneath the crust of popular or textbook
history we find that everyday life for our ancestors was not at all
the way we have imagined it.'* It is often startling to find that
much of what we accept as tradition in the form of custom is
based on accidental or arbitrary circumstances. For example,
the ways in which we celebrate two of our most popular holi-
days, Thanksgiving and Christmas, have much more to do with
manipulation by retailers than a purposeful effort to celebrate
the occasions themselves. No one even knows if turkeys were
eaten at what was supposed to be the first Thanksgiving; cele-
brating Christmas as anything more than a religious observance
was suppressed until merchants began exploiting it with the
idea of gift giving shortly after the Civil War.!3

Conservative historian, Gertrude Himmelfarb refers to the
history of ordinary people as “history from below.”!® Himmel-
farb laments that the postmodern times we are living in have
given rise to a multiculturalism, where history is so politicized
that we now have a history of every man, every woman, race or
group. I suspect what Himmelfarb really fears is the threat post-
modernism brings to elitist historians who have attempted to
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professionalize history in a way that elevates and maintains
their own status as guardians of culture. (Unless, of course Him-
melfarb considers herself and her colleagues to be just ordinary
citizens.) According to this line of thinking, if the history of the
lives of ordinary people is not worthy of note, then obviously our
lives are not worth living.

A few individuals in every culture in every age have claimed
the spotlight, especially by performing momentous deeds, but
that doesn’t mean they held a franchise on quality of life or
achievement. Todd Gitlin writes, “History from above rolls for-
ward with seeming relentlessness. History from below is always
stopping, retracing its steps, moving sideways, shifting back and
forth, pausing to say ‘meanwhile’ and ‘despite.”!” History is less
the vapor trail of titans than a residue of the blood, sweat, tears,
and cheers of the ordinary folks without whom life for any kind
of society would not be possible. Attempts to understand history
that do not include the points of view of those whose opinions
were “marginalized” are worse than illusion.

The popular versions of history suggest that our past has un-
folded neatly in storybook fashion, but nothing could be further
from the truth. A related danger expresses itself in Stephen Jay
Gould’s assertion that “textbook dogma is self-perpetuating.”!®
In other words, far too much license is taken with truth because
it is easier to pass assertions forward than to check them or rea-
son them out. If we dig below the surface, we find our ancestors
often overcame (or succumbed to) unimaginable problems.
Knowing what those were and how they solved them (or failed
to) gives us the benefit of their experience, just as they would
want us to have it. Thus, studying history is a way to narrow the
generation gap. When we pay close attention to history, we learn
that each generation’s excess lays the foundation for what will be
considered contemptible in the next.

A close reading of history reveals sharp contradistinctions be-
tween social convention and the intellectual plane of human ex-
istence. The American experience with prohibition in the 1920s,
for example, offers insight into solving today’s drug problems.
The labor problems during the same period still suggest valuable
lessons for today’s students of management. A genuine apprecia-
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tion for living conditions in the past helps us to realize how far
we have come and how far we have yet to go in order to reach en-
vironmental equilibrium. Habits developed during the Great
Depression could again serve us well in conserving resources
and minimizing waste.

American history exemplifies vividly how intellectual pat-
terns change social patterns. In the creation of our Constitution,
intellectual patterns attained a superior standard which, once in
place and taken for granted, have automatically reverted back to
social convention. In other words, at the moment the Constitu-
tion was created it was an advance, but as soon as the ideals it
represents were not lived up to, it became just another docu-
ment amounting to little more than a prescription for social
convention.

Our history shows a continuing rhythm of pendulum swings
from liberal to conservative social postures. The era of the Puri-
tans preceded the bawdy years from the 1790s through the
1820s. Then came the rise of Victorian values of the 1830s which
were disjointed once again by the roaring 1920s. As was sug-
gested earlier, Victorian values and manners were, to some ex-
tent, an effort by the prosperous middle class to set themselves
apart from a booming influx of immigrants. The real impetus
which betters society comes not from a desire to be superior to
someone else but from the best thinking one can muster.

To adopt behavior through obedience for the sake of status is
to willfully blind oneself to the best understanding of reality one
can achieve. Such a response evolves not into a superior culture
but into an ethnocentrism, oblivious to every injustice unac-
knowledged by authority. Life becomes automatic: stimulus, re-
sponse. Rules assume the role of purpose. Experience becomes
counterfeit expression. Witness the enormous historical record
of societies who slaughtered their neighbors to satisfy the egos
of tyrants.

We live in times today similar to those that prompted the rise
of Victorian values. Many Victorians were socially repressed and
excessively narrow, but they also considered themselves respon-
sible for their own reasoning—and their emotions—and many
were actively engaged in trying to create a better world. Today,
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because we have their experience as an example, we have the
chance to have a much better go of it than they did. The same
phenomenon that enhances individual life also betters society.
To achieve an intellectual level which lays down a better pattern
of society requires an attentive awareness, an aliveness, a direct
involvement in the mastery of one’s culture and as much knowl-
edge of other cultures as one can obtain.

Individual Interpretations

History is written from perpetually changing points of view;
these are easy to identify once you know what you are seeking.
For example, the most commonly found perspectives are:
authoritative (theological, divine, royal order, or aristocratic),
geographical, economic, political, psychological, scientific, so-
ciological, and environmental. Written history offers these “so-
cial” perspectives in varying degrees and proportions. When we
learn to recognize and use them, they become keys for greater
understanding.!®

Each of these perspectives stems from an obvious posture of
authority. If reality is a socially constructed process, then his-
tory, as Emerson suggested, is “only biography.” Emerson slams
the gauntlet at our feet asserting that “the sun shines today also.”
He attempts to startle us, to crack the armor of our external mo-
tivation and appeal to our intrinsic core by saying:

Meek young men grow up in libraries, believing it their duty
to accept the views which Cicero, which Locke, which Ba-
con have given; forgetful that Cicero, Locke, and Bacon
were only young men in libraries when they wrote these
books.?°

Emerson asks that we develop our own sense of authority, that
we make up our own minds about the past by the way in which
we relate to the authority represented in books:

Books are the best of things, well used; abused, among the
worst. What is the right use? What is the one end which all
means go to effect? They are for nothing but to inspire. I had
better never seen a book than to be warped by its attraction
clean out of my own orbit, and made a satellite instead of a
system.?!
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The propensity to rely on authority, in lieu of realizing our
own, explains why someone named Smith becomes a Jungian
psychologist instead of a Smithian psychologist. Both Emerson
and Nietzsche warned of the dangers of constructing a history
that looms so large as to inhibit us from creating our own his-
tory. When we cling to authority we hold social patterns higher
than intellectual patterns. Even the best of books afford only so-
cial patterns until their contents are acted upon through the in-
tellect of the reader, not as recall or remembrance but through a
deliberative dialog. In school, imagine what it would have been
like not to have accepted the single authority of one textbook for
class. What if instead, with the teacher’s help, we had collectively
searched for the knowledge most relevant to our own lives and
had created our own books? What a difference in perspective it
would have brought to learning. And what a joy it would be to
read those books in later years.

There is a popular movement today in academic circles
known as deconstruction.?? Deconstructionists use the tools of
perception, linguistics, and postmodernist ideas about the frag-
ile nature of reality, to search for defects in written works, to
identify contradictions, and inevitably to discover the bias of the
author. In Reflexivity, Hilary Lawson writes,

Deconstruction at its simplest, consists of reading a text so
closely that the conceptual distinctions, on which the text
relies, are shown to fail on account of the inconsistent and
paradoxical employment of these very concepts within the
text as a whole. Thus the text is seen to fail by its own crite-
ria—the standards or definitions which the text sets up are
used reflexively to unsettle and shatter the original distinc-
tions.?

Deconstructionists lay open the work so that all may see its in-
nards. This process is a little like letting the air out of tires, if
books are to tradition as tires are to automobiles. Traditionalists
are often dismayed to find revered works held to such ridicule,
foritis implied that once a work has been deconstructed it is im-
potent. But nothing could be further from the truth. Deconstruc-
tion doesn’t necessarily mean destruction. A vehicle can still
move with flat tires, and its occupants will pay a lot more atten-



96 Beyond the American Dream

tion to the ride. Deconstruction by any means is as much of a tra-
dition as the writing of books. A culture without a countercul-
ture is incapable of genuine learning.

When we idealize the past, memory becomes a refuge to es-
cape the present. I take issue with certain statements by Emer-
son and Kant, but I am not threatened by deconstruction of their
works. Istill trust that inspiration will dawn in the process of ex-
amining books with all the tools and techniques at my disposal.
Concerned not only with what appears in the text but with what
is left out, deconstruction is the heart, the soul, the very core of
critical inquiry. Emerson says, “We as we read, must become
Greeks, Romans, Turks, priest and king, martyr and executioner,
must fasten the images to some reality in our secret experience, or
we shall learn nothing rightly.” Indeed, it’s hard to read books as-
suming multiple points of view without employing a touch of
deconstruction.

Perhaps the greatest difficulty with deconstruction is that it
applies intellectual patterns which brandish little respect for so-
cial patterns. The mark of an intrinsic education is that, after de-
construction, one has the ability to reconstruct. After all, we do
require social patterns. It is one of our greatest imperfections
that we depend so heavily on our culture but remain estranged
from all but a few generations of our own ancestors. We are, in
effect, cut off from our collective history, as if the only important
occurrences in human events are the ones we or a living relative
of ours can remember. Millions of Americans have photo albums
with pictures of family members no one can identify. This break
with our past is so severe that our bones have to be in the ground
only for a short time before the reverence for our passing is lost
and we become artifacts.

History as Social Progress

In his book The End of History and the Last Man, Francis Fu-
kuyama presents an intriguing view of history by resurrecting G.
W. F. Hegel’s interpretation of history as a progressive social
struggle culminating in the elimination of social classes. Hegel’s
Philosophy of History (ca. 1835) provided the foundation upon
which Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels produced the theory
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known as dialectic materialism, more commonly called commu-
nism. Fukuyama writes,

Both Hegel and Marx believed that the evolution of human
societies was not open-ended, but would end when man-
kind had achieved a form of society that satisfied its deepest
and most fundamental longings. Both thinkers posited an
“end of history”: for Hegel this was the liberal state, while
for Marx it was a communist society. This did not mean that
the natural cycle of birth, life, and death would end, that im-
portant events would no longer happen, or that newspapers
reporting them would cease to be published. It meant,
rather, that there would be no further progress in the devel-
opment of underlying principles and institutions, because
all of the really big questions had been settled.?*

Fukuyama’s synthesis, albeit astute, doesn’t ask the big ques-
tions. Fighting political oppression to achieve a more demo-
cratic way of life has been an ongoing campaign throughout hu-
man history, but it may pale in terms of difficulty when com-
pared to the future challenge of reaching a stable human
population while simultaneously affording those at the bottom
of the social mountain a decent standard of living.

Fukuyama suggests that human history resembles a walk
through time in which one step, based upon technological ad-
vance, is followed (not necessarily in lockstep fashion) by a thy-
motic step. Fukuymama’s term thymotic is derived from Plato,
who, in The Republic, described the soul as consisting of three
parts: a desiring part, a reasoning part, and a “spiritedness”
called thymos. Thymos is the substance of self-esteem from
which grows the desire for recognition or pure prestige.

Fukuyama views history as a process driven by the innate
need of human beings to be recognized by other human beings.
We have already discussed in Chapter Two the human need to be
a hero, which is but a manifestation of a need to matter. If the
motor of history runs on the fuel of recognition, what will it
mean if we reach a true state of equality? (Not to imply that we
are anywhere near such a reality today.) When and if universal
democracy is achieved, Fukuyama seems to be saying, the social
struggle which provides the fuel for rising above adversity would
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be lost and all that would remain would be smoldering medioc-
rity. Significant events would still occur, but a progressive (dia-
lectic) history in a social sense would cease to exist, having cul-
minated with the triumph of Western ideology.

Courage and the nerve to risk one’s life lie at the core of thy-
mos. Fukuyama’s most dramatic illustration sets forth the dif-
ference in temperament between that of the master and that of
the slave. The master’s willingness to wage war for the sheer
prestige of recognition through victory contrasts vividly against
the slave’s willingness to remain a slave rather than risk death in
a quest for freedom. Few slaves risked their lives for their free-
dom, just as few people in Third World countries put up a fight
when faced with starvation. In comparison, when you tally the
frequency of courageous acts found in a company of Marines or
among a tribe of Zulu warriors, thymos begins to resemble a
product of culture or, by extension, a product of learned
behavior.

The vast majority of both slaves and masters, we must remem-
ber, owed their status to an accident of birth—it was not an ex-
pression of their thymotic worth. As Eric Hoffer observed in the
True Believer, “The absolute equality among the slaves, and the
intimate communal life in slave quarters, preclude individual
frustration.”?> A slave born to slavery will act differently from a
free individual who is abducted into slavery. Thymos, then,
might very well emerge from frustration more than from an in-
trinsic form of moral superiority.

Our constant need for recognition derives from external moti-
vation. If we get stuck in our personal growth, if we never move
above the ridge of social convention, then we become mired in a
rut where we gain our recognition mainly from “having.” Thy-
mos, it turns out, could have more to do with the engine of eco-
nomics than with the motor of history. Today, having substitutes
for being. Thus, we may never be successful in following our own
path because our self-worth is bound to an economic ethos. Fu-
kuyama appears to have confused a social convention for a bio-
logical one.

When one depends too much upon recognition, one ceases to
exist. But thymos can be overridden through awareness and un-
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derstanding. In the Maslovian model, thymos gets us only as far
as the base camp for finding purpose and meaning. To Hegel,
freedom was the point of history; to Maslow, freedom is merely
the threshold of possibilities. Freedom is a means, not an end, as
Fukuyama suggests. His book title has more to do with overem-
phasis on one ideal among human aspirations than with the lit-
eral end of anything. But then, that’s my point.

In the past century the hierarchical and contingent nature of
human needs and aspirations have played a primary role in our
developmental history. Perhaps instead of reaching the end of
history we'll find we can use this knowledge to bring forth a new
beginning, and to start asking really big questions like, how can
human beings achieve economic and ecological sustainability
without butchering one another?

Few people manage to rise above their environmental circum-
stances. Those who do may actually create culture, but we can
only imagine how many Galileos, da Vincis, and Einsteins have
lived without escaping the bonds of poverty, thus never fully de-
veloping their natural abilities. The Hegelian idea, that wars
brought about by the whims of kings and tyrants contribute
more to human aspirations than does the pursuit of meaning in
a just and peaceful world, seems patently absurd. Moreover,
conquering disease, achieving environmental stability, and ex-
ploring space are sufficient and necessary conditions to chal-
lenge humanity.

German philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte asserts, “To be
free is nothing; to become free is heavenly.” Compare the shades
of meaning: to be free; to become free. Being free is easily taken
for granted. But becoming free involves an investment, a risk, a
price beyond comfort. Only after we have fully understood our
need for recognition are we able to change the locus of our moti-
vation from being free to becoming free, from an external condi-
tion to an internal monitor, which satisfies our deepest and most
fundamental longings to know and to understand.

People who have given us Dynamic Quality through the ages
are those who have risen above desire or external motivation to
thymos (or spiritedness). They sought truth for its own sake.
They were people who did not need to win battles or to strut
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about like peacocks. Socrates died for principle, not prestige.
What would be the effect if people were to find purpose and
meaning through the mastery of culture and follow the same
path as Socrates? If ideas were ubiquitously celebrated over so-
cial patterns, social convention would be upheld more by princi-
ple than by rules of social order. Fewer rules would be required
for guiding behavior.

Historian John Lukacs offers another view of the driving force
of history in his book The End of the Twentieth Century. Lukacs
suggests, “the main political force in the twentieth century has
been nationalism, not Communism.” He argues that “commu-
nism is dead, but national self-determination is very much
alive.” Perhaps the vigor of nationalism stems in part from a
greater need for power than for recognition. Lukacs has said,

Near the end of...the so-called Modern Age—two dangerous
circumstances threaten the world. One is the institutional-
ized pressure for material and economic “growth”—con-
trary to stability and threatening nature itself. The other is
the existence of the populist inclinations of national-
ism—contrary to a greater and better understanding among
peoples, often debouching into barbarism. One is the thrust
for increasing wealth; the other, for tribal power. One issues
from the presumption that the principle human motive is
greed; the other, that it is power. To think that the former is
morally superior to the latter is at least questionable; but to
think that the progress of history amounts to the triumph of
money over force is stupid beyond belief.?°

There are a multitude of ways to examine history for insight
into the human condition. We could use fear, honor, lust, pride,
curiosity, greed, pleasure, or any number of descriptive citations
as the linchpins of our inquiry. They would be useful, but they
would be more akin to the turns of a kaleidoscope than to a de-
finitive view of history. The lesson here is that all historical per-
spectives are valuable, but none obliterate the need for further
inquiry.

Now, before we leave perspectives of history, consider this.
Humans severed ties with the wild species of the animal world at
the onset of agrarian society. Ties with the cyclic nature of the
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earth were later disjointed by the industrial age. Today we move
even deeper into an abstraction called cyberspace. Throughout
this historical progression, traditionalists (those who valued
things as they were) lamented a loss of genuine connection with
the past, while rejectionists (people who thought things could be
a lot better) sought change at any price. The cost has been that
communal bonds were replaced by a cash economy which has
become increasingly symbolic. True, human society is better off
without slavery, and without feudal lord and serf associations
fettered by oppression and ignorant superstition. But do we feel
an appropriate kinship with nature? We are worse off if we don't,
or if we are so insulated by the machinations of our culture that
we no longer feel our own feelings or have any compassion for
people who are in the least manner different from ourselves.

The major reason we are so ill-adjusted to life for the twenty-
first century is that, as societies move through time, we do not
bring enough of the past with us. The connections we have lost
can be understood through Robert M. Pirsig’s discussions about
hierarchy of patterns and the concept of qualitative improvement
via static-latching.

Humanity suffers because intellectual patterns are less suited
for adaptation than are biological patterns. An idea reduced to
social custom is no longer an idea. It remains an idea only as
long as it is held and acted upon by human beings. But conserva-
tives in every age attempt to reify “good ideas,” and this leadsto a
closed-system culture. In the face of complexity, culture substi-
tutes for thought. In this way, better ideas cannot supersede tra-
dition because they threaten the system. Therefore, success is
hard won; society more often than not winds up in a rut through
the inability to make further adaptations without great conflict.

Biological organisms bring their learned adaptations with
them as DNA, whereas humans must rely upon the knowledge of
past generations in a form known as education. Indeed, “DNA is
the source of meaning.”?” The DNA of education for human soci-
ety is wisdom, and it is a scarce commodity. Since education is a
means of sharing power, every society handles the concept of
education differently. Pirsig suggests that cultures enrich them-
selves through a process of static-latching (which is sort of an
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elegant, abstract way to describe incremental and sporadic im-
provement, as innovation becomes tradition). But sustained im-
provement does not occur qualitatively because past improve-
ments through static-latching are not captured, retained, and
passed on through the process of education.

No one can be given wisdom. The achievement of wisdom re-
quires the full attention, awareness, and skepticism of the stu-
dent. Wisdom derives from understanding. Understanding
emerges from the technical skill and psychological perception to
deal with “what is,” with reality. Most societies value wisdom far
less than simple utility and obedience. As a result, human socie-
ties do not make sufficient use of history. New ideas threaten so-
cial status. So, without the benefit of wisdom as a truly prized
force, human progress is herky-jerky and unstable at best.

Cash (symbolic) economies leave plenty of room for legiti-
mate communal ties, when wisdom is valued more than mate-
rial goods (desiring). But societies whose educational agendas
are covert methods of perpetuating the power of the status quo
elevate success (having) as a higher prize than wisdom. Moreo-
ver, the persistent misuse of power ensures that subsequent gen-
erations will re-experience the same baffling phenomenon.
When citizens spend their lives striving to do what others claim
is important without figuring out what is important for them-
selves, when recognition is more sought after than understand-
ing, nationalism becomes a resourceful tool in the hands of the
powerful to still questions of equity by those who wish to share
power. Whatever is wrong with current arrangements must be
someone else’s fault, goes the thinking. Bigotry, projection, and
prejudice become the smoke and mirrors of special interests.
Thus, nationalism, which ultimately results in war, begins with
the notion that some people are better than others. Virus-like we
kill each other. Those who question the wisdom of this enter-
prise of war are called traitors. And so, what we learn from war
reinforces Hegel's conclusion that “we never learn from war.”?8

Public Attention, Private Confusion

The cultural projection of the consummate American Dream
comes to us as the media—radio, television, newspapers, books,
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magazines, and all of the apparatus through which we are bom-
barded with information, entertainment, and advertising. Me-
dia relationships increasingly substitute for human relations.
Internet dialog stands in for conversation. Indeed, those who
hold the worldview of the romanticist are easily seduced into the
notion of self-realization through the consumption of images. In
areal sense, we become what we think about. People who are off
balance in their professional or personal lives, or who are some-
how struggling to define themselves, are especially vulnerable to
manipulation by media.

Advertising is a clear example of how intellectual patterns es-
tablish social patterns. It is a highly intellectual endeavor, play-
ing to our biological predispositions. Advertising is music to hu-
man genes. Fashion is a social pattern, and labels are guides for
behavior. Advertising specialists have created an illusionary
world in which an unattainable perfection is deemed desirable
and necessary for the sake of personal fulfillment. They have ac-
complished this by presenting airbrush-perfected versions of
everything that we might wish, thus fostering unreal expecta-
tions. We can never look as good as the fashion models because
their images are unreal celluloid representations. For anyone
troubled by identity issues the result can be a treadmill exis-
tence. The strongly felt need to be better, or the identification of
self-esteem with material rewards, is exacerbated by the grow-
ing revelation that one’s efforts are not producing rewards
quickly enough, or well enough. This in turn prompts one to run
faster, to try harder to grasp something that can’t be had.

Advertising is an emotional enterprise directed at people who
are, for all practical purposes, emotionally illiterate. The ethos
of advertising suggests that all problems have a commercial so-
lution. It is profoundly important to understand that this is not
true. The most meaningful external problems have internal solu-
tions. We cannot find balance in our lives if we do not under-
stand our emotions, and we can’t master our emotions if we
don’t understand the mechanics of advertising and the nature of
our own motivation. Getting a handle on these dynamics is
equivalent to developing emotional intelligence.
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One way to keep media in perspective is to borrow from Plato.
Plato had the strange idea that the physical world we live in is
but an illusion. The real world exists in the idealistic sense of
Forms—Forms which as humans we barely have the capacity to
comprehend, Forms that are the perfected blueprints for which
all physical (material) bodies are but representations. For exam-
ple, a Form exists for an apple, an orange, man, woman; all
earthly examples are merely imperfect representations of the
Forms themselves. The best example of an apple is still just an
example; it derives its appleness from the Form. Plato’s pupil,
Aristotle, dismissed the theory of Forms as being unprovable (a
clear example of the power of rational left-brain thinking win-
ning out over what might have been the most preeminent right-
brain idea ever expressed), but Plato’s idea is a useful metaphor
for relating to media.

Any goal we aim for, anything we set out to do or imitate, is but
an aspiration measured against an ideal, an imaginary Form.
For example, if I set out to run a foot race, I will imagine myself
running. If I am determined to win, I will visualize myself run-
ning past the finish line before the other participants. For most
everything that I might aspire to do there is a mental image, a de-
sired state of action and competence, a blueprint with which to
compare my progress. Aspiring to a form is what actors and ac-
tresses do. Simply put, idealistic forms are the stuff dreams are
made of.

We can neither prove nor disprove Plato’s theory of Forms, but
we know from the start that media are drenched in idealistic rep-
resentations. Comparisons of ourselves or our actions against
those shown in the media should reveal that the media images
are as far removed from our worth as individuals as Plato’s
Forms are from apples. (You can eat an apple but not a Form.) If
we keep the perspective that media provide a source of inspira-
tional images similar to the mental image of winning a foot race,
we will realize that our self-worth does not depend upon success
every time we are tested and that our self-esteem has nothing to
do with the representations on the screen.

Plato’s cave allegory, narrated by Socrates in The Republic,
Book VII, has for centuries been used to demonstrate the fragile
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nature of knowledge and perception. Socrates describes a cave
in which prisoners, whose necks are chained, can only observe
shadows cast on the wall by a fire. He then points out the differ-
ence in the prisoners’ perspective when they are unchained and
released from the cave. The contrast between the images created
by the shadows and the appearance of reality upon release from
the cave is profound. Two millennia after Plato’s careful analysis
we have learned little. We act as if the shadows are more real
than ever. We confuse the shadows cast by media with our own
dreams.

It's hard to appreciate the depth of this phenomenon because
it is so much a part of our culture. The very ethos of the rugged
American heroic individual is a product manufactured by fic-
tion writers and filmmakers. We celebrate a West that never was.
Worse, even the Hollywood version of the West strains its own
fantasy. What does it do to your cinematic sensibilities to learn
that movie legend John Wayne hated horses? And although he
appeared to win World War II single-handedly on the screen, in
reality he avoided military service to enhance his acting career.?’
We fail to recognize that the shadows are not merely the misrep-
resentation of reality; they are, in effect, atoms of cultural power.

After the movie is over, after our televisions are turned off, the
shadows linger. Thus, one of the most destructive effects of me-
dia is that they can serve as the boundaries or limits of our atten-
tion. In other words, what is not highlighted by media does not
exist. Moreover, the very act of being part of an audience leads us
to be more susceptible to suggestibility. An audience would not
be an audience if not for receptivity. When we make a conscious
or unconscious decision to be a part of an audience we give our-
selves permission to listen, and to be influenced. If we allow no
time for reflection, the media, in effect, substitute for conscious-
ness itself.

Educator Neil Postman makes this point in his book Amusing
Ourselves to Death. He writes:

There is no murder so brutal, no earthquake so devastating,
no political blunder so costly—for that matter, no ball score
so tantalizing or weather report so threatening—that it
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cannot be erased from our minds by a newscaster saying,
« s »30
Now...this.

Postman writes that George Orwell “feared the truth would be
kept from us,” while Aldous Huxley “feared the truth would be
drowned in a sea of irrelevance.” He continues:

Everything in our background has prepared us to know and
resist a prison when the gates begin to close around us. We
are not likely, for example, to be indifferent to the voices of
the Sakharovs and the Timmermans and the Walesas. We
take arms against such a sea of troubles, buttressed by the
spirit of Milton, Bacon, Voltaire, Goethe and Jefferson. But
what if there are no cries of anguish to be heard? Who is pre-
pared to take arms against a sea of amusements??’

In politics, advertising is infinitely more expedient than devel-
oping practical solutions to social problems. We elect represen-
tatives to public office based on their appeal to our emotions,
knowing all along that they are not likely to keep their promises
once they are in office. Political elections in America have be-
come carefully stage-managed events orchestrated by political
consultants, speech writers, film producers, and makeup artists.
In a society drenched in symbols, with little time set aside for re-
flection, images replace ideas, and before long power falls to any
person or group who can pay the price of a media campaign.
Plato most certainly would voice strenuous objection to the pal-
try amount of time we allow for contemplation and reflection in
today’s society.

Media are potentially liberating and simultaneously threaten-
ing. Adolph Hitler mastered the art of imagery and captured the
soul of Germany through the use of simple cliches, slogans, and
symbols. His words vividly demonstrate how the ideals of patri-
otism and the human propensity for prejudice can be twisted
into hatred. Hitler’s propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels
wrote, “Intellectual activity is a danger to the building of charac-
ter.” What he really meant, of course, was that it was a danger to
his power and to the power of the Third Reich, a clear example of
what happens when social convention suffocates intellectual
patterns. Social custom is what happens when ideas atrophy
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and emerge as convention. When it becomes more important
than ideas, society pays a tremendous price.

Media have the power to establish priorities that are out of all
proportion with the everyday reality of most people. For exam-
ple, thousands of children in Third World countries die each day
from starvation; thousands of children in America are abused
each day; hundreds die in automobile accidents unprotected by
seat belts. Countless others die because of lack of medical treat-
ment. But then a news story calls our attention to the drama of a
single child who needs a heart or liver transplant. Then the pub-
lic is impelled to respond with indignation and assistance. Re-
member the bombing of the federal building in Oklahoma City
in the spring of 1995 and the photo of the fireman carrying a
child from the carnage? Before long a cartoon appeared in the
newspaper depicting a fireman holding a single child while
standing in a sea of dead babies: with the word RWANDA
stamped on his helmet.

It’s ironic that most complaints about media today come not
from people trying to learn more about issues, but from people
striving to protect their own version of reality. By nature the me-
dia attempt to italicize and append parentheses to reality. The
ability to focus, which the media can do so well, requires that a
lot be excluded. Imagine what it would be like if the only way we
were able to watch movies was to observe the whole movie set. In
every scene we would be able to see the camera crews, the direc-
tor, and all of the technical advisers. We would likely consider
this wide angle panorama to be destructive to our sense of enjoy-
ment, but which view is closer to being real? The idea that we
must restrict perception in order to focus shows just how condi-
tional our senses of perception are. It reveals that we can never
take for granted knowledge gained in such manner. How ironic
and instructive to realize the story that appears to occur is not on
the screen but in our heads.

Viewing the world through the lens of our culture and the
camera of media is a lot like looking at the world through vene-
tian blinds. There are many narrow, slanted views available, but
the window remains covered. The public has contempt for the
shallowness of the media, but it objects even more to the raising
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of issues most people would rather not think about. Media net-
works are businesses, too, and are not that much different in
their values and economic practices from the issues they at-
tempt to cover. Even when they make exceptions, the economy
of the sound byte ensures their subjects will not be probed
deeply. The public’s anger with media is most often about rat-
tling the blinds, not about opening the window.

A public that avoids thinking critically is especially vulnerable
to being told what to think about, even though little deliberation
will occur. The media’s greatest strength is society’s greatest
weakness, namely, the capacity to control perception by domi-
nating the front pages of our awareness. The ability to wage war
is now almost entirely dependent on anesthetizing public per-
ception. During the Vietnam war, media coverage brought hu-
man suffering on a massive scale into the living rooms of non-
combatants for the first time in history. In the more recent Per-
sian Gulf war, the movements and reporting of media
correspondents were highly restricted while the descriptions of
battle became ever more impersonal. As the war progressed, ref-
erences by pilots of the allied forces began to make the war
sound like a colossal Nintendo game. Enemy convoys were de-
scribed as cockroaches. “Now you see them. Now you don’t.”
Imagine what it would be like, indeed what would happen, if the
media were to capture in graphic detail groups of human beings
being vaporized? What might this do to our notions about war?
The power of media becomes especially vivid when you think
how these real-life views of war could influence the power to
wage war.

Our current predicament is truly incredible. We are the first
culture in the history of civilization in which each member is ex-
posed daily to hundreds of messages constructed by experts and
specifically designed to cause us to act (or feel the worse for not
doing so). Little wonder that we refer to ourselves less often as
citizens and more often as consumers—consumers of products,
images, symbols, icons, and manufactured reality itself. It’s an
open secret that the people who try their absolute best to influ-
ence us are attempting to contrive reality itself. And part of this
open secret is the acknowledgment that merely being aware we
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are targets of such an enterprise is not an adequate defense
against it. An equal defense requires diligence, conviction, and
effort—a staggering proposition in light of our willingness to de-
ceive ourselves. If we purposely shield ourselves from too much
reality, is it any wonder that we substitute the interesting for the
relevant, and let entertainment become a purposeful diversion,
so that for millions of Americans “freedom” means “entertain-
ment”? Is it any wonder that gossip magazines are successful be-
cause millions of people find actors and socialites to be more
real and interesting than themselves? Or that this distraction
has produced a society in which millions of people exhibit a
nearly manic-depressive behavioral response to an assortment
of balls kicked or carried past goalposts, thrown through hoops,
or putted into small holes in the ground? Obsessions with the
lives of the players of these games make sports just another busi-
ness disguised as entertainment. People often know more about
these celebrities than they do about members of their own fami-
lies and derive their own self-esteem from the successes of those
they admire.

What does such a pronounced affection for distraction sug-
gest about our ideas of progress? Is a society progressive if sig-
nificant numbers of its members are so adversely affected by
stress that they must soak their psyches in entertainment at
every available opportunity until their lives resemble an analog
of pain versus pleasure? Would entertainment fare so well with-
out such a profound need to look the other way? If all we want
are goods and entertainment, then consumers and observers are
all we can ever be.32 But to blame television for our mindlessness
is to criticize our eyes because we do not like what we see.

Should we want to master change, however, and build a future
where work is congruent with our biological, sociological, and
intellectual existence, we must not allow media to set the pa-
rameters of our attention. Otherwise, public opinion becomes
public morality, observation substitutes for experience, and in-
dividuals who make the effort to truly distinguish themselves, to
fully add to the culture, will be greeted with a passive resent-
ment. This, in turn, leads to public mediocrity.
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No, we must not let our culture’s media projectors substitute
for our own imaginations. We must learn instead to see what is
important to us because it is meaningful and not simply because
it is highlighted. We must become the makers of our own ideas,
the producers and directors of our own dreams.



Chapter Four

Perception and Beliefs

Attachment is a manufacturer of illusions and whoever wants
reality ought to be detached.!

—Simone Weil

Beliefs mold the bedrock of culture. If we are to have any
hope of understanding ourselves and others, the nature of be-
liefs must hold our attention. Education without inquiry into
why we believe as we do is little more than perpetuated illusion.
Studying the types of thinking we most value can probe the very
essence of the human psyche. The pronounced appearance of a
duality of human consciousness (described as a split-brain ar-
chitecture) has been observable for centuries in other cultures,
especially in primitive cultures whose languages are more meta-
phoric and less reliant on a linear concept of time. It’s been pres-
ent in ours, too, except we were often too close to observe it.

Bob Samples, author of The Metaphoric Mind, offers a pro-
vocative argument suggesting that the left-brain “rational”
thinking orientation that typifies Western thinking is destruc-
tive in its overpowering effect on the right-brain “metaphoric”
mode:

Time is perceived in two ways...as a cycle or as a line. Cyclic
time is the image that best applies to nature. Seasons, days,
seeds, and birth-death cycles are all part of the rhythmic
pulse of nature. Linear time is an abstraction. It is the inven-
tion of humans who arbitrarily divide up cycles into units.
Unfortunately once the division is made, the units are often
perceived as being more significant than the cycles. They
are after all, more logical...that is, they are more addable,
subtractable, and certainly more abstract. Cycles, on the
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other hand, vary. None of the cycles of nature occur consis-
tently in terms of linear time. Days, tides, seasons, and ges-
tation periods are all different in terms of linear time. As a
result they pose problems to those who measure them in lin-
ear time—the rational thinkers. They pose no problem to
those who accept cyclic time, for these humans are closer to
nature and to the metaphoric mind.?

About this propensity for applying (left-brain) rationalization
at the expense of the (right-brain) metaphoric mode of knowing,
Samples continues:

The act of sorting out is vital to understanding the separa-
tion of the rational and metaphoric minds. Although it is not
necessary to know the names of apples and oranges to know
that they are edible, the names are necessary to separate
them from each other and from grapes and tangerines. In
fact the act of labeling any parcel of nature is to separate it
from others. This act of semantic surgery quickly develops
into a strategy of mind function that has at its core an act in
opposition to holism and synthesis.?

In this context, it’s easy to see how the adoption of a sophisti-
cated language (which itself occupies one primary hemisphere)
has allowed one mode of thinking to tower over the other. Tradi-
tional education in Western society virtually ignores the right-
brain hemisphere as a way of knowing, even though, as we shall
see, it is an element of deep understanding (wisdom) and is per-
haps a critical component of genius. Once you begin to compre-
hend how a dual mode of consciousness apprehends and con-
structs its model of reality, all sorts of possibilities arise. In such
territory the significance of symbols and beliefs begins to take
on new meaning, as does the whole notion of embodiment.

In his book The Dual Brain, Religion, and the Unconscious,
psychiatrist Sim C. Liddon uses the terms objectification and
adifferentiation to examine this issue, arguing that psychology
and psychiatry have spent precious little time in studying the na-
ture of believing. Liddon defines objectification as “the phe-
nomenon of experiencing symbols of subjective experience as
‘real’ and in the real world.” Fear, for example, might be emo-
tionalized into the symbol of a witch, and objectification occurs
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when the image of a witch would be interpreted not as an image,
but as being real. Adifferentiation, on the other hand, Liddon de-
scribes as a variation of objectification that is “the inability to
distinguish a symbol from that for which the symbol stands.”*
An example would be if one believed the American flag to be
more important than the principals for which America stands.

Consider the implications of how we form beliefs and opin-
ions when we perceive ourselves as having two independent but
cooperative modes of consciousness, both organizing our expe-
rience, each with its own agenda. One seeks to separate, the
other to assemble. The former is concerned with parts, the latter
with wholes. Each is insensitive to the strength of the other. Like
an animate pair of binoculars, each side scans the horizon, in-
tent on its own presentation of reality. Each side discerns what it
apprehends as real; one side furnishes a verbal explanation for
what it beholds, the other doesn’t need one.

German philosopher Immanue] Kant touched on this issue al-
most two centuries before the development of split-brain theory.
He argued that the powers of knowing arrive from understanding
and sensibility. Understanding (which best describes left-brain
thinking) consists of concepts and judgment. Sensibility (which
best describes right-brain thinking) consists principally of intui-
tion. In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant wrote:

Our nature is so constituted that intuition with us never can
be other than sensuous, that is, it contains only the mode in
which we are affected by objects. On the other hand, the fac-
ulty of thinking the object of sensuous intuition is the un-
derstanding. Neither of these faculties has a preference over
the other. Without the sensuous faculty no object would be
given to us, and without understanding no object would be
thought. Thoughts without content are void; intuitions
without conceptions, blind. Hence it is as necessary for the
mind to make its conceptions sensuous (that is, to join to
them the object in intuition), as to make its intuitions intelli-
gible. Neither of these faculties can exchange its proper
function. Understanding cannot intuite, and the sensuous
faculty cannot think. In no other way than from the united
operation of both, can knowledge arise.’
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Immanuel Kant saw himself as bridging the gap between the
feuding philosophic camps of his day, the rationalists (who be-
lieved that knowledge exists independently of experience), and
the empiricists (who believed knowledge to be totally dependent
upon experience). He maintained that synthesis is an act of
unity—an act which sounds very much like what modern re-
searchers call bimodal processing, or knowing through using
both modes of consciousness.® Kant suggested that categories of
the mind shape perception, and contemporary research in brain
science bears him out.

With a dual consciousness we have two equally dynamic
modes of apprehending reality. And, if our culture requires that
we rely on one of them more than the other, this may have a sig-
nificant effect on how we perceive and subsequently come to be-
lieve everything we hold in our consciousness. Both modes of
consciousness have extraordinary qualities; each is capable of
reaching for truth—one by analysis, the other by intuition. T ask
whether one of these ways of knowing can interfere with the
other, and if so, what are the consequences?

What can be learned from the phenomenon of people who si-
multaneously hold rational and irrational beliefs? What could
objective pursuit in this line of inquiry tell us? Why do so many
people believe in astrology, channeling, fortune tellers, tarot
cards, and ghosts? Astrology has been totally discredited scien-
tifically, but still most of our newspapers contain a horoscope
column. Does the popularity of supermarket tabloids, with their
bizarre, impossible headlines, reveal anything but a preference
for the asylum of deep ignorance rather than a harsh reality?
Why are humans universally superstitious? Why do so many
people find the idea of a conspiracy more palatable than a thor-
ough examination of the facts? Could it be that by shielding one-
self from reality, one reserves the right to believe anything? Per-
haps Bertrand Russell was correct when he said, “Men fear
thought more than they fear anything else on earth—more than
ruin, more even than death.”” T suggest that insight into these
questions through objective inquiry might lead to the greatest
breakthrough in negotiating human differences in the history of
humankind—not to mention a reduction of incidents like those
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orchestrated by Jim Jones at Jonestown, Guiana and Marshall
Applewhite in San Diego, California, or David Koresh at Waco,
Texas.

Albert Einstein used his intuition in the form of imagery to
grasp flashes of insight—truths which held up when he sub-
jected them to reason. Isn't it entirely possible, then, that a truth
could be discovered in this way without the critical ability to ex-
plain it? I am not trying at this point to destroy the case made
earlier. I am simply trying to demonstrate the validity and subse-
quent need for developing both modes of thinking, as Kant did.
Intuition often amounts to little more than muddled perception.
In his first book, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, Rob-
ert Pirsig made a similar, eloquent argument for the synthesis of
reason and emotion into an order he referred to as quality. This
concept of quality contained a critical preciseness coexistent
with an intuitive feeling of rightness (my attempt at a definition,
not his). If we gain nothing further from this inquiry, we need to
realize that the pursuit of truth requires conviction, which, by
definition, contains some ingredients of both modes of con-
sciousness. But conviction must be linked to a genuine desire to
understand and an eagerness to practice skepticism at all times.
Any fool can have convictions, but it takes an agile mind to sus-
tain doubt.

If it’s true that for thousands of years our intuitive mode of
consciousness has been gradually overpowered by our rational
mode, is it any wonder that we become spellbound by the pro-
fundity of Eastern mysticism, or that we seem to be driven to
find a deeper sense of meaning than life in a rational world
seems to provide? Liddon suggests that “the integration of these
two modes of processing gives rise to that restless urge in human
beings to satisfy their religious needs.”® Does overdependency
on rationality (or, for that matter, on any mode that proves re-
strictive) have anything to do with the fact that millions of peo-
ple appear to live for decades on automatic pilot, punctuated by
brief moments of crisis when what really seems to matter to
them is suddenly clear?

What of the young man or woman who, in order to support a
family, becomes an executive and loses all sense of self to a world
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of rationality that renders participants estranged from their
families—the very reason for beginning the effort in the first
place? Does this reliance on rationality leave a person vulner-
able to becoming so overwhelmed by a sudden encounter with
the natural world that one abandons reason in order to defend
nature (as seems to be the case with members of radical environ-
mental groups)? For example, placing steel spikes in trees to
protect them from lumberjacks is not a well-reasoned act, unless
one values trees more than people. Does the person who is overly
dependent on rationality and unable to find fulfillment suddenly
load up on pop psychology or seek enlightenment from con art-
ists, like the chocolate afficionado on a binge? What of the indi-
vidual who shuns reason and tries to feel his or her way through
life? Wouldn’t a more balanced view be one that says dual modes
of incompatible but cooperative consciousness are biologically
calibrated to discern meaning in the same manner that sails are
set to catch the wind?

John F. Schumaker, in his book Wings of Illusion, offers one of
the most lucid arguments on this subject I have found. Schu-
maker submits the provocative thesis that our strongest drive,
one we share with all other humans, is a “paranormal belief im-
perative” which shields us from the harshness of reality.’ Indeed,
a host of writers and philosophers have warned us of the inabil-
ity of humans to gaze into the face of reality. Arthur Schopen-
hauer earned a reputation as a philosopher of pessimism for his
penetrating prose about the horror and harshness of reality:

The pleasure in this world, it has been said, outweighs the
pain; or, at any rate, there is an even balance between the
two. If the reader wishes to see shortly whether this state-
ment is true, let him compare the respective feelings of two
animals, one of which is engaged in eating the other.'°

More recently Ernest Becker, in The Denial of Death, wrote
that of all things that drive humans, a principle one is the terror
of death: “a full apprehension of man’s condition would drive
him insane.”!! Schumaker argues that our propensity for self-
deception is a biological adaptation, that pure intelligence
would be incapable of standing up to and overcoming reality.!?
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“More than anything else,” he says, “we are contradictions.”
Schumaker continues:

What we have become, both physically and psychologically,
was for a purpose. That purpose again was survival. It was
no accident that we became a creature of apparent oppo-
sites. Coincidence was not responsible for our unique abil-
ity to combine genius-like yearnings for truth with a seem-
ingly mindless willingness to accept the wholly unbeliev-
able as fact. The delicate balance we maintain between
truth and fiction is the hallmark of our species. One should
not be too quick to dismiss our appetite for illusion as a
mere idiosyncrasy of our species. We should also pause be-
fore jumping to the conclusion that we are “spiritual” beings
that cannot be understood in an evolutionary context. Our
unique species represents the end-product of an evolution-
ary “miracle” which endowed our species with the ability to
deceive itself and to fashion a hybrid reality for itself."

Schumaker posits that “paranormal believing became the an-
tidote to pure intelligence” through the capacity of “suggestibil-
ity.”1* Without such capacity humans would not be capable of
believing the unbelievable. Schumaker contends there is an ur-
gent need to find out at what level of illusion we function best
and what the consequences are for failing to find effective sys-
tems of self-deception. Even though reality-transcending para-
normal beliefs have held a great survival value for our species, he
concludes, our capacity for self-deception may prove to be a
“biological checkmate” because of weapon technology (nuclear
weapons in particular). The Cold War may be over, but national-
ism looms as large as ever before.

This is not the most flattering light in which to view ourselves.
Some readers might be offended by the implications of such in-
quiry, but, to my mind, that makes the effort all the more impor-
tant. One can barely imagine the value and power to be derived
from insights into why and how we believe as we do. Daniel J.
Boorstin reminds us, “It is not skeptics or explorers but fanatics
and ideologues who menace decency and progress. No agnostic
ever burned anyone at the stake or tortured a pagan, a heretic, or
an unbeliever.”!> At the very least there seems to be enough evi-
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dence to imagine that if we were detectives searching for culprits
hiding the truth, we might find ourselves to be prime suspects.

We need desperately to understand why believers are re-
spected more than nonbelievers. Why do religious followers ac-
cuse atheists of practicing a religion? Is it true? Is not believing
still a belief? The bias for believing is not so obvious until it is put
in perspective. For example, myriad religious believers of
sharply contrasting ideologies join together to protest about so-
cial issues such as abortion in the name of their religion. Yet,
each religion views the next not only as unbelievable but also as
preposterous. Picture what would happen if large numbers of
activists gathered outside of Christian churches during services
carrying signs like: “Jesus is dead. Get a life!” The results would
likely be violent, and infinitely worse if something similar oc-
curred in an Islamic country (witness the predicament of
Salman Rushdie). This is precisely why it is so important that we
understand beliefs about believing. In America the freedom to
believe is protected by law. The freedom to doubt, in theory at
least, is afforded the same sanctity, except that in practice it
doesn’t fare so well. The skeptic is less well respected than those
who are thought of as practicing a belief, even if it is viewed as a
primitive belief. In the last quarter of the eighteenth century
Thomas Paine became the architect of inspiration for the Ameri-
can Revolution. His essay Common Sense, published in 1776,
catapulted him to a status of hero attained by few before or
since. But when he attacked Christianity as “too absurd for be-
lief” in 1794, he became one of the most reviled and demonized
citizens in American history. He died a pauper, poor in status
and purse.

In our own time, Timothy Ferris has examined the popular
subject of near death experience in his book The Mind’s Sky. Fer-
ris notes, and evidence supports his claim, that the near death
experience (what so many people report as a blissful movement
through a tunnel toward a light) is actually a super dose of
adrenaline as a reaction to extreme stress. For example, some in-
dividuals who have fallen great distances report having had this
kind of experience before they hit the ground.!® If these reports
are true, we can begin to understand the explosion of religious
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impetus felt by our primitive ancestors who spent their nights
huddled together in sheer terror on the Serengeti Plain.!” Per-
haps the greatest argument in favor of religion is not the sugges-
tion of an afterlife, but the presence of a biological mechanism
kind enough to make death a blissful event.!8

Nobel Laureate Francis Crick published a book in 1994, titled
The Astonishing Hypothesis, which offers the premise that the
mind is what the brain does. That this idea would be viewed as
astonishing near the third millennium is itself astonishing.

Religion and Reality

Thomas Carlyle once said, “Wonder is the basis of worship,”
but, I'm not so sure. Worship could very well be the antithesis of
wonder. Although Albert Einstein suggested, “The cosmic relig-
ious feeling is the strongest and noblest motive for scientific re-
search,” and, “Science without religion is lame, religion without
scienceis blind,” he could not, and I cannot, comprehend or con-
ceive of the existence of a God who would delve into the simple
matters of human beings. At first, being agnostic made me a lit-
tle hesitant to write about religion. But, if we really value truth,
an agnostic approach to religion is the only approach one can
take that is rational, ethical, moral, and emotionally intelligent.
The history of the world is overburdened with evidence support-
ing Voltaire’s assertion: “Anyone who has the power to make you
believe absurdities has the power to make you commit injus-
tices.” Worship is embedded in social patterns more deeply than
in intellectual ones, more dependent upon the bonds of loyalty
than on the desire to know or to understand anything.

Beliefs form the substructure with which we fashion a world-
view or a conception of reality. The evidence is irrefutable: cul-
tures ritualize common practices and, in time, sacralize them.
Cultures provide ready-to-believe worldviews and “ready-to-
wear religions.”!® Thus, beliefs probe the epicenter of human ex-
istence; they provide the bedrock for all religions, which makes
religiousness much too important to belong mainly to the realm
of social convention.

Some scientists argue that science and religion are incompati-
ble because science deals with empirical matters and religion
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does not. But the products of science continually hurl us into a
stance where we must decide how meaning is to be defined. It
would be as dangerous to let theologians chart the course for hu-
manity by themselves (witness the Dark Ages) as it would be to
let scientists do so alone.

Philosophy, the love of wisdom, is without doubt a religious
quest. Thus, the really big questions pervading this text so far
lead back to questions that appear to be religious. If Thomas
Carlyle is right, if wonder is the basis of worship, then we dare
not forget that worship also reifies authority. Many people use
this relationship to gain security that, when taken to an extreme,
leads to an abdication of responsibility. Moral dilemmas such as
poverty and starvation, which require immediate attention, but
which no one wants to deal with, are left to God. Thus, the end
result of the belief in immortality is that the values that are so
highly prized for the next life are ignored in this one. This bias for
self-deceit makes the whole idea of religion and “spirituality”
profoundly consequential.?® Indeed, in The True Believer, Eric
Hoffer has shown irrefutably that, for a certain kind of mind, re-
ligion is not an opium for the masses, but rather crack cocaine
for zealots.

The essence of spirit can best be compared to Pirsig’s Dynamic
Quality, which arises from art, science, philosophy, and all of the
similar endeavors that have the potential to add positively to life
and to culture. But, as we enter upon the new millennium, be-
liefs are in collision. For millions of people, economic power has
become a religion. For millions more, religion is used only as a
shield, raised as a defensive tactic only when some aspect of the
culture comes under attack. For many others, religion is a pri-
mary way of seeking recognition; they seek to convert and con-
quer doubt, especially their own. In The Denial of Death, Ernest
Becker wrote:

Creation is a nightmare spectacular taking place on a planet
that has been soaked for hundreds of millions of years in the
blood of all its creatures. The soberest conclusion that we
could make about what has actually been taking place on
the planet for about three billion years is that it is being
turned into a vast pit of fertilizer. But the sun distracts our
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attention, always baking the blood dry, making things grow
over it, and with its warmth giving the hope that comes with
the organism’s comfort and expansiveness....Science and
religion merge in a critique of the deadening of perception
of this kind of truth, and science betrays us when it is willing
to absorblived truth all into itself....The problem with all the
scientific manipulators is that somehow they don't take life
seriously enough; in this sense, all science is “bourgeois,” an
affair of bureaucrats. I think that taking life seriously means
something such as this: that whatever man does on this
planet has to be done in the lived truth of the terror of crea-
tion, of the grotesque, of the rumble of panic underneath
everything. Otherwise it is false.?!

If we humans are hard-wired to insulate ourselves from too
much reality, then, for many people, Becker’s pit of despair is too
much to bear without some sort of assistance. One can begin to
understand why cultures around the world affirm the unbeliev-
able in order to spare themselves from such a depressing view.
Thus millions of people (who are aware of only a few genera-
tions of their own ancestors) choose to wholly embrace the be-
liefs of people who lived so long ago as to appear primitive and
ignorant in our present-day culture, except for their belief in the
supernatural. To make the wholly unbelievable convincing, su-
pernatural beliefs must be borrowed from periods of time that
are themselves shielded from too much reality. Countless follow-
ers believe God spoke to mortals in ancient times on a regular
basis, but will not hesitate to point out that those today who say
God speaks to them directly belong in mental hospitals. Mira-
cles met the same credulity in ancient times that they do today:
time makes miraculous claims more palatable.

Becker was right: we do not take life seriously enough. But I
don'’t share Becker’s fertilizer pit view of the earth. (Then again, I
wasn’t born in the slums of Rwanda, Delhi, Mexico City, Bangla-
desh, or the Mott Haven section of the South Bronx in New
York.) Where beliefs are concerned, most people live as if there
had never been an age called “the Enlightenment,” not to men-
tion Thomas Paine’s Age Of Reason. We are, as Harold Bloom
suggests, “a religion-mad country.”?? In God's Laughter, Gerhard
Staguhn writes:
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At the root of religion—to this day!—lies fear. More pre-
cisely, the fear of death, which is but a synonym for chaos.
Religion is nothing but a heroic negation of chaos and
death, man’s attempt to oppose world-chaos by establishing
a permanent center, and to define thereby a reference point
for everything—in short, a meaning.?

If our religious nature is the result of a dual-brained neural ar-
chitecture, is it also an evolutionary characteristic that we
should outgrow? If this sounds like a reasonable expectation,
then I have failed to make my most important point: simply that
the propensity for human religiousness is also a part of, or is di-
rectly knotted to, the desire to know, and that the satisfaction
found in understanding is even greater than that of believing,
provided that desire can sustain the climb over our cultural
mountains.

Recall John F. Schumaker’s observation that the only attribute
all cultures share is a paranormal belief imperative. Schumaker
also points out the dark side of conventional religion in that it is
“associated with general insensitivity, cruelty, overpunishment,
intolerance, authoritarianism, child abuse, ethnocentrism,
prejudice, and bigotry, dishonesty, inflexibility, lack of creativity,
and diminished critical thinking ability.”?* His indictment is far
from trivial. Still, to my mind, our religious nature can have an
advantage. It can make us aware that we set the stage for provid-
ing and experiencing our own meaning. It can confirm that we
have learned enough about our own human temperament to ac-
knowledge the need for a “believer beware” apprehension, to un-
derstand that beliefs deep-seated in fear do not, will not, and
cannot serve us well in the twenty-first century.

Postmodernism and Meaning

In July of 1994, space debris known as the comet Shoemaker-
Levy 9 assaulted the planet Jupiter with a cosmic ferocity that
forever shattered any notion that the cosmos is a peaceful, se-
cure place. Scientists had never believed that it was, but now the
proof was at hand for everyone to see. The psychic aftershocks
from this celestial spectacle will reverberate through human
consciousness until (and, we must hope, after) the earth shares a
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similar fate. It will happen. The only question is, when? Wel-
come to a postmodern world.

Whatispostmodernism? Postmodernism is culture shock writ
large; pluralism in kaleidoscope. Postmodernism is a psycho-
logical parenthesis within which people simultaneously believe
in everything and nothing; where the fundamentalist preacher
shares media airwaves with psychic hotlines, political pundits,
science magazines, and infomercials hawking products no one
needs. Postmodernsim heralds the publication of books like The
End of Science in the same year scientists announce the prob-
ability that there was once life on Mars and that a ubiquitious
form of life known as archaea, or the third branch of life, has for
all times (that is, until recently) escaped human detection. Post-
modernism is an oxymoron incarnate: an open-closed system
where everything is admitted entry but nothing changes as a re-
sult. Postmodernsim celebrates the end of imagination in the
face of an exponential explosion in the growth of ideas. And—bi-
zarre as it sounds—this incoherent, maddening uncertainty has
the potential (as we will see in due course) to shine the brightest
light ever on the human predicament. Once we see postmodern-
ism up close, we realize that people of all cultures appear to be
making up reality as they go along. This can be reassuring when,
on reflection, we understand that it has always been that way.
The difference is, now it’s happening in plain sight.

What does it mean to be postmodern? Lots of thinkers in vari-
ous disciplines are kicking this term around with dramatically
divergent ideas about what it means, and that is the point. Phi-
losophers, artists, and sociologists use the term in differing
ways, even among their own colleagues, as each group focuses
on unfamiliar riddles. But not until I heard Rush Limbaugh say
he had never heard of the word postmodernism did I develop an
affection for it. To me postmodernism is an epistemological
abyss: reason turned inside out. Do we really know anything?
Can we know? Is it likely that the only thing we know is that we
don’t know? Add the ferment of Shoemaker-Levy 9, and you can
legitimately ask whether or not what we can know even matters.
Is lifelong learning in a postmodern world a contradiction in
terms? If we can’t know anything, why bother trying to learn?
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My answer is, yes, it does matter. Even if the only reason it
matters is that we think it does, then that is good enough. From
this plain, subjective exercise we call learning, we human beings
can squeeze from life all we were ever designed to attain. The
course we follow in a postmodern world is confusing and
booby-trapped. If one travels through life without paying the
price of attention, what appears practical becomesradical or the
reverse. What we think and what we believe in a postmodern
world may determine whether or not anyone is alive when the
earth is visited next by space debris. But, before we move too far
afield in the world of beliefs, let’s tread for a while on the path we
consider the most practical.

We'll start at the divisive question about whether truth is a
given or whether it is a process of discovery. From a Western per-
spective we have moved historically from a prehuman (at least
in a modern sense) world of “embodiment,” through a primitive
shadow world, to a classical Graeco-Roman world view, to the
prominence of Christianity spanning thirteen centuries, to the
Enlightenment and the rise of modern science, to a point in the
mid-twentieth century which a few scholars have chosen to call
Postmodernism. Postmodernism is sort of a scientific and philo-
sophical consensus that we humans may not be equipped to
grasp reality if, indeed, there is such a thing.?®> Postmodernism is
seen as a diabolical threat to the very idea of an ordered universe
of absolutes, even though theology began with, and in fact rests
upon, the premise that God is unknowable.

1 believe Huston Smith is correct when he writes, “Absence of
evidence is not evidence of absence,” but neither is it a stage for
dogma.?® The poet Rilke suggested that Reality or God may well
be a Direction instead of an object or deity.?’” Smith himself
writes, “The only thing that is unqualifiedly good is extended vi-
sion, the enlargement of one’s understanding of the ultimate na-
ture of things.”?® Think about this for a moment. If God or Real-
ity is a Direction, then to learn is a deeply intellectual and spiri-
tual experience. So, it is not surprising that the church destroys
the best part of religion by defining what cannot be defined. Mo-
tivated by a desire to be necessary, it substitutes answers for
questions. Genuine religious inquiry is lost to social convention.
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Postmodernism derives from a lack of thirst for knowledge,
and it may be worse than nihilism. Nihilism represents a loss of
values, but postmodernism as a social direction is one in which
technique takes over completely. Thus, the symbols and images
produced by our highly technological blip culture become more
real and more important than anything we ourselves can imag-
ine; they become hyper-real. Cynics blame postmodernism on a
breakdown of traditional values and argue that the move toward
relativism is largely a result of the decline of religion. I disagree.
We are moving in a postmodern trajectory not because of the de-
mise of religion but because we have let ancient people think for
us in the first place. In A History of God, Karen Armstrong clearly
shows how the character of God has changed over a period of
4,000 years, and how we humans alone are responsible for it.
The quality of human life is undeviatingly bound to the intellec-
tual plane of existence and directly dependent on the amount of
thinking going on at the time in which it is lived.

If reality evaporates before us as we near our limit of under-
standing, are we not still better off? Are we not hierarchically
motivated beings even if the universe is not? If reality evades us,
that doesn’t mean our frail interpretation is meaningless. If 1
wear blue-tinted glasses and you wear green-tinted, neither of us
will be affected by the objects we look at—only our perception
will be influenced. To say that my blueness or your greenness is
meaningless is like saying that Christians, Buddhists, Muslims,
Hindus, Agnostics, and Atheists (the capital As are intentional)
can find no meaning. Yet, I should not propose to kill you be-
cause you cannot see blue. These colors represent our respective
cultures, and if we could each rise above our culture through
self-mastery we would be able to see in the same light.

In attempting to shield ourselves from too much reality, we
fail to understand the religious nature of self-creation; we fail to
seize the moment and the opportunity to create a life worth liv-
ing. We are so haunted by the meddlesome idea that the only
thing that matters is permanence, we fail to realize this baffle-
ment would result in eternal confusion if we did live forever. Life
may be absurd, “an idiot laughing,” as Thornton Wilder sug-
gested.?? And, if astrophysicist Stephen Hawking is right, time
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may someday run backwards. But our dilemma as individuals
need not be so complicated. Postmodernism itself may be
enough to awaken the human race from the slumber of supersti-
tion. Walter Truett Anderson writes:

In the collapse of belief, a thousand subcultures bloom, and
new belief systems arrive as regularly as the daily
mail....The fundamentalist lives in eternal fear that he or she
may lose the faith; the freethinking liberal lives in eternal
fear that he or she may tire of freedom and fall into the arms
of some ancient, modern, or postmodern belief sys-
tem—anything from Islam to Scientology—that has a solid
structure and ready answers.*°

People search hardest for what they grow up without. A few
generations of people who are weaned in a chaotic society where
meaning seems to be vanquished into a black hole of postmod-
ernism may discover that they have the power—indeed, the
will—to find their own meaning with an intelligence which hon-
ors a frame of reality like Pirsig’s. The force of their efforts may
produce a society so civilized that they will seem to be living in
an “age of light” or an age of “genuine human progress.”3! Con-
sidering our history of superstition, it would be naive to expect
such an improvement in the exercise of human reason, except
that in our current information age we're overcome daily with
an army of realities which assault outdated beliefs on an un-
precedented scale. High technology will undoubtedly lead to an
infinite number of sophisticated forms of superstition, but sci-
ence has for the past two centuries made it increasingly difficult
for anyone genuinely interested in the truth to cling to ancient
absurdities.

Science leads us to the kind of knowledge that yields a great
deal of common sense about living, but it is barren of purpose
because it only asks how and not why. Even though I am a skep-
tic and an agnostic, I believe the religious nature of human be-
ings may equal or surpass science as a means of determining
truth in values and ethics, but only when the inquiry is con-
ducted with complete openness. The most tragic occurrence
ever to befall human culture is acceptance of the notion that it is
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religiously wrong to “doubt.” If it is wrong to doubt, then it is
wrong to be human.

To study religion (which is really a study of culture) with any-
thing resembling objectivity we must again consider the nature
of belief itself and the history of such enterprise. In his book
Magic and Religion, George B. Vetter wrote:

Some 95% of us continue to believe throughout our entire
lifetimes the religious ideas taught us when young, regard-
less of what that faith may have been. So it should be appar-
ent to all but the willfully blind that factors other than a sci-
entific logic determined the acceptance of those beliefs, or
held sway when they were acquired. Most of the literature
pretending to inquire into the nature of religion proves
upon examination to be more or less subtly disguised at-
tempts to justify varying portions of these early indoctrina-
tions.*?

There were many prophets who offered sage advice for living.
The trouble began when “why” was closed off as a means of in-
quiry and the whole endeavor assumed an external authority for
the purpose of establishing a base of power. Thereafter it was not
enough merely to “believe”—now one had to demonstrate sub-
missiveness to and support for authority. The televangelist
pleads with his audience to accept Jesus, but what he really
hopes, and in fact depends on, is that he himself will be accepted
and financially supported. Inherent in his ideology are strings.
Power goes to the group that can franchise faith and outlaw
doubt. The result is inevitably corrupt because the advice of-
fered by the prophets was never intended for such a purpose.
Emerson wrote, “The faith that stands on authority is not faith.
The reliance on authority measures the decline of religion, the
withdrawal of the soul.”3 Faith without proof does not necessi-
tate the subordination of inquiry. If it does, the greater part of re-
ligion is missed.

Genuine freedom is navigated by doubt. Understanding is our
highest form of religious participation. If we leave all to social
convention and simply follow rules prescribed by others, we
miss religious inquiry and settle for dogma. History reveals be-
yond any doubt that power which rests upon ideological subor-
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dination will be abused as surely as gravity compels objects to
fall. More people have been butchered in the name of religion

than for any other cause.
In his book Lila, Robert Pirsig goes into great detail to show

that what we have long viewed as a battle between science and
religion is really a moral battle between reason and social con-
vention. Leaving the argument to social convention is an abdica-
tion of responsibility—it denies the intellectual plane of exis-
tence in each of us and holds our ancestors responsible for cur-
rent problems which we ourselves should own. It is like saying
that all of the thinking that needs to be done has already been
done. The problem is not that science is coming up with the
wrong answers, but that the church has eternally sought to bol-
ster its power by prohibiting questions.

Imagine what kind of society would result if the church were
the place where one asked the most meaningful questions with-
out regard to who might be offended by the inquiry. If truth
really matters, science and religion could form a partnership of
technique and principle; the church and the university could
merge metaphorically, becoming one institution which serves to
support the intellect of individuals instead of attempting to
tower over them. If the church had sought to perpetually focus
on what is truly important, human starvation never would have
materialized, nor would opulent cathedrals have been built

while many people remained poor and homeless.
Living is a constant struggle between the dual forces of intrin-

sic and extrinsic motivations, of deliberate learning and inciden-
tal learning. When truth is sought for its own sake by any indi-
vidual, Immanuel Kant’s “moral law within” is a greater force
than Adam Smith’s invisible hand in yielding accidental good3*
(see Chapter Seven). And when the search for truth is really a
pretentious guise for acquiring power, it likewise yields harm in
far greater proportions. The invisible hand becomes a fist.
Truth—whether we think of it as being religious or secular in na-
ture—is, at least in a metaphorical sense, as close as the seeker
can come to the mind of God.
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Belief and Ethnocentrism

There is nothing inherently wrong with following rules based
upon sound religious principles, but when the overriding objec-
tive becomes obedience, the human attribute for developing a
robust positive bias concerning oneself redirects attention to-
ward others with an arrogance that is unmerciful. Thus, we ex-
cuse ourselves for infractions and blame others for every con-
ceivable injustice under the sun. Belief itself is a form of obedi-
ence, and the observance of rules is a transfer of power. Although
we desperately need rules for living, we must be very careful to
use them with reflection. When the coercion of power is great
enough, it burns its imprint into the corridors of the imagina-
tion; exploration is thwarted at every turn; curiosity is overshad-
owed by authority; and association becomes more important
than truth. Thus, self-righteousness becomes the lifeblood of
self-justification, and “ethnic cleansing” becomes a routine of
custom. The war-torn religious history of human beings should
prove this beyond doubt. Christianity was founded upon the
principle of compassion; but, reduced to technique, it is com-
passionless.3>

Considering the nature of belief, the human propensity for
self-deception, and the presence of a robust positive personal
bias, is it any wonder that billions of people cluster into small
groups believing that truth has singled them out and settled
upon their little congregation on Oak Street as selectively as a
summer rain shower on one corn field, and that this simple truth
has escaped every other poor fool on the planet? How fortunate
it is for these groups with a lock on truth, and how sad this mira-
cle is for the human race. How tragic it is, too, that millions of
people who do come to question beliefs they acquired when they
were very young suddenly give themselves license to believe
anything.

During the past decade, books framing the past and future in
the genre known as new-age have become popular. It is impor-
tant to observe that new-ageism derives its authority from the
imagination. Unlike Descartes who said, “I think, therefore I
am,” the new-agers seem to be saying, “I think, therefore it is.”
We will enter a new age if, and only if, we are lead by a sincere de-
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sire to know. A naturally self-deceptive species is easily fooled by
design. When we do not develop a crisp sense of self-knowledge,
we can become vulnerable to people who claim to be experts but
are merely misinformed. This only exacerbates the problem. Gu-
rus substitute for self. We become susceptible to the assertions
and incantations of astrology, channeling, quasi-religions, and a
myriad of oddities, often accepting them without ever really
thinking deeply about them. Many beliefs systems, new-age and
old, pose as foundations of truth, pedalling illusion under the
guise of “faith” in exchange for economic support. Believing has
become an excuse for not thinking, a way to avoid responsibility.
Alan Watts made this suggestion:

We must...make a clear distinction between belief and faith,
because, in general practice, belief has come to mean a state
of mind which is almost the opposite of faith. Belief, as T use
the word here, is the insistence that the truth is what one
would...wish it to be. The believer will open his mind to the
truth on condition that it fits in with his preconceived ideas
and wishes. Faith, on the other hand, is an unreserved open-
ing of the mind to the truth, whatever it may turn out to be.
Faith has no preconceptions; it is a plunge into the un-
known. Belief clings, but faith lets go. In this sense of the
word, faith is the essential virtue of science, and likewise of
any religion that is not self-deception.?

What we believe about beliefs is most important of all. I re-
spect every person'’s right to believe, but T do not respect pur-
poseful self-delusion, especially when it results in ethnocentric
behavior. A century from now I expect one of the greatest mis-
takes of our time will turn out to have been modern medicine’s
failure to study the placebo effect with as much enthusiasm as
it’s given to organ transplants. It is a tragedy almost beyond com-
prehension, and an embarrassment to our society and our an-
cestors, that we live in a country where telephone psychics can
be sustained economically by a citizenry that believes total
strangers know more about their own lives than they do.

When absurdities substitute for a well-reasoned sense of real-
ity, tyrants thrive, fools serve, and ethnocentrism becomes the
body of religion. Belief, in the conventional sense, has every-
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thing to do with selfish social inclusion and nothing to do with
knowledge, rational judgment, or anything which promotes un-
derstanding of the human condition. Faith, as the term is most
often used today, has become a euphemism for illusion.

Truth and Sacred Texts

Knowledge serves us as power, purpose, and principle.
Whether truth is given or discovered, it still must be sorted out.
Where is the truth to be found? The Bible? The Koran? The Torah?
The Talmud, Midrashim, Bhagavad-Gita, Bagavada Purana, Book
of Li, Analects, Tao Te Ching, Upaanishads? Dedicated scholars
tell us that these books, though intended as prescriptions for liv-
ing a good life, contain prudent advice but also many contradic-
tions. Do we not have as much responsibility for determining
what to believe as whom to believe? If we fail to develop our own
reasoning ability, how can we judge whether the indiciduals
we're asked to trust are using theirs? If truth is to be discovered
through a continual process of reasoning, why should this not be
the duty of all of us? A perennial succession of philosophers has
demonstrated how hard it is to nail down simple truths. Nietz-
sche characterized truths as “mutually agreed upon fictions.” If
truth is evasive, who is to pursue it, if not you and I?

When knowledge of purpose and principle is provided for us,
it is manifested through power and is handed down to us in the
form of technique. When we share in the process of discovery,
we share the principle, the power, and the responsibility for us-
ing it. To have found a purpose is an admission that purpose ex-
ists. To be without purpose is to be without power and principle.
Most of us long to be a part of something greater than ourselves.
And, in spite of the fact that most Americans profess a belief in
God, few rely on such faith as a basis for discovering truth and
for making moral decisions associated with everyday living.
Paradoxically, people are choosing to rely more on their own
judgment than on that of authority.?” Ordinarily that would
seem to be desirable, except that instead of discerning truth and
morality through the power of their own experience and intel-
lect, they simply compare themselves with the standards of oth-
ers. Thus, unprovable matters that warrant a relativistic or falli-
bilist approach are treated as simple “either/or” problems, and
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matters on which one really needs to take a stand are left to
popular opinion.

Inhabitants of most of the ridges on our king-of-the-mountain
society defend themselves against the next with black-and-white
thinking that inhibits exploration. Knowledge is not really wel-
come; being right and in the “right group” is the greatest value
sought. Such value is based only on the power of technique. Pur-
pose and principle are lost. And so it is that the truths in the sa-
cred texts listed above are also lost. When the sage advice of
these texts applies to ourselves, and only to ourselves, there is
much to be learned from them. I believe strongly in the Christian
values that are pertinent to how we should treat our fellow hu-
man beings. It is a noble effort to be a Christ-like or a Buddha-
like person. But to use ancient scriptures to justify, to divide, to
separate, and to judge and despise others is more than just an
abuse of power; principle is abandoned, and purpose becomes
perverted into an anthropomorphic evilness. People are killed in
religious wars which have nothing to do with religion, but every-
thing to do with domination. To avoid being dominated by the
residue of unexamined beliefs, we must carefully scrutinize,
over and again, the beliefs we have internalized through our
culture.

In essence, the quest comes to this: We make our own mean-
ing. This is not to imply that all beliefs are valid, only that the na-
ture of beliefs must be understood. Meaning is measured in sub-
jective degree; the greater the investment, the greater the return.
Understanding—not obedience—is our greatest human
achievement. Free inquiry is the capitalism of religion. And for
this reason it should be religiously inconceivable that faith
would be something to fight over.



Chapter Five

Biological Patterns
Versus Social Patterns

Two things fill the mind with ever-increasing wonder and awe ...
the starry heavens above and the moral law within.!

—Immanuel Kant

From Self-Deception to Nationalism

Evidence is overwhelming that we human beings are masters
of self-deception. A close reading of our history proves it beyond
doubt. As we’ve observed, we're hard-wired for holding rational
and irrational beliefs at the same time. The record clearly con-
firms that we are automatically self-justifying creatures who can
adjust our perception of reality to suit ourselves. Self-delusion
comes easily, especially when it’s convenient. And we do it so
well and so often that we remain unaware we are accomplices to
our own self-deception.

The rapidly growing field of evolutionary psychology exam-
ines the human condition from the curious perspective of asking
how behavior is influenced by environmental necessity. Re-
searchers in this area have shown that evolution has equipped us
to live in small groups, to become emotionally bound to those
who are most like us, and to be suspicious of those who appear
different from ourselves. When we find our group is no longer
small, the natural tendency is to use bigotry and prejudice as a
means of self-protection. None of this is a secret, but for millions
of Americans it might as well be classified information.

133
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In his book The Moral Animal, Robert Wright puts the subject
in perspective:

The way natural selection has worked its will is to make
some things seem “obvious” and “right” and “desirable” and
others “absurd” and “wrong” and “abhorrent.” We should
probe our common-sense reactions to evolutionary theories
carefully before concluding that the common sense itself
isn’t a cognitive distortion created by evolution.... [T]he hu-
man brain is, in large part, a machine for winning argu-
ments, a machine for convincing others that its owner is in
the right—and thus a machine for convincing its owner of
the same thing. The brain is like a good lawyer: given any set
of interests to defend, it sets about convincing the world of
their moral and logical worth, regardless of whether they in
fact have any of either. Like a lawyer, the human brain wants
victory, not truth; and, like a lawyer, it is sometimes more
admirable for skill than for virtue.?

Thus defending our interests, our own brain mechanisms pre-
dispose us to nationalism. Worse, they predispose us to ethno-
centrism, bigotry, prejudice, and racism. Social convention
comes with a genetic bent, which is why we need such a strong
dose of thinking to temper it. When, in The Next American Na-
tion, Michael Lind says, “The very notion of a country based on
an idea is absurd,” he misses the point.> America as an idea may
be absurd, but an America of ideas is not. The whole notion of
the American Dream emerges from anticipation on the part in-
dividuals. Americans live by expectations based upon profound
ideas—ideas reasoned by statesmen who not only shared Adam
Smith’s sympathy or concern for their countrymen (a subject we
will examine later in more detail), but who also, with clear con-
sensus, professed a heartfelt responsibility to act in the name of
posterity.?

Since the quality of life in a democracy rests upon the quality
of thinking that produced it, I'm not surprised Lind argues that
Americans are strongly influenced by nationalism, especially
those who are “less well educated.”® He’s right. Indeed, the less
we are inclined to think, the more we are apt to act upon our bio-
logical predisposition—a predisposition which sugarcoats per-
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ception for our own kind, but tends to poison the well where oth-
ers drink. The subtitle of Lind’s book, The New Nationalism and
the Fourth Revolution, sets the stage for a “call to nationalism or
to common culture” and not the type of thinking which pro-
duces good culture. Lind writes:

A nation may be dedicated to a proposition, but it cannot be a
proposition—this is the central insight of American nation-
alism, the doctrine that is the major alternative to multicul-
turalism and democratic universalism.... A straightforward
American nationalism, in one form or another, is the alter-
native to the fissioning that the multiculturalists celebrate
as pluralism and the democratic universalists condemn as
Balkanization....A real nation is a concrete historical com-
munity, defined primarily by a common language, common
folkways, and a common vernacular culture.®

Lind’s revolution champions a colorblind, equal opportunity
society, based on economic nationalism and a checking of the
power of influence from monied special interests by a strong
government. Sounds good, but when he argues that, although
his version of remedy is not the only path to a better future, “it is
the only path... that can lead to an America in which you (and I)
and your descendants would want to live,” I take strong excep-
tion. We have gotten ourselves into a socio-economic mess the
likes of which will not be solved without thinking our way out of
it—you and I, all of us.

Make no mistake: nationalism is a uniting force. But to favor
social patterns without an emphasis on the intellectual ideals
upon which such culture is based, in other words, trying to solve
these problems through loyalty without thinking, would be like
trying to use a little hatred to stamp out bigotry. Offering nation-
alism as a solution to multiculturalism is to forget both are isms,
which clearly makes them social patterns. The rapid rise of con-
spiracy theories, the abject paranoia of the growing militia
movement, and the increasing number of hate-mongers on the
media airways foretell the danger of appealing to base instincts,
even in an attempt to harness them for noble causes. National-
ism is not all bad, but it is rife with seeds of hate—hate which,
once brought to the surface, is nearly impossible to still. Nation-
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alism is the ultimate expression of us versus them. In The Stone
Age Present, William F. Allman makes it clear,

...racism is not part of our evolved psychology. Rather, our
Stone Age mind is tripping over something that is more fun-
damental: “us” versus “them.” Just as our propensity to eat
fatty foods stems from the scarcity of fat in the past, our
willingness to regard others as “them” has roots in the socie-
ties of our ancient ancestors. Early humans spent most of
their lives interacting with very few people, all of whom
looked and talked just as they did—and for whom strangers
and members of neighboring groups were “scarce.” When
the “shadow of the future” is small—that is, when it is un-
likely you will ever meet that person again—it is unlikely
that cooperation will flourish. Thus our evolved psyches re-
gard anyone who is not part of our intimate group as a
“them.”’

Bigotry and Racism

I grew up prejudiced, a product of the racist-imbred institu-
tions of the South, and without the intellectual ability to know
that my judgment was impaired. Today racism is even more sig-
nificant than it was back then. Its effects are more subtle, diffi-
cult to prove, and every bit as insidious as when they were much
easier to see. Can anything be harder to change than beliefs
bound and bonded by trusted relationships? Prejudice is born of
deeply embedded beliefs. “Hatred is the most accessible and
comprehensive of all unifying agents.”® Acts of prejudice affirm
the relationships of bigots. To suddenly announce, “Yes, we now
understand that discrimination based on race is wrong, so we
won't do it anymore,” is like saying, “Now that we know too
many calories cause obesity, there will be no more fat people.”
Prejudice is diminished by understanding, but it takes resolve,
conviction, and dedication to overcome it.

Conquering prejudice means changing perception by drawing
on examples which defy stereotyping. True affirmative action is
born of intrinsic affirmative effort. Only by studying human be-
havior do we realize the strength and value of differences among
people. And only by learning to value those differences are we
ever likely to find the basis for cooperation necessary to achieve
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a stable, prosperous society that is not dependent upon the
growth of anything other than knowledge to sustain itself. Mu-
tual respect is, after all, the bedrock of community, just as reci-
procity is the lifeblood of justice. Only by knowing ourselves bet-
ter do we have any hope of knowing others, and this knowledge
forms the basis for an equity that favors human beings over hu-
man doings.

The most crippling attitude toward improvement in race rela-
tions is the absurd notion that time will eventually solve the
problem by itself. This totally ignores the historical record of the
activism necessary to change the status quo. In response to crit-
ics who suggested his activism was untimely, Martin Luther
King Jr. wrote from his cell in the Birmingham jail, “Frankly, I
have yet to engage in a direct action campaign that was ‘well
timed’ in the view of those who have not suffered unduly from
the disease of segregation.” The appeal to wait for another time
has always been another way of saying “never.” This simple, but
profound, realization changed my mind about the need for af-
firmative action several years ago; it suddenly dawned on me
that waiting for the spontaneous dissolution of prejudice is like
waiting for the next ice-age.

Using numbers as a display of power reduces human misery
to an abstraction. A percentage point up or down in employment
says nothing about the hundreds, thousands, or millions of peo-
ple affected. On the other hand, if you attempt to use this ab-
straction as a direct means of redress, as in the case of affirma-
tive action, the suggestion of a numeric quota will produce an
outcry loud enough to return the problem back to human terms.
Affirmative action carries a great deal of negative baggage, but it
also changes perception. Even hard-core Caucasian bigots have
to admit that African Americans can perform any job well; af-
firmative action has provided too many examples to dispute no-
tions to the contrary.

If you ask people who do the hiring in large and small compa-
nies if discrimination exists they will say, yes. If you ask them if
they discriminate against any groups of people they will say, no.
If you attempt to show them proof, they will adamantly deny it.
My point is that, if no one admits to discrimination in the first
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place, passing new laws to stop what no one will admit is hap-
pening cannot change behavior. People who are blind to their
own prejudice won'’t take the kind of action needed to change
statistics. (In point of fact, statistics illuminate the issue of emo-
tional intelligence. Reactions to the misfortunes of others are
stilled when they are reduced to numbers, because numbers are
emotionally neutral. Thus, politicians who use nothing but sta-
tistics to explain the American Dream are hopelessly mis-
guided.)

Others who do not understand the tenacity of prejudice claim
to be for equality but against quotas. If we use numbers to define
the problem, how can we ignore them when we attempt to cor-
rect it? It is a fundamental tenet of human behavior that we hu-
mans are inclined to take credit for actions simply because we
intended that such actions be taken. Similarly, when we have no
conscious negative feelings (but hold them subconsciously, as is
the case with being prejudiced) we project a void of responsibil-
ity, which might better be characterized as “aggravated indiffer-
ence.” Aggravated indifference is the posture of people who
think they have no deep feelings on the subject of prejudice, but
have not examined their own consciences. I know from personal
experience: When I was 23 years old, I became a police officer. At
the time I held the conscious opinion that black people were in-
ferior to white people. And yet, I sincerely believed that I was not
prejudiced. Since then the process of my own self-education and
the examination of my own conscience has taken me from agree-
ing with George Wallace to championing Mahatma Gandhi.’

We focus on numbers to justify every aspect of our lives. The
same liae of thinking that makes hiring quotas unpopular also
renders us capable of viewing food stamps as a subsidy, but inca-
pable of seeing a mortgage deduction or the right to use public
grazing land for one’s cattle as amounting to the same thing.
Paying farmers not to grow crops represents a form of equity,
but providing poor people with food is a give-away program in
the eyes of many people. Psychologically we “invest” in pro-
grams we approve of and “throw money” at the ones we don'’t.

Please don't misunderstand my point. I am not trying to make
a case for quotas and welfare. I am suggesting that these tire-
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some old-line distortions of reality so fog the issues that they
keep us from discovering successful alternatives. But, until hu-
man beings have a right to employment and a right to health
care—in short, a right to exist—we will never move beyond the
consumer-driven version of the American Dream:.

Political Correctness

For some time now various media have called our attention to
“politically correct” language. The term is most often used to
bring notice to discrimination based on ideology. For example,
the charge is that college and university faculty members may
not be given tenure if their views are not considered politically
correct by those with the power to grant tenure. I would argue
that a sense of what is politically correct has always existed, with
its power stemming from its subtlety. The Victorians were a case
in point. Political correctness is a major component of what we
call culture orsocial convention. It is the kind of unspoken social
approval that allows one who utters a racial slur to know that
among peers it will incur no objection. In this sense it is perhaps
more appropriate to use the term “socially correct.” How ironic
that our increasing ability to detect bias has prompted the issue
of “free speech” to become a defense against political correct-
ness. What is really at stake has more to do with protecting tradi-
tional bias than with the virtue of free speech.

I am not suggesting we should not allow people to be biased,
bigoted and prejudiced, nor am I suggesting that a slip of the
tongue, or a contrary opinion should prove that one is preju-
diced and bigoted. I'm saying, look at the contradiction here. All
my life I have witnessed a loud (though surely insincere) call to
think for oneself by teachers who didn't mean it, a charge to de-
velop one’s own opinions by parents who didn’t expect it to hap-
pen, and a summons to speak out on the issues by politicians
who resent it when someone does. Now that more people are do-
ing it, these acts are viewed as being somehow subversive. The
’50s were the most “politically correct” years of the century with
censure coming from the Right and complaints from the Left.
Today the polarity seems momentarily reversed. I don’t know
whether it’s more accurate to refer to this phenomenon as the
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“shoe being on the other foot,” or as an example of people who
profess to uphold principles but have only internalized rules.

In another context, political correctness is merely a postmod-
ern awareness that our social sense of reality has always existed
on a worm-eaten foundation of arbitrariness, ethnocentrism,
and bias. We know enough today to be able to readily detect arbi-
trary bias, making political correctness nothing more than a call
for representative reality. The current practice of purging words
from the written and spoken language as a means of attacking
prejudice has long surpassed silliness. We suffer prejudice be-
cause of a lack of understanding; stamping out words is like
fighting a forest fire with blankets. Prejudice must be drowned
with enough knowledge to alter perception.

America acts as a supercollider where values meet at high ve-
locity. Fortunately, differences constitute the basis of and for de-
mocracy. Finding as many points of view as possible may be as
close toreality as we will ever get; the fact that there is always an-
other point of view to be considered is precisely why we cannot
nail reality to the wall. Moreover, if we do not learn to value mul-
tiple realities, we cannot help but fail in our own search for
meaning.

Multiculturalism is a loaded paradox. Multicultural roots
constitute the foundational pilings of America, but so has the
willingness of the immigrants to put aside their former identi-
ties and become Americans. In an ideal sense we might imagine
this to be a trade, a compact, or a social contract in which one
gives up an identity, “a social convention,” and exchanges it for
an intellectual plane of existence. This intellectual plane is, after
all, the fuel of democracy. But, as we have observed, if this com-
pact is not kept, if learning, understanding, and reunderstand-
ing are not vigorous, the intellectual plane is quickly reduced
once again to social convention. For as long as the American
Dream seems a real possibility for some citizens, regardless of
how long they have been in this country, then there is something
to aspire to. When the dream turns to delusion, however, when
the melting pot boils, multiculturalism is perceived as a threat.
‘When people of noticeable differences en masse set out to con-
quer an economic mountain advertised throughout the world
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with the lure of intellectual ideals and wind up at the bottom of
the mountain, it is our nature to focus on their differences as
their reasons for failure, even though we held these differences
against them in the first place.

Diversity has great value in allowing good ideas to surface
quickly and vault to the forefront of what are viewed as positive
changes. Robert Hughes writes, “Surprises crackle, like electric
arcs, between the interfaces of culture.”!® But, if diversity is the
source of our greatest strength, it is also a part of our greatest
weakness. A multicultural society does not share the charitable
attitude toward its various members that may be found in any
“primitive” tribe. On the contrary, when differences are high-
lighted during tough economic times, like groups come together
in fear that those “other” people may get something for nothing.
We need to stop focusing negatively on our differences and set
about the task of building on the ideals we have in com-
mon—those ideals which for two centuries have prompted im-
migrants from every conceivable background to want to call
themselves Americans and which are drawn from the same in-
tellectual plane that caused Socrates to proclaim that he was “a
citizen of the world.” These ideals, found on the other side of our
mountain, offer rewards far greater than those which can simply
be purchased.

At the heart of political correctness lies the hint of a cure. It is
simply this: the attitude of a person who projects bias through
the use of a racial slur is not likely to be changed by logical argu-
ment. One can seldom produce a series of facts compelling
enough to change such an attitude. Whether we’re conscious of
it or not, many of us let such remarks slide for this very reason.
However, if it were commonplace to take exception to such re-
marks, the perceptual change would eventually be total, and
over time the bias would perish. Thus, conscience emerges.
We've seen how the public attitude has changed toward cigarette
smoke in recent decades. The tactic is the same. If enough of us
are willing to risk accusations of being “politically correct” and
lay bare our conscience, we can change perception. Eventually
the new perception will come to be known as traditional values.
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Don’t misunderstand my point—I'm not suggesting we should
assume an ethical posture in order to proselytize morality. I'm
suggesting only that we stand up for our principles when it is of
great importance that we do so. And, if we are careful, very care-
ful, in reviewing this process we might realize the cure for politi-
cal correctness lies in admitting that there is no cure. Dissent, or
contrary opinion, is the heat source of democracy; the danger is
in the cooling. Political correctness should not be something to
gloss over in higher education, it should be the place for a learn-
ing dialogue to begin. Indeed, much of the fervor over political
correctness is simply a thinly veiled effort to change the subject
altogether. In The Twilight of Common Dreams, Todd Gitlin
writes:

Here is the unacknowledged truth of the nation’s identity
crisis. The publicists and scholars who obsess about politi-
cal correctness, and the politicians who seize the opportuni-
ties they open up, are frozen into their own correctness.
They are faction against factions. They feel victimized by
those they accuse of cultivating victimization. Deploring
hypersensitivity, they are hypersensitive to every slight di-
rected at white men. Humorlessly, they decry the humor-
lessness of feminists and minorities. Those who charge dis-
tortion, distort.'!

Political correctness is a clear example of a meme whose in-
fection is kept virulent by powerful forces desperate for a
scourge with which to preserve their own advantage.!?

The Desire to Matter

To be recognized as equal, in democratic terms, is not the end
of aspiration—it is a beginning. Once our need to matter is par-
tially satiated, we can move to higher ground. Such an impetus
lies at the heart of the confusion today over attempts by ethnic
minority groups to “revise” history. The issue is not really that
complicated. It is only during recent (postmodern) times that
the arbitrary bias of our ancestors has become so easy to iden-
tify, simply because we are now aware of so many points of view.
The real lesson here is that we shouldn’t be critical of the bias of
our ancestors without attempting to discover our own bias.
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Protests by minority groups against cultural celebrations,
such as the 500-year anniversary of Columbus coming to Amer-
ica, have emerged from a basic (thymotic) desire to matter. The
protestors are simply asking that history honor their existence
and their point of view. Obviously, if things had not happened ex-
actly as they did, you and I would not be here, and you would not
be reading this book. Still, to recognize the worth of others by
observing the past in such a way that honors their existence is
not an unreasonable request (unless it is made by unreasonable
people).

The most often repeated maxim about history today says,
“What we learn from history is that we do not learn from his-
tory.” When we search through history with the best objectivity
we can muster, it becomes apparent that almost any view is too
narrow. To broaden our social perspective, an intuitive leap to
anthropology becomes necessary.

Anthropologist Marvin Harris has made a persuasive case
which suggests there are economic forces inherent in the eco-
logical environment. In two books, Cows, Pigs, Wars, and
Witches and Cannibals and Kings, Harris offers practical evi-
dence and arguments providing rational solutions to riddles of
culture such as: why the Hindus worship cows; why some people
refuse to eat pork; why people during medieval and modern
times believed in witches; and how the evolution of culture re-
sponds to changing ecological conditions. His assertions are de-
terministic. His own term is soft determinism, which I interpret
to mean that, although there are strong reasons to act in certain
ways which have for the most of history been beyond or hidden
from human consciousness, these likely actions are in no way
imperatives. “If we cannot know with reasonable certainty who
did what, when, and where, we can scarcely hope to render a
moral account of ourselves.”!3 It is both an ignorant and an arro-
gant assumption to think we can live purposeful lives without
the continual need to better understand ourselves.

Another way to demonstrate soft determinism is by looking at
personality theory, with respect to marriage. When married cou-
ples take self-diagnostic tests designed to reveal thinking styles
it becomes obvious that many have chosen mates who possess



144 Beyond the American Dyeam

the very attributes they are lacking. None, however, appear to
have made a conscious decision to choose that kind of person.
Likewise, in a group setting, people unconsciously assume like
physical positions in sitting or standing. Once you are aware of
such behavior, it can be startling to notice that everyone in the
room is sitting with legs crossed or arms folded in the same way.
The point is that in most circumstances we are engaged in pre-
dictable behaviors of which we are totally unaware.

Awareness is an opportunity to take control instead of react-
ing unconsciously to external events. This is why it is so impor-
tant to recognize and understand our own and other cultures. If
we know that the pain in our foot is caused by a rock in our shoe,
we can take action to remove the rock. If not, and we suffer long
enough, we will eventually find a stranger to blame for the pain.
Bigotry and racism are often products of the simple but frus-
trated and repressed desire to matter and the misperception that
others are responsible for our pain. Understanding this propen-
sity offers the greatest antidote.

Our Relationship with Authority

In the simplest sense, authority is born of culture. The reverse
is also true. Culture may be thought of as predetermined solu-
tions established on a large scale. Cultural rules were made be-
fore we were born, and since culture is essential for our very ex-
istence, we must obey those rules. But the proclivity to conform
or be influenced must also be balanced if we are to be capable of
making improvements. George Bernard Shaw put this in per-
spective when he said, “The reasonable man adapts to the world;
the unreasonable man persists in trying to adapt the world to
himself. Therefore, all progress depends on the unreasonable
man.” A bit overstated, perhaps, but not when you consider the
enduring effects of blind obedience. '*

The way we are educated influences the basis of our relation
to authority. The customary student-teacher relationship is one
in which the student is continually expected to see the point of
view of the teacher. For the student, this is most often a passive
experience without the opportunity for discussion or disagree-
ment. The more structured the curriculum, the more passive the
student’s experience. Grouping students by age and perceived
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ability is a proven recipe for mediocrity; it destroys the intrinsic
value of learning for millions of people. If, on the other hand,
students were allowed the legitimacy of directing the inquiry,
they would surely gain a sense of self-determination and intrin-
sic satisfaction from the activity.

After years spent as students, we become adjusted to accept-
ing the views of others more often than having our own views
prevail. Sometimes we lose the ability to form or recognize our
own opinions. And, even though the motives of educators are no-
ble, fostering passive acceptance can have a significant negative
effect: we study democracy in the confines of a classroom dicta-
torship. We embrace the idea that each and every voice counts,
but, in practice, we are prevented from speaking. Our teachers
advocate free discussion, but, in practice, the packaged curricu-
lum does not allow for it. By the time we are ready to leave
school, many of us have consciously or subconsciously accepted
the premise that learning is “behaving.” We understand that
conformity and agreement are more important than dissent, in
spite of the fact that democracy is based on friction and is cha-
otic by nature. The balance of views and opinions produced in a
democracy represents a truce born of disequilibrium and ham-
mered into a state of tenuous harmony.

Consider those who tend to believe everything they read. On
examination you will find, more often than not, that these are
people who do not write. Of necessity, writing requires that what
is written be more carefully thought out than general conversa-
tion—otherwise the writing does not make it into print. There-
fore, people who are unaccustomed to thinking things through
are unable to match well-reasoned written arguments, even
those based on false premises. In Educational Myths I Have
Known and Loved, Baird W. Whitlock wrote:

There are two times at which we really discover what we
think: when we speak and when we write. The advantage of
the second is that we are forced to think even more clearly,
precisely, and, we trust, coherently. This point can be made
to students and can be made forcefully because the teacher
can identify with the fact itself. If we cannot write clearly, it
is probably true, as Montaigne pointed out centuries ago,
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that we are not thinking clearly. If we fail to communicate
clearly, it is likely that we do not know clearly what it is we
wish to communicate.!?

The ability to think clearly, to reason, and to communicate
with precision forms the posture of how, and by what measure,
we connect to authority. Our relation to authority is usually a
good indicator of how much control we have over our lives. The
more we defer to authority, the more personal power we give
away. In time, our own actions legitimize our lack of control by
default, the result of which is to view our limits as a perfectly
natural phenomenon. History suggests that groups of people
who have judged other groups as inferior have often established
a social hierarchy by convincing the targeted group of its inferi-
ority (the caste system in India is an example). When curiosity is
overwhelmed by authority, the residue is indoctrination or inter-
nalized oppression. When it happens often and with force, the
mind short-circuits to favor the who over the how and why. In
this way, a person can be fitted for prejudice as easily as a com-
puter with a new program. This is the program that produces
rigid character.

During our teen years, most of us felt some need to rebel
against parents, teachers, or society in general. In American cul-
ture this has come to be expected and is conditionally accepted
as a way of establishing one’s own identity. The experience of
adolescence is in a sense the internal and external struggle of be-
ing catapulted from dependency toward responsibility. But re-
belling as an emotional part of the process of growing up is not
the same as taking part in the building of society based upon a
reasoned effort. On the contrary, once we are past the age of
youthful rebellion, we may compensate by overconforming as a
means of making amends for our earlier conduct. By overcon-
forming I mean we unquestioningly accept what we might oth-
erwise intuitively reject (had we not gone though this phase),
and we therefore miss an opportunity to enrich our culture.
Some behavioral specialists refer to this period of wanting to do
what is expected of us as an experience with the “shoulds.”!®
Shoulds based upon the expectations of others gain such force
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that they become the software for automatic pilot: one’s life goes
on without one’s intrinsic participation.

More important, however, is the fact that while we were grow-
ing up we continually formed opinions and values both con-
sciously and subconsciously based on the assertions of others.
Absent serious reflection, more often than not this amounts to
living on borrowed opinion. The process works subtly over the
years when family and friends make positive and negative com-
ments about the president, a minority group, economics, per-
sonal values, or some aspect of politics. Although these were
subjects we didn’t care much about as young people, we couldn’t
help being exposed to the opinions of those who were important
to us. We are literally overwhelmed by the opinions of others
when we are young. Opinions adopted through passivity contain
no basis for positive action except the need to agree or obey. If we
are born into a long line of Republicans or Democrats we are
likely to continue the tradition. In effect, when many of us reach
the “shoulds,” without benefit of the discourse and reflection as-
sociated with higher learning, we accept our borrowed opinions
as absolute facts.

In this way, societies around the world pass their borrowed
opinion (dressed up as culture) from one generation to the next,
without ever examining their assertions of truth. In time, an ear-
nest search for truth is viewed as subversive because beliefs
passed through generations are wrapped in trust, held together
by strong emotion. Beliefs deeply rooted in social bonds raise
natural barriers to objectivity. The very process of believing pre-
cludes acknowledgment of contrary information. This, in turn,
leads cultures to nationalism founded in the poverty of unaware-
ness and bound by a resentment of dialogue.

A relationship with authority is thus established, the thrust of
which is whom to believe rather than what. Borrowed opinion
accepted on blind faith requires a sense of loyalty plagued by
suspicion and mistrust of everyone who seems to be an outsider.
The result is that one cannot be truly self-determining with any
degree of objectivity because all acts of expression depend upon
approval. Attacking someone’s opinion that is rooted in friend-
ship or family ties becomes an attack on the person and on the
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others who share in the belief. Truth subordinated to the need
for loyalty leads to anti-intellectualism.

People who establish this type of relationship with authority
give up thinking in favor of obeying their way through life. The
American Dream as projected on the screen by the producers of
culture is the only one they dare consider. Thinking, especially
critical thinking, is a nuisance to people who wish to maintain a
status quo based on association. Consider the implications of
rapid change when a vast segment of our society clings to rigid
beliefs based on loyalty instead of reason. It is easy to see how
small disagreements could lead to armed conflict. A dramatic
example of this is the history of religious conflict in the Middle
East, where beliefs are so rigid as to have resisted attempts at ne-
gotiating differences for thousands of years.

Another example comes from my own past. During the late
1960s I was a police officer for the city of Dallas, Texas. I was
working in a poverty-ridden area of West Dallas when Martin
Luther King Jr. was assassinated. At the time, I accepted the
character aspersions cast on Dr. King by the FBI, which were
that he wasa troublemaker without a legitimate platform. I was
so sure that the FBI was right and so loyal to the ideology of law
enforcement that I never seriously considered Dr. King's
speeches. I didn’t listen to him at all. Years later I read the now-
famous letter written from his cell in the Birmingham jail.!7 It
was one of the most profoundly stunning realizations of error I
have ever experienced. The brilliance of his arguments made me
wonder how I could ever have questioned his integrity. It’s not
the fact that I felt an allegiance to the FBI that bothers me today,
but the fact that I let that association prevent me from looking at
the evidence for myself.

If truth is not easy to come by, as the range of differences
among cultures certainly suggests, it must follow that much of
culture is false knowledge. The purpose of education, then, must
be to give the student an opportunity to rise above culture. In-
deed, educator Neil Postman, in his book Conscientious Objec-
tions, uses the term education to mean “a defense against cul-
ture.”1®
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As a teacher, Socrates urged his followers to question.
Granted, there is some debate whether Socrates was indeed a
wise man or just an arrogant busybody, but we nevertheless cele-
brate his name as synonymous with wisdom. It was his assertion
that the path to truth is best achieved by questioning our most
cherished beliefs. Why, then, do we not do this out of habit in-
stead of clinging to borrowed opinions which we have not re-
flected upon fully or subjected to critical scrutiny? “The history
of intellectual progress reveals nothing more clearly than that
every new truth must deeply wound the feelings of those with
vested emotional, ideological or economic interests in outworn
ideas.”!® Millions of Americans nevertheless hold pious views on
a myriad of subjects about which, for all practical purposes, they
know nothing. They believe capitalism, communism, or social-
ism to be inherently bad, without ever having examined in depth
any of the fundamental assumptions on which these ideologies
are based, or ever comparing one against the other. They “know”
that Adam Smith or Karl Marx was a fundamentally flawed per-
son without ever having read one word of the works these men
spent a lifetime formulating.

American culture inspires a paradox in which the democratic
notion of “one person one vote,” combined with the pedagogical
experience of education, perpetuates the idea that one opinion is
as good as another, well-reasoned or not. We take a class, memo-
rize a few of the finer points about the subject, and forget them
promptly after the test. In time we construe this to be learning,
but in reality it is only presentation. Since critical thinking is
never emphasized, we continue the process even after we leave
school. If we attend a seminar about a subject we are genuinely
interested in, we resort to exposure as an equivalent to learning,
failing to realize that, if we do not master the material, we will
know no more about it in six weeks than we know about all the
subjects we studied in the past that held no interest for us.

Such vague associations with subject matter lead millions of
people to conclude that they are educated, when in reality they
have only been exposed to information. This is like saying you
know someone really well when you have only been introduced.
Similarly, people with a little exposure often think of themselves
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as having expertise, and are likely to jump to conclusions based
on very little knowledge. Small wonder that people resort so
quickly to stereotyping others, because their judgment is often
based on the confirmation of vague memories rather than on
critical thinking. Ballot-box decisions are often made on the ba-
sis of familiarity with a candidate’s name, with no thought given
to the reason for voting in the first place.

Unless the focus of formal education is misplaced, how do we
explain that, on the one hand, millions of people are easily influ-
enced but, on the other, they hold adamant opinions on a myriad
of subjects about which they know practically nothing? In time,
they become comfortable with superficial notions about every-
thing. A soldier unaware of the presence of land mines will even-
tually step on one. Similarly, a technological society unaware of
its potential for destruction will likely poison itself or blow itself
up.

The substance of loyalty is, in part, why we are so drawn to
people who agree with us, even though—taking Socrates at his
word—there is far more to learn by talking to people with whom
we disagree. There is something instinctively social about
shared views which leads to an affection for the familiar and a
disdain for differences. In primitive times there must have been
severe consequences for not conforming. Survival depended
upon a high level of mental alertness. Hunting and gathering ina
hostile environment required precise communication. How
could a stranger be counted on to act appropriately in an emer-
gency? Standing out from the group could easily draw attention
to oneself, which could in turn amount to ringing the dinner bell
for beasts. Besides, strangers would eat one’s food. Thus, we
have evolved suspicious and distrustful of those who are differ-
ent from us; a trait we share with a multitude of animal species.
Our discomfort with differences runs so deep we find relief in
making fun of those who do not share our customs. The pro-
nounced need to conform is with us still, even when doing so
flies in the face of reason.

History offers vivid evidence of our inability to rise above arbi-
trary cultural prejudice and our failure to keep pace with learn-
ing and social responsibility. For centuries human beings have
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flayed, fried, hanged, dismembered, and impaled other human
beings in the defense of beliefs that were eventually called into
question, and ultimately proved to be wrong. Not long ago, peo-
ple who today would be considered merely eccentric were rou-
tinely burned at the stake. Nowadays, if you make a convincing
case that you are a witch, you might secure a book contract.
Those who obey their way through life often take their own
measure by the perceived size or estimated strength of their ene-
mies. Life becomes a contest of ideologies—between loyalties
and associations with authorities—based more on the existence
of differences than on the substance of those differences. When
an enemy is fierce, each side demonstrates its potential strength
through affirmations of loyalty. When an enemy is weakened,
the platform of one’s own side is diminished because there is lit-
tle to rave about and no need for a system to support the plat-
form. People who held the position that the Soviet military
threat should be met with an unrelenting military buildup of our
own reacted to the reduction in size of the Soviet military by
switching to assertions about a conspiracy to establish a world
government. We are no more headed toward world government
than we are toward a world religion, but it’s easier to embrace
such notions than to acknowledge the real problems facing us.
Indeed, for millions of people, the declaration of separation be-
tween church and state belies a deeply rooted notion that be-
cause the government is the other it is by design ungodly.
Evolutionary psychologists confirm that exaggeration of dif-
ferences helps individuals and groups maintain their identity.
Membership in clubs and associations conveys feelings of speci-
alness among the members. If just anyone is allowed member-
ship, the feeling that one is special is lost. People who see them-
selves as elite will go to extraordinary lengths to validate their
eliteness. The need to think of oneself as being unique seems in-
nocent enough were it not for the fact that, when we become too
uncomfortable with ambiguity, drawing distinctions often leads
to rigidity, and ultimately to bigotry and prejudice. Our exces-
sive reliance upon authority causes us to try to see what is val-
ued, and by whom, instead of discerning value for ourselves. At-
tempting a quantifiable comparison between self and others has
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become one of our greatest human pastimes and one that is ut-
terly useless—except that it lays a foundation for nationalism.
The result is that we closely scrutinize the activities of foreigners
and ignore our own backyards.

Those who depend upon external authority, without ever de-
veloping a sense of their own authority, look for approval where
they should find value and meaning. They possess a thirst that is
by design unquenchable. If we are intrinsically aware, meaning
is extracted bit by bit, piece by piece, from daily experience. The
meaning we get from life derives from the meaning we add to
life. We perceive value through context, but we become confused
because we are predisposed to think context comes at the end:
we are unable to fully judge a movie until we see the last scene,
and we think we are unable to put our life in perspective until we
are near its end. We get this predisposition from the external
push of our culture, but it is an illusion; we have the capacity to
discern context at most stages of life, if we maintain the power
and will to think for ourselves. Context and meaning are shaped
by purpose. If we can understand this, we might be a little more
hesitant in judging what we perceive to be the relative worth of
others. But whether we understand this or not, as we move
through life we get glimpses of the last page of life; death casts a
long shadow, and it brings to bear the need to throw out all of the
rhetoric of culture and think for ourselves. It is a last chance to
matter.

If philosophers are, as the definition implies, simply lovers of
wisdom, why are we not all philosophers? What is any act of de-
veloping one’s own opinion except a challenge to authority? And
if we do not challenge authority, how do we make a contribution
to our culture? Indeed how do we control our own lives? By
whose authority do we stop burning witches, if not by our own?

The Environment

In every aspect of their lives, Native Americans express a wis-
dom that Anglos have never understood and may never under-
stand with regard to their relationship with the earth.?° Taming
the frontier was supposed to bring progress. But what is prog-
ress? I grew up thinking that progress was development, the
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kind that meant turning vacant lots into buildings, rivers into
hydroelectric plants, towns into cities, and cities into metropo-
lises. In short, like millions of other people, I thought progress
meant conquering nature instead of being a part of it. We fail to
realize it is only by being a part of nature that we can put our hu-
man condition in global perspective.

Near the middle of the last century Henry David Thoreau
wrote:

If a man walks in the woods forlove of them half of each day,
he is in danger of being regarded as a loafer; but if he spends
his whole day as a speculator, shearing off those woods and
making earth bald before her time, he is esteemed an indus-
trious and enterprising citizen. As if a town had no interest
in forests but to cut them down.?!

Our failure to see our tenuous relationship with the environ-
ment has led us to a position where it is painfully obvious, even
to those still in the throes of denial, that something must be done
to alter our present course of human activity. “Throughout our
lifetimes, economic trends have shaped environmental trends,
often altering the earth’s natural resources and systems in ways
not obvious at the time. Now...the reverse is also beginning to
happen: environmental trends are beginning to shape economic
trends.”??

Our attitudes and opinions about environmental issues stem
from our inability to be objective—to see things as they are, not
as we wish them to be. Even those who point to environmental
degradation often fail to see their own complicity. Everyone who
drives a car, rides buses or planes, uses plastic, produces gar-
bage, and participates in general in today’s society is a part of the
problem. Failure to think deeply about this subject is evidenced
by the debris left at environmental protest rallies.

Standing near a small group of people at a local business I
once overheard one man say to another, “I guess you heard that
the greenhouse effect is bullshit.” “No, I didn’t,” replied the
other. “Yeah, it was on the news.” This is a clear demonstration
of opinion held with a casual, vague awareness of the issue. In a
short time, I would bet, the individual quoting the news was ar-



154 Beyond the American Dream

guing vehemently from this position without having learned any
more about it.

The 1982 science fiction movie Blade Runner depicts the city
of Los Angeles in a twenty-first century setting. The air is so
thick that the city is always dark. When I first saw it, I thought
the producers had lost their minds. Over the past few years, how-
ever, it has become obvious to me that, for the most part, we sim-
ply do not deal with our real problems. We just frame them in a
different light so that we can continue to feel good about being
Americans. When you look at Los Angeles today, the scenes in
Blade Runner don’t seem too far-fetched.

An economy in which success is measured by how much one
consumes is antithetical to environmental congruence and indi-
vidual well-being. My criticism of industrial waste procedures
does not mean that I favor the abandonment of technology. It is
even a frivolous notion to claim that one is for or against tech-
nology, since the present population of the earth cannot be sus-
tained without it. Technology is not the enemy unless we fail to
keep it in perspective. If everyone is frantically busy focusing on
how, not enough people ask why. Technology is but another
word for power. And what is power without purpose? What hap-
pens when power drives power? The indiscriminate disposal of
industrial waste did not have to be a byproduct of industrializa-
tion. The fact that we can no longer eat fish from our major riv-
ers was not an inevitable consequence. Sadly, intelligent dis-
posal of waste was not, and did not, need careful consideration
so long as streams to carry it away were abundant and people
were so busy “doing their own thing” that no one felt inclined to
protest.

I don'’t favor a return to a medieval state of agriculture any
more than I want to live in a completely paved asphalt future.
Nor do I wish to sound as if adopting an environmental stance
automatically makes one morally superior. Environmentalism
reduced to a blind religious fervor does more harm than good.
Five billion-plus human beings engaged in any type of activity
will produce consequences. The crux of seeing that these are
minimally harmful lies first in awareness of what the conse-
quences are, followed by the conviction to act responsibly. The
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greenhouse hypothesis may yet prove to be incorrect; after all, it
was only a few years ago when scientists warned of a coming
ice-age. Gaia-like thermostats may work in ways that we will
never fully understand, but evidence in favor of global warming
or cooling will not likely clear the haze over Los Angeles or bring
back the ozone. Surely we don't have to be convinced that we are
facing total environmental destruction before we are moved to
act in the interest of clean air and water. Does the sky really have
to be falling or can we act when it simply changes colors?

Psychologist Carl Jung observed that a large number of people
live their whole lives divorced from the genuine use of their
senses, while an equally large number of people make their way
through life by feeling instead of thinking. Both ways of living
seem to be harbingers of thick air.

Knowledge as a Resource

We've not yet scratched the surface of possibilities for using
technology to fit into the natural world instead of conquering it.
Consider the savings in energy resources if all of our electrical
appliances—Ilights, televisions, radios, heating and cooling sys-
tems—had microchip thermostats to shut themselves off auto-
matically when people were not using them. The savings would
likely stagger the imagination. We have such technology today,
but seem uninterested in applying it.

Resource savings are also possible through electronic media.
Consider how many millions of trees are wasted for the sake of
printing on paper daily stock prices, sports scores, and the myr-
iad types of information that each newspaper reader skips over.
Even if you follow the stock market closely, chances are you
check only a few of the stock listings printed. Further, only a
small portion of the unread newspapers will be recycled, while
hundreds of millions of tons of them will find their way to land-
fills. We all know that the cutting of trees to make paper, the col-
lection of information, the selling of advertising, and the print-
ing and distribution of newspapers creates jobs, but imagine re-
placing these activities with electronic information on demand
and replacing the use of resources with the creation of knowl-
edge.?? In other words, fill the economic void with knowledge it-
self as the resource. We know that advancing technology in all
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disciplines requires an increase of knowledge on the part of citi-
zens to produce social equilibrium, yet we pretend education is
something that can be attended to and gotten out of the way
when people are still very young. We would be far, far better off
as a nation, and as individuals, if we placed more importance on
lifelong learning than we do on the need for low-paying, mean-
ingless jobs. Electronic information on demand would elimi-
nate minimum-wage newspaper delivery jobs, but the demand
for skillful reporters would rise dramatically.

Isit unthinkable to replace the consumption of resources with
learning as the driving force of the economy, thereby substitut-
ing the thing we need most for the things we must become accus-
tomed to doing without? Lifelong learning becomes a sustained
resource. Picture the economic explosion associated with learn-
ing to earn as opposed to paying to learn. Would graduate-level
education for the majority be better utilized, better enjoyed by
millions of citizens who now can afford big screen televisions to
watch reruns, but who can barely read? We really could become
a knowledge society. Imagine the possibilities of creating a posi-
tive value for thinking, in and of itself. Economic progress would
mean real progress. Material goods would not be the “main
point of life.”?* Growth in the GNP would mean that solutions
arrived as quickly as problems. We would be taking up where the
ancient philosophers left off. We would likely be the first real ar-
chitects of civilization.

Economics based on the use of raw resources is the major im-
pediment to widespread use of passive solar energy. Industry
proponents disparage solar energy as being inefficient, but, as
Hazel Henderson says, “Efficient for whom?”?* The point of
economic-based energy is not to produce energy so much as it is
to create profit from having produced it. We are so accustomed
to this arrangement that whenever we think of creating electric
power we imagine monolithic power plants discharging elec-
tricity to millions of customers. But what if users created their
own passive solar power? Can it be done? I don'’t think there is
any question that it can, in spite of the dismal projections by in-
dustry. Would there be big bucks in it? Likely not, and it is this,
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not a lack of technological capability, that keeps us from becom-
ing more serious about it.

Population Growth

Population growth is integral to any discussion about global
economics and the well-being of the environment. In their book,
The Population Explosion, Paul and Anne Ehrlich warn of the
impending disaster we face if the global population is not stabi-
lized. To illustrate the dynamics of exponential growth, they use
the classic analogy of weeds expected to cover a pond in 30 days
by doubling in growth each day. The big surprise comes when,
on day 29, half the pond remains uncovered, and the next day all
of it is covered. The Ehrlichs observe: “There is no question that
the population explosion will end soon. What remains in doubt
is whether the end will come humanely because birthrates have
been lowered, or tragically through rises in death rates.” The
Ehrlichs point out that 80 percent of the world’s population does
not share our standard of living. About these disparities they
have said:

The plight of the underprivileged of Earth is probably the
single most important barrier to keeping our planet habit-
able. Without the cooperation of the poor, the most impor-
tant global environmental problems cannot be solved; and
at the moment the poor have precious little reason to listen
to appeals for cooperation. Many of them are well aware
that the affluent are mindlessly using up humanity’s com-
mon inheritance—even as they yearn to help us do it. And all
poor people are aware that the rich have the ability to bear
the suffering of the poverty-stricken with a stiff upper lip. To
remove such attitudes and start helping the less fortunate
(and themselves), the rich must understand the plight of the
poor not just intellectually but emotionally.?¢

Perhaps the most confusing aspect of all this, according to the
Ehrlichs, is our blind faith in what might be called “terminal
growthism.” They write, “Most people do not recognize that, at
least in rich nations, economic growth is the disease, not the
cure.”?” In fact, were it not for our human propensity for self-
deception, it seems impossible that we could view the earth as it
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appears from outer space and not realize that our growing num-
bers threaten our very survival. It has taken several million years
to reach our current level of population. Most people who read
these words will likely live out their lives without witnessing the
drama of the Ehrlichs’ weeds-in-the-pond example, but if you
think we aren’t increasing our numbers at too high a rate, con-
sider the words of the late Isaac Asimov:

If the population of the earth were to continue to increase at
the present rate indefinitely, by 3530 A.D. the total mass of
human flesh and blood would equal the mass of the earth.
By 6826 A.D., the total mass of human flesh and blood
would equal the mass of the known universe.?

Now, this is not going to happen. The Ehrlichs are right, of
course—the growth in population will end soon, either by intel-
lectual design or by biological meltdown. Edward O. Wilson
states the problem succinctly, “One planet, one experiment.”?’
Unfortunately, optimists are heroes in the weeds-in-the-pond
scenario, until the very last day, when it’s too late to avoid catas-
trophe. So, how do we draw attention to humanity’s greatest
problem in a way that will cause ordinary people around the
planet take human population seriously? We will revisit this is-
sue in Chapter Seven.



Chapter Six

Social Patterns Versus
Intellectual Patterns

The virtue in most request is conformity. Self-reliance is its aver-
sion. It loves not realities and creators, but names and customs.?

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

The illusion of freedom is often far greater than the reality. A
significant number of the philosophies we regard as great works
were published posthumously. Daring ideas do not so readily
produce bold behavior. We must never lose sight of the fact that
authority defines reality. Or that the illusion of freedom of
thought stops abruptly as one begins to tinker with the official
version of reality. Diversity, by design, is a threat to centralized
power. A community of one mind is far easier to influence than
one of many.

Regardless of the era in our history, there is rarely a doubt
about who really holds the reins of power. Power is highly con-
centrated at the top of our economic hierarchy, as much by de-
sign as through merit. There is also little doubt that what has
posed as genuine education during these periods is for the most
part the result of an indoctrination to ensure those in power re-
main in power. (If this were not true, democracy would be
deemed unnecessary.) While a certain freedom of thought has
always existed for us in one form or another, and while political
debate is a norm, never have students of any society been en-
couraged to thirst for truth and quench it for themselves without
elaborate political safeguards. The fate of Socrates is a case in
point.

159
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Tam not suggesting it’s desirable for societies to try to produce
anarchists, or that we can live without the need for authority, but
I am suggesting the only real opportunity for equity and equality
is to be found by citizens who are their own best assessors of
truth—citizens who readily understand that a high salary close
to a center of power is the most subtle form of maintaining that
power. (Thus, intellectuals can be the most identifiable cowards,
the biggest sellouts, when they're willing to trade their silence
for high salaries.) People educated to more clearly discern truth
would be highly supportive of the phenomenon of self-interest,
but they would understand that self-interest is balanced by pub-
lic interest in the same way that freedom is balanced by
responsibility.

Rights do not exist in a vacuum, nor simply because they are
written on paper. Rights exist because there also exists a legion
of people who are keenly aware of their responsibility as citi-
zens. The problem with the agenda I propose is not so much that
it would require a degree of economic equity, but that it would be
a greater threat to hierarchical power than is a society where
large numbers of people can be considered well-behaved but
economically marginal. Bertrand Russell parodied this attitude
when he said, “Better men should be stupid, slothful, and op-
pressive than that their thoughts should be free. For if their
thoughts were free they might not think as we do.”?

Quality of life depends in large part on the ability to live one’s
life through one’s principles. If this is not possible, form will al-
ways become more important than substance because social
convention will take precedence over thought. We might just as
easily view progressive history as continuous disobedience.
There is a lot we can do as individuals to create better lives for
ourselves and a better world for others. Emerson said, “Do not
seek yourself outside yourself.” Kant said, “Determine yourself
from within.” We can live up to our responsibilities as citizens
through continuous learning, and we can thoroughly develop
our own conscience (Thoreau wondered why we should have
one at all if it were not to use). We can conserve energy, discern
the environmental results of our own individual actions, and eat
lower on the food chain (which promotes better health). Further,
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we can remain beyond the reach of propagandists, both com-
mercial and political, who try to influence us for their ends
rather than our own. In short, we can learn to discover princi-
ples instead of just following rules.

Social Prophets and Biographical Life

Historical progress might result from people seeking recogni-
tion, and it might come simply from lovers of wisdom. Those
whom we celebrate as the heroes of culture are the very people
who have challenged the authority of social convention and up-
held principle. Erich Fromm categorized people as prophets and
priests to make this point. In On Disobedience, he wrote:

Prophets appear only at intervals in the history of humanity.
They die and leave their message. The message is accepted
by millions, it becomes dear to them.... Let us call the men
who make use of the idea the prophets.... The prophets live
their ideas. The priests administer them to the people who
are attached to the idea. The idea has lost its vitality. It has
become a formula. The priests declare that it is very impor-
tant how the idea is formulated; naturally the formulation
becomes always important after the experience is dead; how
else could one control people by controlling their thoughts
unless there is the “correct” formulation??

I'm not suggesting we become prophets in the literal
sense—only that we develop the capacity to live in congruence
with our principles, just like those heroes among us who have
placed their principles ahead of their own self-interest. This is,
after all, the embodiment of purpose. If we can'’t act in parallel
with what we truly believe, then living itself is disingenuous.*

This seldom-acknowledged problem is deeply embedded in
our culture: millions of people hold views which they cannot ex-
press at work for fear of losing their jobs. Many feel it necessary
to act as if they share the views of their employers when nothing
could be further from the truth. This is one reason why we derive
so much pleasure from movies and shows where we can watch
the guardians of the status quo register surprise when some he-
roic figure demolishes their worship of technique and brings the
principle of purpose back into view, even if only for a moment.
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This glimpse of purpose reveals the open secret of the power
of hierarchies. Leon Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance
suggests that our thoughts, actions, and feelings must remain in
consummate alignment, or we are compelled through disso-
nance to realign them. Thought, action, feeling is a description
of a hierarchy. The privilege of thinking is afforded those at the
top. It is in the interest of those at the top not too feel too much,
for that will lead to dissonance; thus they appear cold and dis-
tant. Those in the lower ranks have plenty to feel about, but what
keeps them busy with their noses to the grindstone is that they
are led by their actions.

We are an action-based society. We are a nation of doers.
When you consider dissonance theory and the psychology of
commitment, it’s easy to see that, if you can get people to lead
with their actions instead of their thoughts, they will be forced to
rationalize their thoughts and emotions into line with their ac-
tions. This is why well-meaning people will participate freely
and with self-justification in activities (like insurance scams and
tax fraud) for which they would support criminal prosecution, if
they were to discover strangers doing the same thing. Through
the process of their education, young people in our society don'’t
decide what kind of a society they want and then proceed to
build it. Instead, they find a small way of fitting in by finding a
job. And in twenty or thirty years of employment—at a nuclear
reactor, with an oil company, timber company, pharmaceutical
lab, meat packing plant, or any one of a thousand different types
of business—good, rational people with the best of intentions
will be able to defend the industry that employs them, regardless
of its effects on individuals or the environment.

People who act without giving thought to the consequences of
their actions are led as effectively as the child who is grabbed by
the collar and taken out of the room for misbehaving. One may
voice views opposing those of the leaders, but this will work in
the favor of only a few individual employees. Most people will
not be able to hold substantially different views for long, and
stay where they are, without rationalizing their continued
actions.
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Human brains use their pattern-matching skills extraordinar-
ily well to ensure the stability of their hosts. Add a little robust
positive bias, and the system becomes self-correcting and self-
justifying. So, if workers knowingly leak a little radiation, spill
some oil into the environment, help create a drug that kills or
harms people unintentionally, or send meat out of their packing
plant that is just a tiny bit contaminated, they must, even though
their individual roles may have been small, either bring their
thoughts and emotions into line with their continued actions, or
be willing (and able) to quit. Granted, some of these infrequent
accidents are acceptable trade-offs when weighed against the
benefits the industries offer. Most people are willing to tolerate
occasional oil spills in exchange for a dynamic transportation
system. But we know intuitively what will happen if workers
protest too loudly (they will become unemployable whistle-
blowers) because we understand the power of hierarchies. In-
deed, it is the nature of hierarchies to protect the hierarchy at all
costs. And we know that the person who falls too far down the
mountain might never make it back to his or her former level.

This fear of failure, combined with our need to reduce disso-
nance and complete with the dynamics of the power of hierar-
chies (where authority rises to the top of the pyramid as cream in
a bottle), is so overwhelmingly prevalent that it is hard to com-
prehend. And yet, the power of hierarchy is the fulcrum of de-
mocracy itself. I submit that we can flatten the pyramid (at least
to some degree), increase our quality of life, and still maintain
enough cultural authority to bind our interests. John Rawls has
suggested that political decisions should be made by people who
don’t know how they themselves will be affected by those deci-
sions.” It would make sense for us to adapt this line of thinking
and set aside our personal interests (or factions) to ensure that
we can perpetually balance power, regardless of whose hands it
might fall into. Just as pre-Civil War slave owners feared educat-
ing their slaves, so would those who hold the reins of power to-
day fear a majority who were educated toward their own ends
and who were unconcerned about the needs of the current hier-
archy.
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Prophets bring us quality, but it is priests who are in demand.
Our schools are set up to mass manufacture priests; they have
little tolerance for prophets. Indeed, our schools are better
suited to warehouse the mentally impaired than to suffer the cu-
riosity of an Edison or Einstein. What I am suggesting is that we
know enough about human behavior to dramatically increase
the number of prophets. Minus the formal externalization, edu-
cation can be a synonym for meaningful life. Near the turn of the
past century William James wrote, “The greatest discovery of my
generation is that human beings, by changing the inner attitudes
of their minds, can change the outer aspects of their lives.” As
one’s level of intrinsic education goes up, one’s dependence upon
authority goes down. The result is an increase in the ability to
discern value.

Erich Fromm characterized the difference in extrinsic versus
intrinsic education as the difference between “having” and “be-
ing.” In his book To Have or To Be, Fromm wrote,

Students in the having mode of existence will listen to a lec-
ture, hearing the words and understanding their logical
structure and their meaning and, as best they can, will write
down every word in theirlooseleaf notebooks—so that, later
on, they can memorize their notes and thus pass an exami-
nation. But the content does not become part of their own
individual system of thought, enriching and widening it. In-
stead, they transform the words they hear into fixed clusters
of thought, or whole theories which they store up. The stu-
dents and the content of the lectures remain strangers to
each other, except that each student has become the owner
of a collection of statements made by somebody else (who
had either created them or taken them over from another
source).®

Thus, an extrinsic-based education depends upon borrowed
conviction. Millions of people become so anesthetized from the
validity of their own experience that drugs and alcohol appear to
offer a better reality than the one they inhabit. In sharp contrast,
the students in the being mode do not come to the lecture as
tabulae rasae. They have already thought about the subject being
presented and have specific questions in mind. What they hear
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will spawn further inquiry. As Fromm suggests, “Their listening
is an alive process.”’

Intrinsic education provides the impetus for bottom-up in-
stead of top-down authority. Bottom-up decision making was
what Friedrich Nietzsche feared most. He argued it would pro-
duce nihilism by continually lowering standards. The rise to
power of Adolph Hitler may have proved Nietzsche’s point. Real
tyranny emerges when there is no counterbalance to power. So-
ciety is not pulled down from below. Rather, as Pirsig suggests,
society lurches forward in static-latching jerks when some indi-
viduals contribute genuine quality. Societies produce these indi-
viduals in direct proportion to the diversity and quality of life
available in them. The more people there are living well above
poverty level, the more genius shows itself.

In his book Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, Mi-
haly Csikszentmihalyi wrote:

To overcome the anxieties and depressions of contemporary
life, individuals must become independent of the social en-
vironment to the degree that they no longer respond exclu-
sively in terms of its rewards and punishments. To achieve
such autonomy, a person has to learn to provide for herself.
She has to develop the ability to find enjoyment and purpose
regardless of external circumstances. This challenge is both
easier and more difficult than it sounds: easier because the
ability to do so is entirely within each person’s hands; diffi-
cult because it requires a discipline and perseverance that
are relatively rare in any era, and perhaps especially in the
present. And before all else, achieving control over experi-
ence requires a drastic change in attitude about what is im-
portant and what is not.®

The reason we so rarely find people with the conviction to live
independently of social convention has less to do with discipline
and perseverance than with orientation. We have a multitude of
disciplined people marching obediently to the beat of others’
drums, while remaining totally alienated from hearing their
own. This is because we have misunderstood the meaning of
education at a fundamental level. Intrinsic-based education em-
phasizes the crux of human growth, which applies equally to the
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organic world: When we plant a vegetable garden, we perceive
ourselves as “growing” vegetables; but we don'’t grow vegetables
any more than we grow humans. Instead, we provide the condi-
tions that enable growth; if any of these conditions are insuffi-
cient or overly harsh, growth is adversely affected.® Thus, intrin-
sic education can be the means by which we change biological
life into biographical life.

If a person lacks fundamental knowledge and understanding,
an inward journey is not possible. There is nowhere to go.!°
Those who depend too heavily upon authority copy biography.
It's not that they have no lives, but that they respond to new stim-
uli with rented responses. Both money and education are neces-
sary to sustain life; one can have too much of the former and still
be unable to create a life, but the latter enables both production
of and reduced dependence upon the former. Intrinsic education
is vital for the creation of biography because it sparks the move-
ment from the organic to the intellectual realm of life.

Composing a biographical life binds together the substance of
principle and the fiber of conscience which give life purpose.
Creating biography is a fine art disrespectful of mechanistic
goals and obsessive possessiveness. A biographical life is worth
living because it is worth dying for. So, it should come as no sur-
prise that those who provide family members with uncondi-
tional love provide a living expression of wisdom. Unconditional
love is a validation of self and is critical to the development of bi-
ography. A biographical life is a life rich in character—enough
character to risk being different. Grandparents understand this
intuitively, which is why they seem so wise in how they relate to
their grandchildren.

We may sense that, without an education, our own lives would
be of less value to ourselves. When we focus so forcefully on eco-
nomic well-being—even though it is a precondition for further
development—we often miss the point (and the shortcut), which
is simply that, while economics can sustain biological life, it
cannot of itself create biography. Biography is the result of the
process of learning, which provides knowledge. This biography,
in turn, provides the structure and the experience that not only
make life worth living but make the dead worth remembering.
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The majority of lives lived as copies become lost indistinguisha-
bly in a background of culture. It’s the original biographies we
long remember.

Francis Fukuyama argues that it is a consequence of the belief
in the equality of all-of-nature (an example would be the point of
view of animal rights activists) that leads to the “indifference to
mass starvation in countries like Ethiopia.”!! But it seems to me
that indifference to mass starvation was just as common an oc-
currence centuries ago when the Theistic belief in man’s domin-
ion over nature was the majority opinion. I find it an intriguing
and a perpetually troubling issue that we humans (myself in-
cluded) let so many other humans on this planet starve to death
without making it a greater issue. I do know it is wrong that we
allow this to happen, no matter how we try to frame it. If our in-
difference does not stem from prejudice, nationalistic bias, or
the fact that we do not perceive those populations as having bio-
graphical lives, then where does it come from?

Suppose that tomorrow everyone now starving in Ethiopia
woke up with the equivalent of an American college education.
What would they do differently to eradicate poverty and starva-
tion? It seems to me one of the first things they would realize is
that their previous state of existence lacked any concept of hu-
man rights, much less recognition that they possessed such
rights. Given proper tools for articulating arguments in their fa-
vor, these people could almost certainly pull together enough
food for sustenance. Daniel C. Dennet poses this question:
“Would you settle docilely for a life of meaningless poverty,
knowing what you know today about the world?”!'? Not likely.
And neither would the Ethiopians. With their new knowledge
they would immediately see that they now had political power,
simply because of their awareness. Wouldn'’t this awareness in-
evitably lead to the visible creation of biographical lives?
Wouldn't this be an example of intellectual patterns’ superiority
over social patterns? Does it not follow, then, that education is at
least equally important as, if not more important than, an eco-
nomic assistance which barely supports a biological life?

In his book Living Within Limits, Garrett Hardin offers a com-
pelling argument about the dire consequences of over-
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population and suggests that we fail to deal with the issue of po-
litical economics because “our brains are addled by compas-
sion.” 13 I think the reverse is true, however. The feeble efforts
made by all the developed countries in the world to help those
countries whose citizens are starving may have roots in compas-
sion, but in reality their inadequacy implies indifference.

Aristotle’s notion of actuality and potentiality suggests that
one’s value is represented by one’s potential. If true, it clearly es-
tablishes the value of human life as greater than that of animals
as a matter of rationality. And, if I have interpreted Robert Pir-
sig’s metaphysics of quality correctly, I believe this view is con-
firmed. All this suggests to me that there is a rational basis for
believing in the universality of human rights and that, although
the idea of human superiority over other life forms has gotten us
into a lot of trouble, it is nonetheless true. Moreover, because it is
true, our level of responsibility is thus increased.

In the late summer of 1992, the arrival of hurricane Andrew
on the Florida and Louisiana coasts coincided with massive
starvation in Somalia. Media visuals of Americans sobbing over
the loss of their material possessions contrasted eerily with the
quiet tears of the Somalians who were dying from a political
storm of indifference. I am unable to articulate the feelings I ex-
perienced from watching this, and yet I can’t get these scenes out
of my mind. I am still uncertain whether I have come closer to
the reason we allow people to starve to death, but I can also find
nothing of substance that absolves us from assuming responsi-
bility for eliminating starvation.

There is another way to think about this problem which may
offer some insight into why it is such a puzzling predicament.
Imagine what would happen if, in each country where humans
were dying from starvation, it were suddenly announced that
wildlife would be slaughtered until such time as human starva-
tion ceased. I believe the emotion brought forth by such an ac-
tion would result in a wake-up call heard around the world. For
once, the curtains covering our windows of cultural reality
would be drawn open.

When governments commit atrocities like killing, raping, and
pillaging their neighbors, many of us feel compelled to inter-
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vene, to commit troops if necessary to stop the killing. But why
are the violent situations more urgent than slow starvation?
Human slaughter is an abomination in any form, but slow starva-
tion seems to be a greater tragedy precisely because so little effort is
needed to stop it.

John F. Schumaker offers yet another way to look at culture,
belief, and biography that illuminates the dark side of living and
shows why understanding these territories is so important.
Schumaker’s provocative thesis suggests that, in a sense, anorexia
nervosa is “a private religion,” a defense mechanism adopted by
young, upper-middle-class women to squeeze the harshness of
reality down to something manageable. These individuals are so
externally overwhelmed by “shoulds” that they fail to develop
the means to cope with a chaotic world of external expecta-
tions.!? In other words, they fail to develop their own sense of bi-
ography. They don’t copy biography, they simply tail to develop
it, and for this very reason they prove to be an exception to our
rules about biography and remembrance: they are truly missed
when they die. In large part, these young women have close rela-
tionships with loving parents. Mother and daughter become
“psychologically enmeshed,” and the daughter fails to develop a
sense of self that is strong enough to cope with a harsh world.
Thus, a simple world of “thinness” provides a trance-like escape:
all problems are reduced to one. Schumaker writes, “The pres-
ence of the ‘single ruling motivation’ destroys all ability to con-
centrate on anything else.”!>

Recall the earlier analogy of an external definition of happi-
ness projected onto a screen through cultural expectations, and
then revisit the issue of starvation in Africa. When you realize
that many economically well-off young women in America
starve themselves each year, the abstraction of biographical life
comes clear.!® Africans die from an abuse of power in their cul-
ture; Americans from a fear of power in their culture. Something
in our highly technical American society is missing—a sense of
structure and an embodiment linked to purpose that would oth-
erwise allow us to see and address the injustice of starvation in
both cultures. That something is the highest use of intellectual
patterns.
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I am not trying to belittle the value of material wealth; it is ex-
tremely important. Money colors every aspect of living. To be
able to respond independently of your social system means that
you must be able to have a degree of economic independence so
that you no longer have to choose between your principles and
economic existence. Trying to create a life based upon the prem-
ise that existence is subordinate to gaining more and more
wealth is like trying to put out a fire with gasoline. But, by focus-
ing on the disparities of economic (or biological) life and not on
education for living (biographical life), we are perpetuating the
message of that premise. We are saying more gasoline is needed
to fight fires—precisely the kind of philosophy that sustains a
king-of-the-mountain ethos and keeps everyone busy juggling
buckets and hoses instead of discovering purpose and principle.
In our preoccupation we fail to pass on the most valuable lessons
of our culture, namely, that learning reveals the true nature of in-
terdependence and that knowledge has more to do with equality
than it does with economic parity.

The ability to appreciate music is thwarted if one is only aware
of a dozen melodies. And the ability to squeeze quality from life
is similarly impaired if one has a very limited account of it. In-
deed, the prophets who leave their biography as legacy go be-
yond exercising an ability to experience living to its fullest. They
break through the barriers (genetic or cultural) that render the
rest of us easily susceptible to self-deceit, bigotry, and prejudice.
True biography represents a biological life stamped and im-
printed for all time with the heart of one’s ideas.

Socially Constructed Reality

The notion that reality is a social construction may have con-
gealed into the dogma of postmoderist thought, as social critic
Christopher Lasch has proposed, but that doesn’t necessarily
render the concept untrue.!” What we believe predisposes us to
actas if what we believe is real. This may sound ridiculously sim-
ple, but it has far-reaching implications. Cultural expectations
create social reality. Most of us are so spellbound by culture as to
be unaware of anything not delineated by some sort of social ex-
pectation. “The logic of reality creation is the following: if people
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believe this they will do that.”!8 If reality is a product of social
construction, then it follows that we are all architects, directors,
actors, stage managers, and audience. We are all responsible
“consumers of reality.”!® If reality is genuinely a constructive
process, then a search for truth becomes a matter of finding a
better seat in the theater. There are clear advantages for sitting
up front, and all sorts of misconceptions born of not being able
to see well. But, no matter where we sit, there is always a tall
stranger sitting in front of us. In other words, there is no front
row. Our delusions about reality are always with us.

In a very real sense we have a time machine between our ears.
On any starry night we can look to the heavens and look back in
time. What we do not realize is that we do something similaron a
bright sunny day. When we look upon any scene, the perception
that occurs is built of the residuum of past memories. All that we
profess to understand is thus understood through a previous
sense of understanding. We come to the play and bring our own
mental props.

Through the constructs we provide, we are able to discern
meaning. This is hardly a secret, but it is seldom acknowledged.
It has alot to do with how we experience life itself and how we re-
late to other people. Memory is, at least in an operational sense,
the residue of emotion. Emotion is life’s background music.
Thus, when memory is joined with the intellect, the melody we
experience amounts to leftover belief. Qur props already contain
instructions about what should be selected as verifications of re-
ality. So, if one has narrow views, if one is obsessed with one’s
own interests, then one’s perception will see to it that such views
prevail over any and all obstacles. And, if similar views are
shared with others, then the expression of such views affirms the
relationship; and loyalty becomes the armor to fend off oppos-
ing views. Perception is more than a template for conscious at-
tention. It is an alive process, which, when left to its own volition
without reasoned concentration, becomes virtually autonomous.

Culture provides individuals with mental “highlighters” and
“magic markers.” Once highlighted, phenomena are subject
only to confirmation and are rarely open to critical analysis. In
similar fashion, we use cultural magic markers to blot out what
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our culture deems unimportant, and, unless we exert extraordi-
nary personal effort, what is covered over ceases to exist. We use
these tools with precise fashion to deal with environmental is-
sues. We highlight excavated natural resources such as minerals
and use magic markers to hide the ecological damage used in ob-
taining and refining them.

If our predisposition to rig perception were not enough, we
are bound further to labor through the whole perplexing process
with the trappings of language. In his book I Am Right—You Are
Wrong, Edward De Bono aptly describes this problem:

In a sense language is a museum of ignorance. Every word
and concept has entered language at a stage of relative igno-
rance compared to the present greater experience. But the
words and concepts are frozen into permanence by lan-
guage and we must use these words and concepts to deal
with present-day reality. This means we may be forced to
look at things in a very inadequate way.*°

If it were not for the experiential baggage we bring to the thea-
ter of reality there would be little use or need for art. Art is an ex-
ternal manifestation of internal reality, a solitary expression of
social phenomena. Viewing art is a little like studying humanity
through a two-way mirror. We see what the artist intends us to
see, if we understand what we are expected to see. If we do not
share the reality the artist intends, we turn the mirror inward for
our own reality check. It’s a little sad, though perhaps fortunate,
that we are better at bridging the gap of culture with external
representations of inner observations than we are at simply talk-
ing to our neighbors. Then, when we do put words together to
communicate precisely as intended, we call it art. How odd that
we admire the art of other cultures, but abhor their ideas.

We can “demand of art what life cannot give us,” as André
Maurois pointed out. “Why is artisticillusion just as respected as
scientific truth?” he asks, and then reflects on his own question:

If we give it some thought, nothing could be stranger. In life
we are surrounded by houses, trees, fruit, human bodies,
and yet we join the crush at the doors of an exhibition to
gaze upon distorted reproductions of these very objects or
beings. We are, daily, tormented or elated by desire,
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jealousy, ambition and, instead of forgetting human suffer-
ing in our leisure hours, we go to watch, on stage or screen,
dramas similar to our own. Again, why? Is life not rich
enough, good enough or evil enough to satisfy us or to dis-
hearten us??’

It is apparent that we need illusions desperately. Even more,
we need to realize we do this. In our theater of reality, it's easy to
see what appear to be flaws in the realities of other cultures and
hard to see the frailties of our own. In an essay titled “The Con-
cept of Freedom,” the late A. J. Ayer wrote:

In a completely planned society, the members of which were
trained from birth for their respective functions and who
were so thoroughly conditioned that they never conceived
any desires but those that were appropriate to their station,
the subjects would be perfectly happy; and since they would
be granted the ability to satisfy their desires, they would
seem themselves to be free. But we, surveying the whole sys-
tem from the outside, would judge, without hesitation, that
they were not really free.?

The more I study, the more I believe that the very essence of
educating oneself lies in putting oneself, one’s culture, and how
itrelates to other cultures, into perspective. An understanding of
the complex nature of freedom (an idea commonly accepted as
simple) can’t be reached without it. In Reality Isn'’t What It Used
To Be, author and social critic Walter Truett Anderson writes:

You can only become truly tolerant of other people’s reali-
ties by having found some new ways to inhabit your own. To
develop tolerance is to develop a story about stories, a per-
spective on all our values and beliefs....Just as we develop an
image of the world and the human species—as we create the
world and create humanity—so do we develop an image of
the human species as an indefatigable creator of stories,
myths, values, beliefs, morals, laws, and religions. And to
know that we create such things need not destroy our re-
spect for the species nor our respect, even reverence, for the
things created....Whatever freedom we are ultimately able
to achieve will be gained not merely by shouting naughty
words at social constructions of reality—not merely by
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unlearning, but also by learning about why we think and be-
have and believe as we do, and why and how we create reali-
ties. Such learning is possible; much of it is being discov-
ered, in many fields, and none of it is secret.?

Indeed, if we can move this kind of thinking from the status of
an open secret to that of common knowledge, we will have the
tools to lessen the effects on our society of the idiocies of bigotry,
prejudice, and the narcissism of minor differences.

Personal Realities

In Plato’s essay Theatetus, the title character is rebuked by
Socrates for having made the mistaken assumption that knowl-
edge and perception are the same thing. Even in our times,
knowledge and opinion and the relationship between them have
not received the kind of attention that would make their differ-
ences self-evident. (Sadly, when we study Plato, we are judged by
our ability to recall what Socrates said, but seldom required to
demonstrate the ability to think as he did.) One could say that
perception and opinion are the same thing, except that culture
provides the blueprint for perception and fails to see the link
with opinion. Without a Socratic effort at probing the essence of
perception, truth appears to emerge when, in fact, our percep-
tual processes have deceived us. Perception is the theater of art.
Reality is Plato’s guest, dressed as a Form who never shows up
but is always treated as present. Thus, art is merely a flirtation
with reality and belief is a condition for perception.

Inrecent years there have been many examples in textbooks to
show how easily we are fooled by perceiving incorrectly. There is
the picture of the faces of both an old and a young woman drawn
in such a way that the viewer can perceive only one image at a
time. There are drawings of objects that are all the same size,
even though some appear larger or smaller than the others. Each
of these examples shows how easily we can be fooled by appear-
ances. If we observe two objects that appear to be the same size,
but in reality one is larger than the other, it would be fair to say
we are of the opinion that the two are the same size.

Our preoccupations determine the reality that dominates us.
For example, the biologist looks at the world and sees genetic re
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lationships; the behaviorist observes environmental stimuli; the
clergyman sees a world of spirituality or of rule breakers. The
salesman sees a multitude of opportunities; the subsistence
hunter, the wage earner, and the street person observe the world
in terms of survival. In the third century A.D., the neo-Platonist
Plotinus said, “To any vision must be brought an eye adapted to
what is to be seen.” A mind made up with the expectation of what
it is about to see is like a camera in which the light and distance
meters are preset without regard for the object being photo-
graphed. A picture will still result, and what one hoped to see in
the picture will be there, however distorted it may appear. An-
other camera, set differently, would produce a different picture.

An example demonstrating how easily this happens occurred
in the late 1960s when I was a police officer in Dallas. One even-
ing while working in a high crime area, I heard the dispatcher
give a description of a suspect wanted for armed robbery of a
convenience store near my location. The description went some-
thing like this: white male, late twenties to early thirties, 5’ 9",
wearing blue jeans and a red and black checkered shirt. A few
minutes later, on a dark street, I spotted a suspect who perfectly
matched the description. I questioned him, and he seemed so
nervous I became convinced he was the culprit. When I arrived
at the downtown jail about 45 minutes after the robbery, I found
six other officers, all with suspects matching the dispatcher’s de-
scription, each arrested within three miles of the robbery. Every
officer including myself thought he had the right man. Moreo-
ver, each suspect, nervous at being found in such circumstances,
had appeared to the investigator as someone with something to
hide. So, if knowledge and perception were the same thing, six
people who were unlucky enough to be wearing similar clothes
would have gone to jail, perhaps even prison, though only one
person (but not necessarily one of our suspects) had committed
the crime.

Another less dramatic example of how we create our own
sense of reality occurred to me not long ago through my observa-
tion of fall colors. Fall has always been my favorite time of year,
and, although I have lived in Alaska for more than two decades, I
still miss the fall colors of the Midwest. Alaska has its own spe-
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cial type of aesthetic beauty at any time of the year, but not the
bright colors of hardwoods. After a time I began to convince my-
self that the fall colors were actually getting better. Then it oc-
curred to me that what had really happened was that in my long-
ing for fall in the Midwest, I was getting better at finding the
smallest splash of color in the Alaska landscape. From such ex-
periences and observations, I have come to believe one of the
greatest impediments to human relations is our use of a frail
sensory perception system to form strong opinions. We must
learn to balance the process by probing the issues deeply enough
to discover all of the relevant facts which we’re more or less ge-
netically bound to overlook.

Perhaps there is no better way to demonstrate the validity of
personal realities than to describe the gender differences we ex-
perience daily but, for all practical purposes, remain unaware
of. In her book You Just Don't Understand, author Deborah Tan-
nen argues that “recognizing gender differences frees individu-
als from the burden of individual pathology.” Tannen describes
the male perspective as that of an individual in a hierarchical so-
cial order where he is either one-up or one-down, contrasted
with the female approach which represents a network of con-
nections where negotiations are for closeness, confirmation,
and support. The fundamental difference in the way men and
women perceive the world sets up a grid that perpetually inhib-
its communication—women discuss their problems with men in
the hopes of finding a sympathetic ear and understanding, while
men see this as a opportunity to solve women’s problems for
them. This interplay leads both to bewilderment. Theorists de-
bate to what extent these differences are biological or learned,
but the fact remains that most communication difficulties be-
tween the sexes stem from mismatched perceptions.

We live in a world of ever-increasing abstraction where it is
easy to become lost in a dark corner, many times removed from
“reality.” The degree to which we protect ourselves from the
harshness of reality is startling. Not long ago one of our local
television news shows aired footage of pet euthanasia at the ani-
mal shelter. This was followed by a barrage of protests from
viewers who claimed their sensibilities were offended. This was
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followed by a new round of protests from people who said it was
about time others were aware of the needless suffering of ani-
mals. With all that is offensive in the world it’s little wonder we're
suspicious of what might unexpectedly be brought to our atten-
tion. But it is experiences like these which can serve toremind us
that our reality is our own construct.

Self-Serving Perception

Our tendency to view ourselves with a distinct positive bias
does more than protect us from bad news; it sugarcoats personal
matters so that we view our own performance more favorably
than is warranted.?* Give this some thought, and you will likely
be able to come up with examples of times when friends have de-
scribed their own deeds (ones you witnessed) as far more praise-
worthy than they actually were when you observed them.

In her book Positive Illusions, Shelly E. Taylor asserts that
“normal human thought is distinguished by a robust positive
bias.”?> Taylor suggests that we are so naturally self-serving that
we are even likely to confuse good intentions with good results,
even though the two are clearly not the same. Such propensity
adds credence to the old saying, “Success has many fathers, but
failure is an orphan.” In Positive Illusions, Taylor writes:

The tendency to take more than one’s share of credit for a
joint outcome would appear to be a maladaptive bias, inas-
much as it creates so many opportunities for misunder-
standings. However, the bias may have benefits as well as
potential liabilities. By perceiving one’s share of a joint
product to be larger than it is, people may feel more respon-
siblezfor the outcome and work harder to make it a positive
one.*¢

There seem to be clear advantages to being predisposed to-
ward optimism and self-aggrandizing opinions where oneself is
concerned. To me, however, these qualities seem to be a constant
threat to a person’s well-being, unless one is always aware that
such forceful tendencies exist. Viewing ourselves more favora-
bly than is warranted is a core issue in interpersonal conflicts.
We minimize the consequences of our own mistakes and exag-
gerate those of others.
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Upon reflection, we find we're endowed with a number of
built-in reality buffers, many of which must be adaptive in na-
ture. For example, we anesthetize ourselves from bad news
through the process of denial. For a time, we simply refuse to ac-
cept painful information as being correct. Similarly, the second
game animal the hunter shoots is easier to kill than the first, the
third and fourth easier still. The same is true of the soldier in
wartime. Even our sense of smell is muted by the continued
presence of a foul or aromatic odor. But does buffered reality ac-
tually add quality to our lives?

Imagine what it would be like if, from the time of our birth, we
knew the exact time and place of our death. For some this issue
would likely loom so large that all else would seem unimportant.
But, if we pretend to have only three months to live, we discover
a courageous desire to live purposely, savoring each moment,
each event, each emotion. What does this suggest? Does it mean
that Earnest Becker was wrong about too much reality driving
us insane? Does it mean that ignorance is bliss, or the reverse?
Can knowledge of reality add meaning to life? Carl Sagan argues
that we should be willing to look death in the eye. Depak Chopra
has dared suggest that it’s exciting to be stalked by death.?” And,
in his essay The Conduct of Life, Emerson warned, “No picture of
life can have any veracity that does not admit the odious facts.”?8
Why does it appear that, in the absence of quantitative time,
qualitative time becomes of paramount importance? If igno-
rance is really bliss, does it follow that immaturity is preferable
to maturity? And why, by not knowing the exact date of our
death, are we predisposed to squander our time with so many ac-
tivities devoid of meaning?

It is one of the greatest tragedies of our species that, in times
of war, killing others brings us closer together; worse still that
this contradictory social experience seems somehow related to
our ability to hold the surgeon general’s report on smoking in
one hand, and a cigarette in the other—a clear example that one
hemisphere of the brain knows something the other does not.
These reality buffers diminish experience. If they work too well,
they turn true living into mere existence because we depend
upon contrasts for experience itself. For example, we under-
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stand hot in comparison to cold, pleasure to pain and sorrow to
joy. Safety is more appreciated when danger is understood. Not
until we have an enormous range of experiential criteria with
which to make comparisons can we consider ourselves fully
alert.

The Power of Mind-Sets

The propensity to see the world in terms of our preoccupa-
tions is as dangerous as it is useful. The late humanist psycholo-
gist Abraham Maslow once observed, “When the only tool you
have is a hammer everything begins to look like a nail.”?° The
great danger that accompanies our ability to focus on problems,
like adjusting the lens on a camera, is precisely our capacity to
do it so well. When we are not sensitively attuned to this
strength, it becomes a crippling weakness, allowing us to see
only a small part of a much larger picture. The camera itself
taints the image. Our lives shrink to fit the narrow film of a con-
taminated imagination. We become fixed in opinion to the ex-
tent that our emotions wash away any attempt to use the powers
of reason.

A simple preconception of what we are looking for, or about to
see, can shift our attention from the whole to a fascination with
parts and produce a willingness to accept almost any evidence as
proof of what we thought we would find. “Nothing is simpler in
understanding than dismissing what we are attempting to un-
derstand as having already been understood.”*® Prejudice and
stereotyping of groups and individuals occur when we allow our
internal cameras to default always to the same setting—a previ-
ous setting which, if the image is disagreeable, most likely oc-
curred under negative circumstances, but will for the future be
automatic and deprive us of the opportunity for reflection. If we
focus on the Bermuda Triangle with the expectation that it is a
place where bizarre things are bound to happen, then any un-
usual occurrence there will confirm our suspicion, regardless of
the fact that just as many unusual incidents have occurred just
as frequently in other areas of the ocean of similar size and hu-
man activity. 3!

Once we accept any premise as fact without the willingness to
submit it to further critical inquiry, we become vulnerable to
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anyone with any cause, because our reaction, positive or nega-
tive, can be depended upon. Is it any wonder, when the vast ma-
jority of our experience in school is spent exercising our short-
term memory, and so little time is devoted to critical thinking,
that reality becomes equivalent to recall? We are predisposed to-
ward selectivity and short-term orientation. In New World New
Mind, Robert Ornstein and Paul Ehrlich observed:

Our evolutionary history equipped us to live with a handful of
compatriots, in a stable environment with many short-term
challenges. Benefits had to be reaped fast if they were to be
reaped at all. The lion had to be dodged before it ate you; the
antelope speared before it escaped.

Thus the human mind evolved to register short-term
changes, from moment to moment, day to day, and season to
season, and to overlook the “backdrop” against which those
took place. That backdrop only changed significantly on a
time scale of centuries or longer. Not only did our evolutionary
background predispose us to live in a world of caricatures and
physically equip us to draw only part of the picture, it also pre-
disposed us to focus on certain parts of the “image” and ignore
others.3?

Our society is chock-full of unreasoning people who have pre-
set mental templates ready to fix on individuals who have differ-
ent skin color, speak a different language, are deaf, blind, or con-
fined to a wheelchair, and on those who have been treated for a
mental illness, been diagnosed with cancer, are over a certain
age, are physically unattractive, or are just unfashionably
dressed. Expectations allied with unreasoned opinion are so
strong that teachers have been observed performing according
to their own preconceptions, having been told in advance that
certain students were either gifted or disabled. The teachers un-
consciously set out to prove what they had been told. Their inter-
nal mental camera adjusted itself for either gifted or learning-
disabled children and ignored any information that did not cor-
respond to the adjustment. This whole process exposes the term
mind-set as being exactly that. In another example, simply add-
ing the word assistant to a worker’s title has been shown to re-
duce that worker’s performance.??
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We are predisposed toward quickly adopting mind-sets
through the nature of our experience and the way we are edu-
cated. Since we are accustomed to feigning expertise, having
only vague familiarity with a subject, we tend to make up our
minds based on very little information. A kernel of factleads to a
field of generalizations. We are easily prejudiced because we
have an overwhelming bias toward generalizations with their
simplifying effects on everyday living. It becomes much easier to
categorize someone as a member of a group than it is to consider
the person as an individual. This is exacerbated by our need for
positive emotional attachments, thus laying the foundation for
prejudice: the love or fondness for members of our own group
causes us to overlook their faults. We refrain from being critical
of those whom we care about while we become more critical
than is warranted of people we know little about. In this way;, lit-
tle information is required to form a prejudicial view, yet when
we review the salient characteristics of loyalty, we find that an
overwhelming amount of evidence is necessary to overturn it.
Mind-sets are reason-resistant.

Imagine buying a personal computer with 32 megabytes of
random access memory (RAM) only to discover that your soft-
ware is designed to make decisions with a mere 64 kilobytes of
data. You would no doubt feel cheated. Why, then, do we cheat
humanity by making 64-kilobyte decisions about our fellow man
when we are hard-wired with a capacity so formidable as to
make a 32-megabyte computer look like a toy?

An excellent example of how our sense of reality shades our
actions was demonstrated several years ago when the architect
Maya Lin designed the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. When her
plan was first unveiled it unleashed a bitter protest from people,
many of them veterans, who would not consider anything that
did not fit their image of what a traditional monument should
be. These same people today are reduced to tears at the sight of
the memorial. Lin’s genius of a monument to profoundly
honor and focus on the sacrifice of individuals has contrib-
uted to a healing process for those who lost friends and family
members in the Vietnam war. Yet, the design almost failed to
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be built because it did not match the perceptual reality of a
monument.

In a similar sense, there have been many efforts to glorify his-
tory by selectively focusing on events which enhance a Western
bias while ignoring any events that show our heritage in a bad
light. For example, the heroic image of the taming of the West in
America skips ever so lightly over countless broken treaties with
Native Americans. Early American settlers made fun of Native
Americans because of their seemingly strange ideas about prop-
erty rights, by coining the term “Indian giver.” Yet it was the U.S.
government that would in time show what the term really
meant.

If we were to observe a similar omission while studying an-
other country, we would view it as a serious character flaw; we
would be preoccupied with its gross injustice. We know that this
happened in America, but what is represented as important is
the idea that Western civilization prevailed. The injustice has
been overshadowed by the implication that the accomplishment
was so important its means didn't matter. Americans in posi-
tions of power at the time reterred to their exploits as “manifest
destiny,” a concept that boils down to the premise that those in
power are by the very nature of their superiority destined to be in
power and that their triumph is inevitable. This mind-set re-
sulted in the trampling of Native American cultures from which
we have learned far more than we have ever acknowledged. As
Robert Pirsig has shown us, American frontier values came from
Native Americans.?*

Though it is seldom noticed, being prejudiced is an impedi-
ment to one’s own freedom. The act of hating requires more
negative energy, and can have a far greater controlling aspect,
than merely being hated. Taking oneself off the automatic pilot
of mind-sets requires a deep sense of understanding of self and
“others.” Thus, moving beyond the American Dream requires
that we always be attentive to the potential destructiveness of
mind-sets.

Ethnocentrism and Interdependence

The profound way in which culture shapes perception mani-
fests itself among the people living near borders who go to great
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lengths to distinguish themselves from those on the other
side. As noted earlier, Freud called this phenomenon the narcis-
sism of minor differences. An obsession with in-group/out-
group is what we commonly call ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism
is the acknowledged certainty that one’s culture has reality
pegged correctly and therefore its behavior is more fitting than
the behavior of other cultures. In Our Kind, Marvin Harris
writes about cultural obsession with differences:

Anyone who still doubts the power of culture to make and
remake the world we live in might wish to ponder the follow-
ing observation: while feminist women in the West have
been struggling to liberate themselves by going bare-
breasted in public, the women of India have been liberating
themselves by refusing to go bare-breasted in public.?”

Itisironic that differences are almost always exaggerated and
that minor differences are viewed as major: one group insists on
going bare-breasted the other refuses. One of the most liberating
aspects of adult learning comes through the realization that all
cultures bring some value to humankind. Moreover, if we are
ever to achieve wisdom in the nature of human affairs, we must
learn the value of Socrates’ assertion, spoken in preparation for
his death, “I am not an Athenian or a Greek, but a citizen of the
world.”

In 1936, Ralph Linton wrote a piece, titled “/00 Percent Ameri-
can,” which was intended to challenge the ethnocentrism of the
day. It is worth repeating:

Our solid American citizen awakens in a bed built on a pattern
which originated in the Near East.... He slips into his mocca-
sins, invented by the Indians of the Eastern woodlands, and
goes to the bathroom, whose fixtures are a mixture of Euro-
pean and American invention, both of recent date. He takes off
his pajamas, a garment invented in India, and washes with
soap invented by the ancient Gauls. He then shaves, a maso-
chistic rite which seems to have been derived from either
Sumer or ancient Egypt.

Returning to the bedroom, he...puts on garments whose
form originally derived from the skin clothing of the nomads
of the Asiatic steppes, puts on shoes made from skins tanned
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by a process invented in ancient Egypt and cut to a pattern
derived from the classical civilizations of the Mediterranean,
and ties around his neck a strip of bright-colored cloth
which is a vestigial survival of the shoulder shawls worn by
the seventeenth-century Croatians....

On his way to breakfast he stops to buy a paper, paying for
it with coins, an ancient Lydian invention. At the restaurant
a whole new series of borrowed elements confronts him. His
plate is made of a form of pottery invented in China. His
knife is of steel, an alloy first made in southern India, his
fork a medieval Italian invention, and his spoon a derivative
of a Roman original. He begins breakfast with an orange,
from the eastern Mediterranean, a cantaloupe from Persia,
or perhaps a piece of African watermelon. With this he has
coffee, an Abyssinian plant, with cream and sugar. Both the
domestication of cows and the idea of milking them origi-
nated in the Near East, while sugar was first made in India.
After his fruit and coffee he goes on to walffles, cakes made
by a Scandinavian technique from wheat domesticated in
Asia Minor. Over these he pours maple syrup, invented by
the Indians of the Eastern woodlands....

When our friend has finished eating, he ... reads the news of
the day, imprinted in characters invented in Germany. As he
absorbs the accounts of foreign troubles he will, if he is a good
conservative citizen, thank a Hebrew deity in an Indo-
European language that he is 100 percent American.

If this piece were rewritten today, it could expand into a book
and still not sort out all of the interwoven relationships. Despite
our valiant notions of American independence, we have always
been and will always remain incredibly interdependent in rela-
tion to the rest of the world. How should we view this state of in-
terdependence? Mahatma Gandhi wrote, “Interdependence is
and ought to be as much the ideal of man as self-sufficiency. Man
is a social being. Without interrelation with society he cannot re-
alize his oneness with the universe or suppress his egotism.”3¢

How can we acknowledge this need for interdependence and
appreciate the differences of others without totally disregarding
our own uniqueness? In The Primal Mind, Jamake Highwater
writes:
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That we are all related does not make us all the same. Rela-
tionship does not require conformity, and the fact that one
orientation or viewpoint is valuable does not preclude that
all contrasting attitudes and positions are therefore errone-
ous and useless. Pluralism is a significant state of affairs for
those who have been neglected; it is extremely bitter and dif-
ficult for those who have been long dominant. That’s some-
thing we are going to have to learn to live with. We must
learn to stop using public relations when dealing with the
human spirit. We must stop trying to help people by trying
to make them the same as we are, whatever that may be and
no matter how ideally we are served by our unique identi-
ties. We must learn to praise dissimilarities just as we learned
in the Renaissance to praise originality. We must learn to use
our minds to discover meaning rather than truth, and we
must come to recognize that a variety of meanings and inter-
pretations is what ultimately makes life truthful >

Probing the core of human relationships adds meaning to life
because it cuts to the quick of human reality. We are most alive
when we are at risk. Soldiers returning from the battlefield find
that, despite the horror of war, they miss the excitement, the ac-
centuated feeling of being alive in the face of imminent death.
The good news is, this sense of aliveness can also be found in
learning, in trying to understand others—not learning based on
taking in vast quantities of information, but learning which
transforms information into the kind of knowledge that gives
our lives purpose.



Chapter Seven

Economics Versus
Quality of Life

Where justice is denied, where poverty is enforced, where igno-
rance prevails, and where any one class is made to feel that society
is in an organized conspiracy to oppress, rob, and degrade them,
neither persons nor property will be safe.!

—Frederick Douglass

America has changed more in the past 50 years than in the
previous 200. What's more, the only thing we can say with much
assurance is that the change during the next 50 years will be even
greater. America is headed toward a great economic reckoning.
Social demographics and speed-of-light technology are moving
us into an economic era for which we find ourselves totally un-
prepared: a period of intense global competition for well-paying
jobs; a time in which the financial interests of the young increas-
ingly conflict with those of the old; an era when a massive flow of
immigrants across borders and symbolic images over electronic
airways portends drastic change. These conditions presage
great social upheaval, since our economy is built upon the prom-
ise of long-term employment, homes with 30-year mortgages,
and the delirious assumption that jobs are more important than
our work as human beings.

We live in truly paradoxical times. America has grown too
large for big government, but is too small for meager commu-
nity. Mario Cuomo simplifies it, “Without community, we can
bid good-bye to the ‘tradition’ of American prosperity.”? We need
to turn the tide quickly to avoid a social meltdown. Francis Fu-
kuyama tells us that in the past, “American democracy and the
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American economy were successful not because of individual-
ism or communitarianism alone but because of the interaction
of these two opposing tendencies.”® In his book Trust: The Social
Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity, he writes:

From the moment of its founding up through its rise at the
time of World War I as the world’s premier industrial
power, the United States was anything but an individual-
istic society. It was, in fact, a society with a high propen-
sity for spontaneous sociability, which enjoyed a wide-
spread degree of generalized social trust and could there-
fore create large economic organizations in which nonkin
could cooperate easily for common economic ends.*

The betterment of society, however, often runs counter to
our need for economic security. Solving social problems is dif-
ficult if there are economic penalties for succeeding. “The
quest for security debases the currency of whatever it seeks to
ensure.”> How low would the crime rate have to become be-
fore the police began enforcing archaic laws in order to ra-
tionalize the need for their existence in large numbers? How
successful would fire departments have to become in prevent-
ing fires before a subconscious message suggested it was time
to back off? This may sound like a fallacious argument, be-
cause we are obviously not near a point of solving crime or of
adequately preventing fires, but there are thousands of such
instances where we institute relationships that depend on lim-
ited success.

The establishment of a professional class of social workers
is a subtle psychological guarantee that the social problems
they're trained to address will never be solved, even though
participants are sincere about their efforts. Status quo be-
comes a monolithic barrier to genuine improvement for indi-
viduals seeking career fulfillment, as much as it is a natural
impediment to solving societal problems. Thus, the potency of
our own economic self-interest blinds us to our environ-
mental tax bill, which is long overdue and on the verge of ex-
acting both penalties and interest.

Our recent economic history suggests that conservatives
and libertarians are right: we don’t need a monolithic armada
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of social service institutions with rigid levels of bureaucracy to
sustain a high quality of life. But liberals are also right to argue
for an economy which recognizes a need for something more
than the popular meme of Adam Smith’s invisible hand, and for
a government which is equal to the task of dealing with big busi-
ness. In 1995 Robert Lucas won the Nobel Prize for economics
science for his theory of “Rational Expectations.” The gist of ra-
tional expectations theory is that people are very adept at adjust-
ing their behavior to benefit from economic policy—so good, in
fact, that they outguess and outmaneuver attempts at fine-
tuning the economy. But, if people can do this in a king-of-the-
mountain economy, imagine what the results would be if ra-
tional expectations could be harnessed to move the
individual-as-central sensibility to a communitarian effort.
Then, the infantile cry that others are getting something for
nothing would give way to a genuine concern that everyone
should have enough. Consider the results of unleashing ra-
tional expectations on an assumption that meeting human
needs is more important than wants, that the work humans do
is far more important than their jobs.

Economics in Context

The inability to solve the problem of growing disparity of
wealth in America is exacerbated by the very way we approach
the issue. Instead of continually asking what our forefathers
intended when they produced the documents that gave our na-
tion status, we need to change the focus, engage in objective
inquiry, and ask how we intend to redress today’s problems.
Arguments over the nature of equality and privilege in keeping
with one’s contribution will always be with us, just as the de-
bate about the founding fathers’ intentions about equality will
never be settled. (What the founding fathers intended no
longer matters. What we intend does.) The responsible thing
to do is to reframe the original questions: What do we really
mean by liberty? How do we define equality in a society where
the greatest measurement of growth is the expanding distance
between the poor and the rich? Are people really free if they're
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engaged in seemingly meaningless tasks and bound to the
whims of a fickle economy?

A democratic government is a reciprocal bargain by design,
a give-get scenario. We give up some freedom in order to re-
ceive the protection of government. From “we the people” we
acknowledge a social obligation, a reason to pool our power
and resources so that we may pursue public and private inter-
ests. This implied contract is not based on money, but on the
crucial assumption that people are ends and not means. We
trust that when our people are threatened we will “circle the
wagons.” But when power is held by special interests, the wag-
ons circle only when those interests are threatened. If this so-
cial arrangement were likened to a balance between fire for
heat and fire departments for protection, the bottom fifth of
society would either freeze or be burned to a crisp. Nowhere is
the need for balance in a democracy more obvious than when
the honor of one group requires the death of another. Yes, it’s
easy to get caught up in patriotic ideals where one’s abstract
notion of honoris paid for with the life of another. But many of
these abstractions do not stand the test of time. A case in
point: Henry Kissinger’s argument for a slow, “honorable”
withdrawal in Vietnam. Kissinger’s honor, someone else’s sac-
rifice. How noble does the slow withdrawal seem today?®

The founding fathers were profoundly wise, but they did
not, and could not, envision the complexity of the technologi-
cal society we live in today. Thomas Jefferson was aware of his
ignorance about the future. He asserted that the earth belongs
not to the dead, but to the living, and that conventional laws
should dissolve with each generation, placing squarely on the
shoulders of each new generation the responsibility to think.
Jefferson knew that if each fresh generation did not resolve
the issue of the social compact (the reason for coming to-
gether to form a government in the first place) then citizens
would forget and devalue the intellectual effort required of
them to uphold such a contract. In 1776 his friend Thomas
Paine had argued that “what we obtain too cheap, we esteem
too lightly.”



Economics Versus Quality of Life 191

Jefferson knew the concept of freedom must be counterbal-
anced by intellectual responsibility. The actual cost of the
freedom to do as one pleases must be recognized through the
ability to see the actual cost of what is done. If you camp in a
campground and stay long enough, you will run out of fire-
wood. Moreover, the direct result of your effects on the envi-
ronment are indisputable since there are no methods of flush-
ing them out of awareness. On the other hand, if you use thou-
sands of resources from all over the world, the only way to tell
you are running out of them is to care enough to ascertain the
results of your usage.

For decades it was believed that ending slavery would bring
economic ruin to America. The actual cost of such humandeg-
radation seems unimaginable, but that was the dominant per-
ceptual reality of the times. In his own era, Thomas Jefferson
didn’t put himself through the intellectual struggle necessary
to acknowledge the injustice of slavery. Now, we can plainly
see that slavery undermined the very existence of freedom.

Likewise today, the growth of poverty dishonors and threat-
ens to undermine our economic system. The cost in human
degradation is again unimaginable, but most of those who are
not degraded by the poverty fail to see it, just as our forebears
failed to see the injustice of slavery. Today, the growing dispar-
ity of wealth is as much a signal of impending crisis as the
dead canary in the mine shaft. If we are to avert disaster, we
have no alternative but to rethink some of our fundamental as-
sumptions about economics.

Ideology

I am not a socialist—an accusation that often attaches to crit-
ics of capitalism. Having said that, I would add, in the spirit of
reconciliation between reason and emotion, that a hybrid of the
best of socialism with the best of capitalism is an obvious solu-
tion to many of our most pressing problems—the best of social-
ism being nothing more than the simple, yet noble, idea that eve-
ryone should have enough of what all people need most. To do
any less is to entice a community’s core motivation to oscillate
between contempt and resentment. Caring, as we shall see, is a
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key ingredient for establishing and maintaining lasting
community.

In a book whose title, Post-Capitalist Society, seems to suggest
some movement in this direction, Peter Drucker observes, “The
same forces which destroyed Marxism as an ideology and Com-
munism as a social system are...also making Capitalism obso-
lescent.”” As long as we live in a king-of-the-mountain society,
we will never be able to achieve the equity intended in the origi-
nal establishment of our form of government. Still, one of the
greatest flaws of socialism is that it is based on egalitarianism.
The ideal form of socialism, according to Mortimer Adler, is
“nonegalitarian socialism.” In Haves Without Have-Nots, Adler
writes:

To try to eliminate such inequality between the have-mores
and the have-lesses would be an act of injustice. Hence in a
justly constituted society, one class distinction must re-
main. It would not be a perfectly classless society, for while
all would be haves, some would have more than others.”®

Adler’s message is simple: those who work harder should have
more, but everyone should have enough. Modern day politics
turn any effort aimed toward equity into a “conspiracy to soak
the rich.” We needn’t eliminate the rich, but, while the bottom
fifth of society is drowning, the rich could at least stand to get
wet. The greatest disadvantage of capitalism is that power in-
creasingly is the province of fewer people—not by virtue of
harder work, but by the sheer formidability of capital itself. The
steep incline that props power up keeps others from climbing.
Communism ended with a whimper, and global capitalism in its
current form will also end. But, if the masses of people on this
planet cannot relate to other human beings as human beings
with an acknowledgment of the equity required for their very ex-
istence, the result will be written in blood.

Franklin D. Roosevelt coined the term “economic royalists” to
call attention to this great disparity. Not that Roosevelt disap-
proved of rich people, but he thought a small group of idle indi-
viduals living lavishly off the “interest” of their fortunes, while a
large group of hard-working people failed to have their basic
needs met, was antithetical to democracy. To Roosevelt the con-
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tract, compact, or association that prompts us to change the
characterization of ourselves from “us” to “we” is the same
power that enables the wagons to circle in case of an emergency.
If only the rich can do this, the original need that brought us to-
gether to form a “we” remains unmet: poor people become
means while the rich are treated as ends. Roosevelt’s New Deal
was in large measure an attempt to set right what he thought the
old deal (the United States Constitution) did not address: eco-
nomic rights. He knew that the political power inbred in big
business undermines democracy in an overtly oppressive sense.

I am not advocating a mushy form of altruism here, but a
means to strengthen the rational self-interest of the many
against the protected advantage of the few. Capitalism needs
safeguards to ensure that the minimum levels of equity origi-
nally sought for forming a government are not lost. I believe
strongly in the virtue of hard work, but how does one person
earn a billion dollars? One can certainly acquire that much, but it
takes a lot of people to earn that amount of money. How much
virtue do we find in the billions “earned” through insider trading
on Wall Street in the 1980s? It is a dishonor to the ideal of capi-
talism to equate a telephone call to a broker, based on inside in-
formation and resulting in millions of dollars of “earnings,” with
years of hard work by men and women who barely scrape to-
gether a living wage. The early Victorians categorized wealth
into two classes: one from honest labor and the other from
shrewd speculation. The former was honorable, and the latter
was evidence of a character flaw.? Indeed, Andrew Carnegie, the
great nineteenth-century captain of the steel industry, said, “The
man who dies rich, dies disgraced.”!?

For perspective, consider that all the money spent for welfare
entitlements in America since inception of the concept does not
equal the debt incurred by the great savings and loan robbery of
the 1980s.!! The scandal was an embezzlement of colossal meas-
ure, pulled off and magic markered away by the producers of
economic reality. Whenever Adam Smith’s invisible hand is
backed by enough wealth, it is as capable of becoming a pick-
pocket as it is of tendering unintended benefits. Indeed, is there
any product with characteristics so harmful that legions of sales
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people would not sell it to an unsuspecting public, if there were
money to be made and no safeguards to prevent it?

To balance the monopolistic advantage of great wealth re-
quires not the redistribution of wealth, but the continual redis-
tribution of opportunity. Though all governments redistribute
wealth in some form or fashion, it’s when money is redistributed
to poor people that protests reach screaming decibels. But, un-
less the Constitution is for sale, the power of money from any
source must be checked by a power equal to the task. As long as
our economic interests dominate our sense of reality so that
each of us views the world only through the eyes of our own oc-
cupations, there is little chance of achieving what might be con-
sidered real social advancement. Again, in Haves Without Have-
Nots, Mortimer Adler continues:

The principle we have learned is that the tyranny, or injus-
tice, that is the almost inevitable result of factional conflict
cannot be remedied by shifts in power from one faction to
the other, but only by eliminating conflicting factions from
society, as they are eliminated in two important respects by
the establishment of political and economic equality for
all.}?

Perhaps we have made the mistake that Emerson warned us
about: We have let history loom so large as to smother our imagi-
nations. It may be time, as Hazel Henderson suggests, to give
Karl Marx and Adam Smith a “decent burial.”!3

One of our problems, though, may spring from never having
taken a close look at Smith in the first place. In The Age of Para-
dox, Charles Handy points out that Adam Smith was first and
foremost a professor of “moral philosophy” not economics.
Smith’s foundational premise for a stable society was that it be
based on sympathy. But sympathy meant something different in
1759 than it does today. Charles Taylor captures the essence of
the earlier definition with this characterization: “The substitute
for grace is the inner impulse of nature.”'* Sympathy was a
plain, unspoken assumption of universal concern, an active em-
pathetic concern widespread enough and sincere enough that
most everyone understood at a visceral level that community,
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which is an extension of family, depended upon caring for one’s
fellow citizens.

In Smith’s day even the word patriotism combined the love of
country with love of one’s countrymen. In other words, sympa-
thy was in part a product of principle; it was practical evidence
of the moral law within. Smith further advocated that we should
hold ourselves to an awareness of such principles by imagining
we have the counsel of an impartial spectator.!> To Smith this
meant using your imagination to judge your own actions with
the same criteria you use for judging the actions of others. Com-
bine Smith’s impartial spectator with Kant’s moral compass,
and the notion of human relatedness changes dramatically. It
was Smith’s clear intent that society should be habituated to
stretching the beneficent feelings people have for their families
to the community at large.

All of my adult life, T have been aware of Adam Smith’s popu-
lar notion of the invisible hand: that each of us, in an effort to see
to our own interests, cannot help but positively affect the inter-
ests of others. But there are few, if any, references to the fact that
Adam Smith also believed that at the center of any community is
a visible heart. Today, Smith is celebrated as the most famous ar-
chitect of the meme of laissez-faire capitalism (a term he never
used) by millions of people who haven't a clue as to what this
philosophy was really about. Adam Smith had a deep, abiding
concern for the common good. He believed that compassion is a
sympathetic consciousness of the suffering and distress of oth-
ers and that there is a prevailing human desire for communal
goodness which can be called on to alleviate it. “For Smith the
motor of history is the inner struggle between self-interest and
impartial sympathy and reason.”!¢

Adam Smith saw “good” as a noun. He wanted to appeal to the
better nature of human beings in such a manner as to reinforce
an empathetic concern for others and to pass the attributes of
community on through benevolent institutions. History profes-
sor Jerry Z. Muller writes about Adam Smith’s intentions:

This is the thread that runs through all his works: how the
market can be structured to make the pursuit of self-interest
benefit consumers; how the passion for the approval of
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others can make us act more selflessly; how public institu-
tions can be structured to ensure that they deliver the serv-
ices they are mandated to provide; how our desires for sex
and for progeny can be structured by the law to create fam-
ily institutions that foster self-control; how institutions con-
cerned with defense and taxation can be structured to avoid
unnecessary wars, while averting military defeat which had
so often destroyed civilized societies in the past.!’

The meme of self-interest has proved itself to be one of the
most virulent ideas ever to mutate into the province of social
convention. It rendered Christianity’s meme of brotherly love
impotent so long ago that (in spite of all of the lip service) few
take the idea of brotherly love seriously. Because of the Cold War
crusade against Communism, altruism and all reminders that
there might indeed be anything like beneficent tendencies in hu-
man nature were stomped out of America like sparks in a dry for-
est. From psychologist and economist, to salesperson and con-
sumer—all became suspicious of a sincere offer to help anyone
do anything at any time, without strings. The last thing anyone
wants to be accused of being is a “do gooder.”

Self-interest as an explain-all, be-all meme, often referred to
as psychological egoism, is considered by most philosophers to
be a simple-minded fallacy, yet our king-of-the-mountain soci-
ety worships at the temple of self-interest as if it were the su-
preme good of life. We hear ad nauseam in sports that “winning
is not everything, it’s the only thing.” Alfie Kohn writes, “We act
selfish because we believe we are, and we believe we are because
we see ourselves acting that way.”!® Whether altruism is an in-
herent human trait or a perversion is a philosophical debate
which may never be solved, but one can make a fair argument
that good will toward others is, in fact, an effective way of en-
hancing the probability of passing one’s genes on to future
generations.

Self-reliance in the twenty-first century calls for a re-alliance
of community in the sense that Adam Smith had in mind all
along. We can make progress as a community of human beings
only if we learn the value differences between jobs and work.
“American values” and feelings about work so muddy our percep-
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tion that we have little opportunity to discover anything ap-
proaching objectivity.

For generations “factions” (or conflicting occupations) have
fought over livelihood without regard to community or anyone
or anything except their own interests. Jobs produce positive
and negative value. Working hard at jobs produces both faster.
But much of what is done in the name of hard work is really only
a job, and would be better left undone. So, how do we apply an
equation about negative value to the moral virtue we attribute to
jobs and to work? Does anything matter more than working
hard? Jobs provide money, but money is an abstract idea, a cul-
tural meme soimbued with politics that many say the two are in-
terchangeable. The virtue of work is important, but is it more
important than the reasons we do it? Do we work to live, or do we
live to work? Is work more important than the reasons we come
together to form a government? Is money more valuable than
people? Surely, we behave as if it is.

Our culture encourages a myriad of irrational ideas about the
value of jobs versus work. If a woman works for a family as a
live-in governess and, in effect, raises that family’s children in
exchange for pay, she is seen as a valuable worker, a contributor
to society. Likewise, if she is married. But if she is poor and sin-
gle (regardless of the reason) and stays home and accepts assis-
tance to raise her own children, she is thought to be cheating so-
ciety.!” In an interview on National Public Radio, British busi-
ness writer Charles Handy put our predicament in perspective in
describing the way capitalism is practiced in the United King-
dom and America. He said:

We may have mistaken a requirement for a purpose. The re-
quirement is to make a profit, but to turn a requirement into
a purpose is not right. We have to eat to live, but if you live to
eat you become a distorted human being in more than one
sense., We have to make a profit to survive, but that’s not
enough. The major task of leadership in both countries is to
say what’s the purpose beyond the requirement.

Millions of us frantically pursue money at a cost greater than
it is worth. This daily grind is confusing enough by itself, but it
becomes alien and pathological when we begin attributing
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worth to other people. To value only those people who are
pathologically “busy” is foolish. There must be enough time in
the lives of average citizens to think about and participate in the
process of democracy. Making democracy work is work. “The
first rule of totalitarianism is silence, and the isolation it im-
plies,” says Earl Shorris.?? Action without reflection is a recipe
for totalitarianism. Autonomy is the seedbed of democracy.
Shorris continues:

Morality depends upon the ability of men to initiate the ac-
tions for which they are responsible. Without that basic jus-
tice, moral systems are farcical. A world of responsibility
without autonomy can only lead to nihilistic despair: every-
thing is permitted them and nothing is permitted me, noth-
ing I do makes any difference, I may do anything.?!

Moreover, if the only recourse differing cultures have for re-
solving conflict depends upon what they have been taught by
previous generations, if they cannot rise to their own cultural
mountain tops and breathe the air of all cultures, if they cannot
reason for themselves, then war will seem to be their only avail-
able avenue of resolution. It is indeed ironic that as well-paying
jobs leave the United States and raise the standard of living of
the citizens of Third World countries (jobs that only a “qualified
middle class” were allowed to perform, and which are now being
done well by people who are barely literate), the champions of
capitalism who have preached its virtues the loudest are now
crying foul.

All cultures do not respond in the exact same way in discern-
ing and attributing value. Some judge wealth not by how much
one can hoard, but by who can give the most goods away. In
judging value in America most of us are so attuned to the ethos of
capitalism that we confuse it with human nature. Most of us
readily assume that capitalism is self-justifying and exists solely
by intuitive consensus. But such is not the case. In his book The
Land of Desire, William Leach writes,

...the culture of consumer capitalism may have been among
the most nonconsensual public cultures ever created, and it
was nonconsensual for two reasons. First, it was not pro-
duced by “the people” but by commercial groups in
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cooperation with other elites comfortable with and commit-
ted to making profits and to accumulating capital on an
ever-ascending scale. Second it was nonconsensual be-
cause, in its mere day-to-day conduct (but not in any con-
spiratorial way), it raised to the fore only one vision of the
good life and pushed out all others. In this way, it dimin-
ished American public life, denying the American people ac-
cess to insight into other ways of organizing and conceiving
life, insight that might have endowed their consent to the
dominant culture (if such consent were to be given at all)
with real democracy.??

At the heart of liberal democratic philosophy is an unarticu-
lated belief that the contract that gives rise to government acts in
a similar way to the franchise for a commercial business. For ex-
ample, if you buy a franchise to sell hardware you expect that the
parent company will provide all kinds of support to help you
help yourself succeed. Liberal Democrats believe that the blood,
sweat, and tears of past and present generations make each and
every citizen a franchisee, for without such support there would
be no government. Moreover, if there are no advantages to hav-
ing a government, there is no reason to band together and form
one. Although poorly articulated, at a very deep level this phi-
losophy acknowledges that citizens represent intellectual pat-
terns, that they share more with ends than means, and that eco-
nomics at best is a clumsy social convention originally intended
as ameans and not an end in itself. The African-American family
farming 40 acres in the Deep South and who lost a son to the
Vietnam war are citizens as surely as the nurse in the veterans
hospital, or the Wall Street banker who invests in military indus-
trial stocks.

Conservative Republicans believe that hard work and per-
sonal responsibility are of paramount importance and that ef-
fort is a virtue. So do I. Libertarians believe that security comes
at the price of freedom, and I concur. Liberals have left a clear
record of carelessness with other people’s money. While conser-
vatives have a like history of self-deception and amnesia with re-
gard to programs which subtly subsidize their own efforts (farm
supports, corporate and educational subsidies are examples),
they’re indignant about obvious efforts to help others with less
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advantage. Libertarians are champions of freedom and respon-
sibility, but are demonstrably naive about the results of total de-
regulation. Libertarian Thomas S. Szasz writes, “There is only
one political sin: independence; and only one political virtue:
obedience. To put it differently, there is only one offense against
authority: self-control; and only one obedience to it: submission
to control by authority.”??

Now, clearly, this is a gross exaggeration, if only on the prem-
ise of the number of political sins and virtues. But Libertarians
have a point. No doubt about it, people feel less personally re-
sponsible when it is up to someone else to decide anything.

It is not accidental that family values began to hemorrhage
when parents increasingly began to leave education of their chil-
dren to the school system. So, it should not surprise us that the
Victorian ethos of virtue and responsibility occurred during an
era with very little regulation. If a massive bureaucracy stands
between a franchisee and the franchisor, then the loss of autonomy
afforded the franchisee cannot help but destroy the initiative for
what is clearly needed. One doesn't need to decide upon rules for
behavior if they are already written for every conceivable situa-
tion. And, if one looks to rules for resolution, the rules cannot
help but become more important than the original intended
behavior.

Capitalism by nature is investment driven. Large amounts of
capital must be allowed to accumulate before investment is
made. Investment is driven by the opportunity for profit, but, be-
fore profit can be achieved, the wages for labor must be held
down. In business, then, the king-of-the-mountain scenario is a
hierarchy based on economic necessity. The ledges on the moun-
tain delineate degrees of money, power, and prestige, and these
elements tend to have a way of attracting one another. The im-
portant thing to realize is that, even though there may be a com-
pelling ideology of equality and an impetus for social improve-
ment in our rhetoric, there is little basis in economic reality to
expect equality to happen spontaneously without political
effort.

The distribution of wealth in a capitalistic society is inexora-
bly tied to the equality of opportunity. Conservatives play king of
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the mountain with a focus on fair play. Liberals insist on fair
shares first, before fair play can begin. I prefer to simplify it to a
question of equity versus efficiency, with a prejudice for the
former. The game can’t last if America is sharply divided into dis-
tinct classes with a shrinking group of “haves” and a rapidly
growing number of “have nots.” But the concept of community
is of far greater importance than a game. Community is to soci-
ety as soil is to agriculture, which means there is no more reason
to expect a dynamic society without a strong community than to
expect a great harvest from planting crops in impoverished
earth.

Conservatism is the politics of advantage with a philosophy
based on “shoulds.” Liberalism is the politics of indecisiveness,
with a philosophy based on “could be.” Capitalism has improved
more lives than any political system in history, but it remains
fundamentally flawed because of its tendencies toward fre-
quent, and extensive destruction. Indeed, capitalism is by design
a short-term illusion with long-term devastation built in. If you
don't believe it, do the math: work out the current rates of inter-
est over the next few centuries with today’s investments, and ob-
serve how the exponential growth reaches insane proportions.

Liberals ask the right questions with regard to the well-being
of all citizens, but do not follow through with fiscal responsibil-
ity through accountability. Conservatives are as fiscally close-
fisted with their money as they are with their narrow views
about who is worthy enough to receive assistance (recipients
somehow end up being identified as people who are very much
like themselves). But a sound government in a democracy re-
quires that its participants understand the problems faced by
their group as a whole. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi makes this
point in The Evolving Self, saying, “The larger the group with
which one identifies, the closer to ultimate reality one gets. Only
the person who sees the entire planet as her world can recognize
a toxic substance as poison no matter where it is dumped.”?*
Similarly, the core of any social contract worthy of the respect
and allegiance of its participants must have some benefit which
can be experienced as equity.
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Self-Interest and Free Markets

The driving force of our king-of-the-mountain economic
ethos stems directly from self-interest in the sense Adam Smith
originally intended. But blatant self-interest, without regard to
the consequences of one’s actions, is much more than just being
irresponsible; it represents a virulent malfeasance. Self-interest
taken to extreme leaves no room for community or any larger
purpose than one’s self, let alone common cause. If there is noth-
ing but self-interest, then fighting for one’s country in wartime is
foolish—it is each person’s self-interest to let others do the fight-
ing. If self-interest is the overriding value, then productive peo-
ple, by definition, are too busy and too successful to serve on ju-
ries. The very idea of economic self-interest (the individual-as-
central sensibility) has become reified to such degree that most
people assume virtue is the core property of self-interest.

In The Virtue of Selfishness, social critic Ayn Rand wrote, “Al-
truism declares that any action taken for the benefit of others is
good, and any action taken for one’s own benefit is evil. Thus the
beneficiary of an action is the only criterion of moral value—and
so long as that beneficiary is anybody other than oneself, any-
thing goes.”?> Balderdash! If self-interest had not long ago
reached a state in the consciousness and subconsciousness of
the majority of Americans higher than that ever held by religion,
people who made such statements would more readily stand out
as kooks. Having a concern for others does not mean anything
goes. Concern for others comes built in with our genetic
makeup. So is our tendency for selfishness and self-deception.
But the incremental and sporadic improvements necessary to
create » community requires that these predispositions are har-
nessed in a manner which enhances community. Total self-
absorption is the criterion for anything goes. Consider this:

The wise and virtuous man is at all times willing that his
own private interest should be sacrificed to the public inter-
est of his own particular order or society. He is at all times
willing, too, that the interest of this order or society should
be sacrificed to a greater interest of the state or sovereignty,
of which it is only a subordinate part. He should, therefore,
be equally willing that all those inferior interests should be
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sacrificed to the greater interest of the universe, to the inter-
est of that great society of all sensible and intelligent beings,
of which God himself is the immediate administrator and
director.?®

Karl Marx? No, this is Adam Smith in The Theory of Moral Senti-
ments, the book he considered to be his most important contri-
bution.

In his more famous volume, The Wealth of Nations, Adam
Smith writes, “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the
brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their re-
gard to their own interest.”?” In Adam Smith’s Mistake: How A
Moral Philosopher Invented Economics and Ended Morality, Ken-
neth Lux writes:

Smith, by an intellectual sleight of hand, but no doubt un-
wittingly, collapsed two very different principles into one. If
we say,”I get my dinner through my own self-interest,” there
is nothing wrong with this statement per se, as long as we
understand self-interest as the natural pursuit of one’s liveli-
hood. But, Smith says something quite different in his
butcher-baker statement. There he says, “I get my dinner
out of your self-interest.” Economists following Smith, have
taken these two different kinds of statements as equivalent.
My self is nothing different than your self. My self-interest is
identical to your self-interest. But this is nonsense.?®

The subtitle of Lux’s book does not mean that he has little re-
spect for Smith. On the contrary, “Adam Smith may have made a
mistake, but he was not all wrong.”?? Lux writes, “What Adam
Smith ought to have said was, It is not only from the benevolence
of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our din-
ner, but from their regard to their own interest.” Adding the
word only makes a world of difference.3®

In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith said:

Though the ruin of our neighbor may affect us much less
than a very small misfortune of our own, we must not ruin
him to prevent that small misfortune, nor even to prevent
our own ruin. We must, here, as in all other cases, view our-
selves not so much according to that light in which we may
naturally appear to ourselves, as according to that in which
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we naturally appear to others. Though every man may, ac-
cording to the proverb, be the whole world to himself, to the
rest of mankind he is a most insignificant part of it.*’

Itis not Adam Smith’s mistake but our own if we conclude that
free markets are solely the virtuous result of self-interest.
Moreover, there is a huge gap between what we imagine our
self-interest to be and what it actually is. If the marketplace
drives all major decisions, then those at the corporate helm rule,
and democracy becomes just another term for employee rela-
tions. In The Work of Nations, Robert B. Reich observes:

The idea of a “free market” apart from the laws and political
decisions that create it is pure fantasy anyway. The market
was not created by God on any of the first six days (at least
not directly), nor is it maintained by divine will. It is a hu-
man artifact, the shifting sum of a set of judgments about in-
dividual rights and responsibilities. What is mine? What is
yours? What is ours? And how do we define and deal with
actions that threaten these borders—theft, force, fraud, ex-
tortion, or carelessness? What should we trade, and what
should we not? (Drugs? Sex? Votes? Babies?) How should
we enforce these decisions, and what penalties should apply
to transgressions? As a nation formulates and accumulates
answers to these questions, it creates its version of the mar-
ket.*

Assuming personal responsibility for making these kinds of
decisions is what American citizenship is about. Leaving them
to the social convention of our ancestors amounts to more than
just an abdication of responsibility—it is a clear acknowledg-
ment that we favor social patterns over ideas, which will keep us
from moving beyond the American Dream. I'm not suggesting
we adopt a more communitarian society simply because Adam
Smith said we should. I'm just pointing out that many of the peo-
ple who invoke his name to conjure the meme of laissez-faire
self-interest don’t know what they are talking about. Adam
Smith did advocate limited government, but he assumed that in-
dividual character was something very different from postmod-
ern individuality. He would have found the individual-as-central
notion incomprehensible. To assume people in America and
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throughout the world can simply live their lives unfettered by
anything other than free enterprise is ridiculous, and the notion
that economic virtue is inherent in capitalism is a meme adver-
tised and paid for by the people who benefit most because of it.

The salient message in the study of our economic system is
“efficiency,” supported by the notion that a free market is a ra-
tional market. We hold these assumptions to be true at such a
visceral level, it never occurs to us to question them. Free in an
economic sense means without cost, any cost. We know beyond
a doubt that many of our business practices exact an environ-
mental tax that totally destroys the notion of no cost. I grew up
thinking the American agricultural system was the most effi-
cient method of farming in the world, but in-depth analysis sug-
gests differently. It takes 10 calories of energy to produce one
calorie of corn, and 100 calories of energy to produce one calorie
of beef, while cattle feed upon grain.?* A sixth grader can deduce
that this equation means we are losing more than we gain. If this
were not bad enough, these agricultural practices lead to an an-
nual loss of billions of tons of topsoil, threatening the very form
of agriculture.

This gross inefficiency is a direct result of the idea that a free
market is a rational market. The current state of the global envi-
ronment (smog alerts, depleted ozone, poisoned ground water,
shrinking water tables, loss of topsoil, acid lakes, nondisposable
hazardous waste, fishless flammable rivers, the accumulation of
pesticides in the food chain, and toxic garbage piling up faster
than we can dispose of it) leaves little doubt as to the irrational-
ity of unchecked “free” markets. The sands of the Middle East
were once the agricultural breadbasket of the world. The mighty
Mississippi river has become a mighty sewer, referred to occa-
sionally as America’s colon. All over America (and the world)
songbirds and amphibious creature populations are declining at
alarming rates. The earth’s ocean fisheries are being decimated
and the rainforests of the southern hemisphere are disappearing
at a catastrophic free market pace.

Saying uncategorically that a free market is a rational market
is like saying that appetite is driven by its responsibility to feast.
The American system of agriculture has long been held up as the
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global model of efficiency. We propose to teach our methods
around the world so that others will be able to prosper as we
have. But if this were actually to occur, many of the world’s raw
resources such as petroleum would last less than a decade.

Models for the New Millennium

The basic tenets of capitalism make the best foundation for a
free society, as long as that society understands the mechanics of
personal responsibility with respect to society and the environ-
ment. In America we come up short on both counts. A large part
of the contempt directed toward welfare recipients comes from
people who may be considered fortunate according to economic
standards, but their scorn and lack of compassion stems from
the fact that they simultaneously hate their jobs and are afraid of
losing them. People who care about what they are doing feel
sympathy for those who are not able to find right livelihood. In
primitive societies, every activity members engaged in had an
obvious, meaningful purpose. Except among those who deemed
slavery necessary, the issue of laziness did not appear until, in
the name of specialization, people began to engage in mindless
activities, many of which should have been left undone. People
did not become lazy until “jobs” became more important than
work. It is sad but true that a great deal of the worth we attribute
to “adults” has to do with their willingness to do what their
hearts tell them not to.

Many people live their whole lives insulated from the good
and bad fortune befalling others, but they become irate at the
thought that others might prosper with less effort than them-
selves—especially since the greatest social danger comes from
inequality. In other words, as long as everyone prospers, social
stability is attainable, regardless of the cause. Only when large
numbers of people are left out, is there something to fight about.

In his book The End of Equality, Mickey Kaus suggests a new
Civic Liberalism alternative to our current inequality. Kaus
writes, “Instead of trying to suppress inequality of money, this
strategy would try to restrict the sphere of life in which money
matters, and enlarge the sphere in which money doesn’t mat-
ter.”** He suggests the “great unfinished business of Liberalism
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is not to equalize money, but to put money in its place.”?> Kaus
reminds us that, “cultures don't fall from the sky. They come
from institutions.”3¢ Thus we should try to “democratize life in-
stead of the tax tables.”3” Kaus suggests that the obvious place to
begin this effort is in the public sphere through a draft, a na-
tional service, the ballot, health care, day care, education, and a
new WPA work program. By seeing that all people are treated as
equals within these institutions, we move a long way toward liv-
ing up to the social contract that initially brought us together.

There is another concept offered by Edgar Cahn and Jonathan
Rowe in their book Time Dollars. They suggest “people time” is
more important than money, and that, in fact, two economies ex-
ist: a market economy and a household economy. The latter
economy is often hidden by the first but is just as important.
Cahn and Rowe contend that people need a form of currency
that enables them to respond to values which are more impor-
tant than money. Time dollars allow participants to earn credits
by helping others in need. A central time bank keeps track of
credits and coordinates services. Services depend entirely upon
community needs. They can range from babysitting to adult day
care, from gardening to English literacy classes. All time is val-
ued equally. “Itisliberating to the retired housewife to know that
her time is as valued as that of the retired executive.”*®

In her book Interest and Inflation Free Money, professor of eco-
logical building techniques Margrit Kennedy writes,

The communist attempt to create freedom from exploita-
tion failed because, in order to secure a minimum existence
for everybody, communism eliminated personal freedom.
The capitalist tendency, on the other hand, by letting land
and capital be exploited in an unrestricted practice of per-
sonal freedom has endangered the minimum existence of
the majority of people. Both systems have gone too far in
their respective directions. One has set the priority of free-
dom from hunger above freedom to choose one’s own life
style. The other has set the top priority on personal freedom
which, in the present monetary system, can only be
achieved by very few people. Both are partially right, but
both have failed to create the preconditions for a genuinely
human existence including genuine freedom.*
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Professor Kennedy proposes to transcend capitalism and so-
cialism, following the advice of Silvo Gessel, a merchant of Ger-
many and Argentina, who, in 1890, argued that you could move
far more goods by reversing the practice of interest payment on
capital principal. Gessel suggested that, instead of paying inter-
est to those who held onto money, citizens should instead pay a
circulation fee for hanging onto it thus changing private gain to
public profit. Kennedy claims, “It would go farther in providing
social justice than any aid program.”#? Kennedy writes that in
the early 1930s, Worgl, a small town in Austria, experimented
with Gessel’s idea. They printed money on which a one percent
per month fee was attached. The person who held the note at the
end of the month paid the fee through the purchase of a stamp
which was then placed on the back of the note. Without the
stamp the money was worthless. The results: people paid their
taxes early to avoid the fee, the experimental money circulated
through their economy 463 times per year versus the 21 times
for an ordinary shilling, and unemployment was reduced 25 per-
cent, while the 12 percent fee went for public works.

In The Age of Unreason, a book which Business Week magazine
(hardly a socialist publication) touted as one of the best business
books of the year when it was published, English business writer
Charles Handy described the economic dilemma for rich na-
tions with poor citizens this way:

A free and rich society in comparative terms, ought to be able
to guarantee its people enough money to pay for food, clothes,
and heating, as well as free education and free health care
which many societies already give them....Instead of paying
cash to the needy few, we should pay it to everyone and then
claw it back progressively from those that don't need it.

Put more idealistically, the argument is that as citizens we
are both entitled to an income from our collective property,
our society, as well as obligated to pay a portion of our individ-
ual earnings for the maintenance of that society. All of us have
the entitlement and the obligation.4!

Further, in his book The New Realities, Peter Drucker (no
anti-capitalist) discusses a current shift to a post-business soci-
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ety and quotes Old Testament prophets who preached that gov-
ernments should be a shepherd unto their people.*?

Indeed, the very idea of a post-business era embodies what
could be the greatest social improvement in a millennium: the
simple notion of raising the issue of human needs out of the
socio-biological realm of us versus them to the intellectual reali-
zation that we're all in this world together and that meeting
minimum humans needs—without the need for playing the
blame game about who is deserving, and who is not—is an en-
tirely sane thing to do.

In Economic Insanity: How Growth-Driven Capitalism Is De-
vouring the American Dream, Roger Terry argues that we confuse
speed with growth, that “escalating productivity simply creates
a convincing illusion of greater wealth, to say nothing of a more
hectic lifestyle.”® Terry advocates designing an economic sys-
tem which reconsiders allowing the unlimited ownership of pri-
vate capital in favor of a method which would permit ownership
of only what a person or organization can utilize. He writes, “In-
stead of fixing the score by redistributing income, the fruit of
capitalism, we should instead consider leveling the playing field
by redistributing capital, the source of income and the only fac-
tor that inspires motivation and creates genuine opportunity.”*

Bill Shore, founder of Share Our Strength and author of Revo-
lution of the Heart, writes, “Poverty is so prevalent it has lost its
drama.”# He argues, we should realize the need for a new lan-
guage and vocabulary for fighting poverty: a new type of associa-
tion—a for-profit nonprofit organization. Shore calls this a
Community Wealth Enterprise, which “creates wealth by pro-
viding a product or service of value, by selling something that
people want to buy for reasons independent of their charitable
intentions,”4

Indeed, insanity is again appropriate terminology when one
examines the current welfare bureaucracy. In Tyranny of Kind-
ness, an excoriating indictment of the welfare system and also
the best book I've ever read on the subject, Theresa Funiciello
makes a compelling case for revolutionary reform. She shows
how a veritable “poverty industry” has come into being which
has a conflict of interest with poor people, and how, even though
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nonprofit organizations have noble intentions, they have a way
siphoning funds intended for the poor to greater causes such as
“larger budgets, career advancement and political power.”4” Fu-
niciello writes, “Politicians who chatter incessantly about the
growth in welfare spending aren’t talking cash assistance
through Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) un-
less they're serious dunces....AFDC is less than one percent of the
federal budget and has fallen.*® Funiciello shows how the whole
notion of assistance to women and children is based on their
pastrelationship with a man, that a widow of any age can receive
social security benefits until she dies without anyone being ob-
sessively concerned whether or not she has a job, and that it will
often be an assumption that a woman is a better mother if she is
at home taking care of her small children.*’

Theresa Funiciello’s solution to the welfare bureaucracy is
simple: provide a guaranteed income—a solution which has also
been offered by Milton Friedman and Richard Nixon. In a 1970
White House Conference on Children, Nixon said, “The welfare
system has become a consuming, monstrous, inhuman outrage
against the community, against the family, against the individ-
ual—and most of all against the very children whom it was sup-
posed to help.” Again, Funiciello writes,

For some reason, as a nation we upset ourselves when we
think about giving to our own poor people. Giving to older,
even wealthier citizens in the form of social security, or to
dairy farmers in price supports is no sweat. Do we stop giv-
ing to foreign nations or U.S. seniors or young widows with
small children “for their own good”? Do we really even ques-
tion it? Not on your life....Let’s face it, one of the reasons the
United States introduced the Marshall Plan to rebuild parts
of Europe and its counterpart in Japan was to create mar-
kets for U.S. goods, services, and technology. For along time
it worked—for all the countries involved. In any event, a so-
cially responsible culture does not cause economic disas-
ter.”

Today inner cities all across America resemble the devastating
bombed-out conditions which prompted the Marshall Plan—a
plan whose purpose was, in many cases, to help those who had
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been our enemies in war. Yet we do little more to help our own
citizens living in similar environments than to play a perpetual
finger-pointing game with the enduring torture of a Kafkaesque
bureaucratic hell.

Democratic solutions must address the fact that all humans
have both needs and wants. What makes sense is to focus on co-
operation at the needs level and competition at the wants level.
Needs bring us together. Wants allow the celebration of our dif-
ferences. Needs acknowledge our common relatedness. They
provide the substructure for community—not as an idealized,
pastoral figment of our imagination that politicians ask us to re-
call, but as a foundation for building a society with a future. The
goal of fulfilling one’s needs provides the impetus for seeking se-
curity through a pact or social contract by forming tribes, asso-
ciations, communities, and nations.

Fortunately, we have compelling evidence that Adam Smith’s
inherently human sympathetic basis for community is still alive
and is very much a part of our nature in spite of the current cry
that “the only interest worthy of discussion is self-interest.”>!
But, if left unabated, the social consequences of our current eco-
nomic trajectory are going to turn the notion of the American
Dream into an unmitigated social nightmare where community
strongholds of the well-to-do are fenced off from the exponential
growth of prisoners who are fenced in. And, in a few years, both
of these types of enclaves will be surrounded by sprawling condi-
tions of poverty. Cross-country travel may soon feel reminiscent
of a Mad Max adventure.

We have listened to the economists for too long, acting as if
the free market is virtuous by nature. The absurdity of perpetual
economic growth needs to discarded.’? Perpetual growth is
bound to the meme of “productivity,” which essentially means
doing more with less. But isn’t appropriateness more important
than efficiency? Cicero said that all a person really needs is a gar-
den and a library. Does it follow, then, that to improve one’s life
planting and harvesting must increase in efficiency until the la-
bors of gardening are no longer enjoyable?

It is long past time to re-apply intellectual patterns to the no-
tion of markets and community. As James Lincoln Collier puts it,
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“A people who will not sacrifice for the common good cannot ex-
pect to have any common good.”>® To create a greater sense of
community when it is so popular to criticize government re-
quires radical measures—what James Adams called conceptual
blockbusting.>*

Mary Catherine Bateson writes, “We will not learn to live re-
sponsibly on this planet without basic changes in the ways we
organize human relationships, particularly inside the family, for
family life provides the metaphors with which we think about
broader ethical relations.”>> So, to inspire some ethical block-
busting it takes but a small twist of imagination to combine the
ideas of Mickey Kaus, Edgar Cahn, Jonathan Rowe, Margrit
Kennedy, Charles Handy, Peter Drucker, Roger Terry, Bill Shore,
and Theresa Funiciello and start an avalanche in our king-of-
the-mountain society, with pretentiousness crumbling and in-
tellectual patterns subsequently rising, to forge a community of
equity and purpose.

The ideas of these thoughtful writers need to be hammered
out democratically in alliance with the following premises: that
everyone has a right to live; that the work humans do is more im-
portant than their jobs; and that the qualitative survival of hu-
manity requires a massive dose of attention, acceptance of re-
sponsibility, and a fundamental rethinking of the notion of relat-
edness. The pages that follow contain some proposals for the
radical actions necessary to move us beyond the traditional, eco-
nomic American Dream. These suggestions are based upon a
dramatic rethinking in seven principal areas. I offer them not as
an economist, but as a self-educated philosopher. They may
seem radical, but time and hindsight could make many of them
seem obvious and inevitable:

What if we had direct-access government?

What if we abolished the government’s bureaucratic institu-
tional hierarchies which have lost sight of their original objec-
tives? The massive welfare and education departments have be-
come self-serving obstacles to education and welfare. Marvin
Olasky wrote The Tragedy of American Compassion about the
welfare dilemma, as if compassion had anything, whatsoever, to
do with the bureaucratic mess we call welfare. Compassion is
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the DNA of a healthy community; a community, by definition,
requires an active concern by the members of the community for
its members. The American welfare system, however, is not a
demonstration of compassion, even though many of its advo-
cates are compassionate people.

Immanuel Kant recognized the intellectual difficulty required
for compassion to amount to something more socially benefi-
cent than pity. In 1788, he said, “This very feeling of compassion
and tender sympathy, if it precedes the deliberation on the ques-
tion of duty and becomes a determining principle, is even annoy-
ing to right thinking persons, brings their deliberate maxims
into confusion, and makes them wish to be delivered from it and
to be subject to law giving reason alone.”>® In our time, compas-
sion means leaving such matters to the courts and to those will-
ing enough to think their way through the maze. Understanding
as an element of compassion has all but disappeared. As Mary
Catherine Bateson writes, “Compassion is a more complex idea
than equality, but the very word is distorted in Western usage
into something like the faintly scornful pity felt by the strong for
the weak.”>” No doubt about it, compassion can be unfamiliar,
even unfriendly territory for timid explorers. Perhaps we should
remind ourselves that the word compass is present in the term.

Christopher Lasch has observed, “The ideology of compas-
sion, however agreeable to our ears, is one of the principle influ-
ences, in its own right, on the subversion of civic life, which de-
pends not so much on compassion as on mutual respect....Com-
passion has become the human face for contempt.”>® This is true
only if the term is too narrowly defined and fails to acknowledge
that authentic compassion is a deep feeling for and understand-
ing of the plight and misery of others. Responsibility is an essen-
tial component of genuine compassion, regardless of whether
one is a politician or a welfare recipient. Compassion without an
intellectual element of awareness is a destructive concept be-
cause, absent understanding, it moves abruptly from pity to con-
tempt. Willilam James hit the nail on the head when he said,
“Real culture lives by sympathies and admirations, not by dis-
likes and disdains.” 3° Admirations require understanding, and
that level of comprehension is an outcome of accountable effort.
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If we were truly compassionate and responsible we would cut
out the multi-leveled bureaucracy by providing an informa-
tional infrastructure that allows citizens direct access to govern-
ment services, regardless of whether that be access to informa-
tion or direct economic assistance. Consider the possibility of
splitting the difference between Margrit Kennedy's and Charles
Handy’s proposals. Instead of replacing all currency with fee-
bearing notes or putting everyone on assistance, try using sepa-
rate currencies for needs and for wants. We would immediately
rid ourselves of the compulsion to stigmatize needy people for
needing what everyone requires. It would still the constant
blather from nonthinking haves about “no free lunch” for have
nots, and indignation over the idea of others getting something
for nothing. That there is no such thing as a free lunch does not
have to obliterate a willingness to pay for lunch. A free lunch
makes a lot more sense than war over who gets lunch, or an un-
warranted long-term destruction of the environment to provide
temporary jobs. Indeed, a free lunch which eases social entropy
and environmental degradation is an investment—especially
when you realize that Americans throw enough food away every
year to sustain 50 million people.®°

If the end run of American increases in technological produc-
tivity renders us incapable of meeting human needs unabash-
edly, without regard for making judgments of moral worth, then
surely we are unworthy of calling ourselves a great nation. The
challenge of moving beyond the American Dream is simple: As-
pire to do the work of human beings in ways which suggest such
work really matters, with as few jobs as possible.

Establishing needs- and wants-based currencies could be ac-
complished easily by using electronic credits for needs-based
goods and the currency we already have for wants-based goods.
In other words, our economic system would acknowledge three
sectorrealities: a public sector of government, a private sector as
the business domain, and a community service or nonprofit sec-
tor. Peter Drucker writes, “The nonprofits have the potential to
become America’s social sector—equal in importance to the
public sector of government and the private sector of business.”
The delivery system is already in place.”®! But, if we heed
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Theresa Funiciello’s warning about the private agenda tenden-
cies of all organizations, we might also conclude that, with a
guaranteed income, the nonprofits could be better utilized fill-
ing the needs identified by a citizenry with enough equity to have
their own opinions about value.

Government cannot provide meaningful work unless people
really are the government. The very idea of a guaranteed income
may sound absurd in an era often described as a rising tide of
conservatism (at least in appearance), but guaranteed economic
security is not just a left-over idea from the New Deal. In 1796,
two decades after he had written Common Sense, and after tire-
lessly championing the doctrine of free markets with the power
of his pen, Thomas Paine came to the conclusion that direct pay-
ments to citizens was the only way to compensate for the oppres-
sion systemic in capitalistic economics.®? The subject of a guar-
anteed subsistence will return with a vengeance when future
economic downturns reveal the extreme dependency of millions
of middle-class workers left in the wake of the employment re-
structuring of the '90s. Erich Fromm put it this way:

Guaranteed income would not only establish freedom as a
reality rather than a slogan, it would also establish a princi-
ple deeply rooted in western religious and humanist tradi-
tions; man has aright to live, regardless! This right to live, to
have food, shelter, medical care, education, etc., is an intrin-
sic human right that cannot be restricted by any condition,
not even the one that he must be socially “useful.”®*

Creating a strong community is not predicated on something
for nothing; if it were, too much valuable work would be left un-
done. 'm not advocating a welfare state but a full-employment
state where the real work of human beings is a genuine priority.
For years the strategy of the Federal Reserve System has de-
pended upon a high unemployment rate in the name of staving
off inflation. An energized and subsidized nonprofit sector
might allow that any able-bodied adult could receive an income
from the government (administered through an agency like the
Social Security Administration) in the form of electronic (credit
card) currency in exchange for community work in the non-
profit sector. Through a democratically determined number
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hours of community work per week, a person could receive a be-
neficent subsistence level income which could be augmented
through additional hours in any work sector. A percentage of
these funds could be automatically withdrawn each month as a
community appropriation if they were not used by the recipient.
This electronic currency could not be exchanged for hard cur-
rency, but hard currency could be used for any goods. The real
difference would be that the funds would be paid directly to the
person doing the work and not to the organization. Moreover,
the Federal Reserve could bind the value of the currencies to-
gether and maintain them in such a way as to prevent commer-
cial banks from borrowing money into existence.® In other
words, the Federal Reserve would better control the money sup-
ply in both spheres, with the power to creatively stimulate either
sector of the economy.

Now, I am fully sympathetic with the notion that extrinsic re-
wards diminish intrinsic motivation. But, even though critics
might suggest that paying people to do community work will
lessen their desire to do so, I think the opposite would occur: the
possibility to do meaningful work—work that really makes a dif-
ference in people’s lives—coupled with the ability to donate one’s
time, talents, and unneeded electronic subsistence currency
would redefine and recreate community. Such efforts would be
dramatic: the demand for community based work—real
work—would take off like a rocket. What has long been ne-
glected would become a major focus of attention. The sudden
availability of a reasonable subsistence through work in areas
such as childcare, eldercare, teaching, the maintenance of
neighborhoods, and all issues deemed community service by lo-
cal communities, plus a bonus of subsistence credit for lifelong
learning, would have the simultaneous effect of creating expo-
nential growth in community relatedness while dramatically in-
creasing the leverage of those who chose to work in the business
sector. Nothing is more empowering to workers than making
workers relatively scarce. No need for unions if corporations
have to woo employees.

Under this type of community-based arrangement, all monies
for needs-based credits could be taxed automatically each
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month. Hard currency purchases could be subject to a value-
added tax, and interest could accrue to the holder of hard cur-
rency with a tax on capital gains. There would be an obvious in-
centive benefit from earning needs credits through community
service work in order to avoid using interest-bearing currency.
The tax percentages required to structure a needs-based eco-
nomic community could be determined through myriad incen-
tives and adjustments to fuel the nonprofit sector, but the crite-
ria for the percentage would be plain and simple: however much
is required is what is required. Thus, a balanced budget is really
a balanced society.

Sounds crazy? Not when you consider the alternative of doing
nothing. Imagine how much would be saved by dismantling the
current bureaucracies of the departments of agriculture, com-
merce, education, and welfare. In time, social security as we
know it could be phased out (except for people who can neither
work nor continue learning because of health problems). With
the potential for continual growth and development in the
spheres of community work and individual learning, there
would be little need to reach a point in life where one would want
to stop learning or to stop working altogether.

What if we decredentialed education and the professions?

In a society where occupational choice is the focus of educa-
tion, critical analysis of business never occurs. The personal im-
perative is not, should I engage in this kind of business activity
because it is good for society, or for the environment? The over-
riding issue is, how do I fit in and how much money will I make?
College should be a place to learn about living, a place where one
is able to discover values for living that will dictate the rules that
business will have to follow. In other words, college should be a
bastion of self-education, and everyone should be able to attend.
Business school should be about business.

Millions of Americans have been so jaded by traditional edu-
cation (as I was for many years) they fail to comprehend that
learning and quality of life are interdependent. Traditional edu-
cation has duped us into believing, or at least behaving as if we
believed, that learning to earn a living is hard and that learning
to live well is easy. But the evidence—divorce, child abuse, sui-
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cide, mental illness, midlife crisis, burn-out, and a multibillion-
dollar stress industry—suggests the reverse: we are good at earn-
ing a living, but not good at living a living. How did we stray so
far from the wisdom of the ancient philosophers who warned
against underestimating the amount of contemplation required
to live a good life? Squandering an education solely for creden-
tials is analogous to eating for the sole purpose of gaining
weight. Both efforts are likely to lead to malnourishment.

The velocity of technological change in the business market-
place and in community-based enterprises increasingly makes
current knowledge obsolete. Indeed, where learning is con-
cerned, we are witnessing the rise of the self-educated individual
simultaneously with the unraveling of the expert. Self-taught
computer gurus in organizations all over America have demon-
strated this beyond question. What individuals can learn and
demonstrate is becoming more important than how and where
they learned it, or whom they know. For decades we have mis-
used our institutions of higher learning by having a few people
pay enormous tuitions for tickets to high-paying jobs. It would
make a lot more sense to have millions of people enrolled out of a
genuine concern for knowledge, and engaged in study for the
greater part of their lives, while lower tuition fees reflected their
large numbers.

Moving beyond the American Dream requires that we remove
all barriers from learning. This means decredentialing educa-
tional bureaucracies and the professions. To inspire an authen-
tic learning revolution all learning must be respected, acknowl-
edged, and rewarded, regardless of how it is acquired. New hires
in the workplace and promotions trace to actual performance
instead of paper credentials. Such a shift in emphasis would
greatly reduce the time required for, and therefore the cost of,
formal education. Economic, ethnic, and gender barriers would
thus be diminished. The costs of career preparation would be
much less because training positions would become paying po-
sitions. In other words, one could earn one’s way into a profes-
sion. In a system where everyone understands the problems and
concerns at each level of training, a more equitable pay structure
would obtain. Even if a substantial number of people elected to
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remain at the middle or lower levels of a profession, the chances
for an equitable salary would be enhanced.

In The Road to Serfdom, F. A. Hayek wrote, “Every restriction
on the freedom of entry into a trade reduces the security of all
those outside it.”%® Decredentialing would lead to increased
quality of service in myriad ways. The environmental conditions
for teamwork would be dramatically improved. There would be
no reason to hoard knowledge at any level. The public would
view working people with much more respect, leading to greater
self-esteem among those workers. For example, any hospital or-
derly or staff law clerk would be viewed as a potential doctor or
lawyer. Apprenticed work would receive greater supervision
than present systems allow—especially in medicine. Decreden-
tialing could greatly enhance the role for colleges and universi-
ties. Without the need to act as employment screening agencies,
colleges and universities could bring cutting-edge knowledge to
all subjects while simultaneously promoting the intrinsic value
of education. And, with an infusion of community support,
learning institutions could shift from grade-driven curricula to
student-centered, knowledge-centered agendas. If they failed to
provide students with valuable knowledge, they would cease to
exist, as they should. With student-centered curricula, colleges
and universities could compete to provide students with mean-
ingful learning—they could achieve what Abraham Maslow
called the ideal college, a place of essential self-discovery. Once
such value existed, society would understand the need for these
institutions, not just for our early years, but throughout our
whole lives.

These efforts would result in perpetual redistribution of op-
portunity which would lead to greater equality among all ele-
ments of society. Having fewer people trapped in jobs they hate
would significantly reduce our multibillion-dollar stress indus-
try. The cost of goods and services would drop as the inflated
cost of education decreased. There would be no need for add-on
service charges to pay for the high cost of becoming a profes-
sional, which is precisely what we pay for each time visit a doc-
tor’s office. Finding one’s right livelihood would be much easier.
Having more people using their strengths in the right place
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would reduce frustration and increase efficiency and
effectiveness.

The tyranny of a “professional elite” over the lives of free peo-
ple is at least as oppressive as that of one determined by capital.
What I propose is not the end of education but the beginning: if a
country is to be great, an affiliation with educational institu-
tions should be a lifelong engagement for all of its citizens.

What if we provided universal access to information?

In today’s world, we are deluged with information in long
streams of data. But we don’t have to scan the social or environ-
mental horizon very far to determine that we are starved for
knowledge. In every sphere—physical, biological, social, and in-
tellectual—the need for greater understanding is critical. Ques-
tions prevail in every branch of scientific endeavor and human
knowledge. Dilemmas beg for our attention: how does one func-
- tion day-to-day within a marriage, a family, a corporation, a city,
state, a nation and as a citizen of the world?

One surefire way to give Americans a dividend in the produc-
tivity revolution is to provide universal access to information.
Better yet, replace economic growth with growth of knowledge
as the yardstick for measuring societal well-being, regardless of
whether the increase in knowledge concerns hard science, the
humanities, or the curiosity of an individual. In other words, or-
ganize community as a fully functioning celebration of higher
learning; act as if the life of the mind is important to every human
being. Kill once and for all the notion that only a few citizens are
worthy of entering into the “great conversation” of humankind,
that education is something one can finish. All citizens should
be encouraged, even helped, to learn all they are capable of
learning and to understand that this work—this learning—is
many times more important than the creation of insignificant
jobs.

But, if knowledge is power, then responsibility follows. Being
responsible requires literacy about the biological and social
world and the realm of ideas, participation in the great conver-
sation about the meaning of value. Being responsible means de-
veloping one’s own opinion instead of living on the thinking of
others. Being responsible depends upon a willingness to face life
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and death without illusion. Being responsible means being ac-
countable for oneself and one’s children. It means learning and
understanding the obligations of parenthood before one has
children, and it requires the numeracy to comprehend the prob-
lems of exponential growth in human population.

The wiring of the world into a global infrastructure is one of
the most exciting promises of the new millennium. The possi-
bilities stagger the imagination. The great danger, however, is
that information inequality may further and radically widen the
distance between the world’s haves and have nots. Democracy
demands universal access. Anything less is a recipe for disaster.

What if we really reformed taxes?

In Federalist Paper Number 10, James Madison wrote:

The apportionment of taxes on the various descriptions of
property is an act which seems to require the most exact im-
partiality; yet there is, perhaps, no legislative act in which
greater opportunity and temptation are given to a predomi-
nant party to trample on the rules of justice. Every shilling
with which they overburden the inferior number is a shil-
ling saved to their own pockets.

Now I'm sure, if you've stayed with me thislong, Idon’t have to
go into great detail about the growing influence of special inter-
ests to convince you that in the 1950s corporations paid a far, far
greater share of the federal tax burden than they do today.®® Cor-
porate welfare should be abolished, and corporations’ fair share
of taxes should provide much of the seed money for stimulating
community service. Technological advances have been increas-
ing productivity for decades, while real wages for workers have
declined. It's time to turn the tables and allow American workers
a share of their innovational labor. Corporate taxes should re-
flect real productivity gains from automation and employee in-
genuity. Corporations deserve to benefit from such gains, but so
does the community at large.

We must also explore new ways to assign value to natural re-
sources. For example, all product and service taxes should cap-
ture an amount equal to coping with their use. If drilling for oil
and gas, however, or cutting timber in a particular forest, is



222 Beyond the American Dream

found to produce net negative environmental effects, then these
resources should be worth more to society where they are and
their positive value should still be available as income for people
in those industries. In other words, if utilizing a resource creates
$1 billion worth of economic activity but $2 billion worth of en-
vironmental damage, then it's not too farfetched to use an ac-
counting methodology in which we write ourselves a $3 billion
deposit slip and leave the resource where it is, as it is.

We should use the tax system to provide a strong incentive for
organizations to bind the salaries of those at the top echelons to
wages in the lower ranks, so that if you raise one you raise the
other. Assess environmental taxes for all products which have
costs associated with their disposal. And finally, enact zero-
based budgeting: make government organizations and agencies
justify their existence each year to eliminate the malignancy of
bureaucracy which is inherent in the genes of all organizations
public and private.

What if we exchanged bureaucratic rules for common sense?

In The Death of Common Sense: How Law Is Suffocating Amer-
ica, Philip K. Howard shows how the quest for a risk-free society,
through the creation of a rule of law to cover every predicament,
has robbed citizens of their responsibility to themselves and
their communities. In an attempt to perfect the law, federal stat-
utes have grown to 100 million words.®’” Howard writes, “The
drive for certainty has destroyed, not enhanced, law’s ability to
act as a guide.... We made slums illegal and then, with our build-
ing codes, made it impossible to build low-cost housing.”®® The
founding fathers often referred to America as a nation of laws,
which is a very good thing to be, but it would have been appro-
priate to have added that America should be a nation of princi-
pled awareness.

Principle as an intensified form of awareness is hopelessly
dissipated if we all have to look for a rule instead of what is called
for to solve every problem. In the noble quest for fairness, the ap-
pearance of fairness has become more important than the real-
ity of fairness. The more copious and complicated the rules, the
greater the opportunities for hidden corruption. But, in the ab-
sence of rules, responsibility looms large, and principle leaves
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room for judgment. Howard writes, “Principles are like trees in
open fields. We can know where we are and where to go. But the
path we take is our own.”®?

The most significant ingredient missing today is accountabil-
ity. Subjective decisions have to be made in the public, private,
and community sectors by individuals who are held accountable
to citizens who themselves understand that on-the-spot judg-
ment is sometimes superior to the constraints of rules (a clear il-
lustration of the ascendancy of intellectual patterns over social
patterns). Following the letter of the law inspires indecision and
passivity while one awaits the “looking up” of the regulation
meant to cover one’s every predicament, instead of responsibly
exercising the judgment the occasion calls for. “The fears that
keep us quivering in law’s shadows are, in fact, the rudiments of
a strong society. Constant exposure to uncertainty and disagree-
ment is critical to everything we value, like responsibility, indi-
vidualism, and community.”’?® Thus, democracy—however
messy and imperfect—is still superior to bureaucracy.

A further way to enable a genuine democracy to use access to
information as the fulcrum for responsibility is to run all infor-
mation up the flagpole for public scrutiny. Failure and success
rates in all areas of the public, private, and nonprofit sectors
should be available to anyone who wants to know. Democracy is
based upon choice, and choice depends upon informed judg-
ment. To hire a doctor, or lawyer, or to use any service public or
private in any way for pleasure or profit, one should be able to
access the kind of information that would hold the providers ac-
countable. If one is to undergo surgery, the success rate of the at-
tending physician should be readily accessible. Again, knowl-
edge is power.

Indeed, public scrutiny and access to information are often
the greatest protection against the abuse of power. The popular
call for states’ rights and for block grants is, in part, a call for the
ability to make local decisions at the local level. If we examine re-
cent history, though, we find local political machines, big city
bosses, and a multitude of civil rights violations which were the
reason discretion moved to the federal level to begin with. I offer
this caveat: The only way to reach a balance is through demo-
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cratic access to information with the ability to focus attention
on injustice. The U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights offer
standards from which it is unacceptable to deviate. If states’
rights turns out to be a euphemism for “This is how we do it in
Mississippi,” then the movement must be exposed as such.

What if everyone's health really mattered?

The next radical measure we must take to move our society to-
ward an embodied community is to eliminate the massive bu-
reaucracy called private health insurance. There are no worse
trials of bureaucratic hell than those experienced by the average
citizen who tries to fight a major corporation over a health insur-
ance claim. In fact, there may be no idea more hair-brained than
to expect that the medical well-being of people can be tied di-
rectly to businesses which are designed to profit by not paying
for services. Making public health totally dependent upon the
“free market” is as ludicrous as trying to make war a profitable
enterprise. Legions of health insurance executives make a won-
derful living by denying health care benefits to the maximum
number of people that the letter of the law will allow. American
medical technology is unsurpassed, and yet a growing portion of
our population receives about the equivalent of Third World
health care.

How can any group of citizens call themselves a responsible
community, if the largest outlay for medical expenses occurs in
the last years of life, while growing numbers of children lack
proper care? There is also the glaring issue of personal responsi-
bility in relation to one’s health care. Should a person who has
smoked for 30 years be a candidate for a lung transplant? We
need a new framework in our approach to health care. Establish-
ing a board of judges fashioned after the Supreme Court might
be worth considering: decisions have to be made and someone
must make them.

What if we stopped the war on inner city youth?

It is a cultural disgrace to use the metaphor of a war to eradi-
cate drug problems, unless of course winning wars is unimpor-
tant. The American effort to fight a war on drugs is really a war
against poor people, especially African-American, inner-city
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youth. Madison Avenue values project a “win at any cost” ethos
throughout our culture from the Wall Street boardroom to the
ghetto barroom. To expect that young people with zero eco-
nomic prospects in a king-of-the-mountain, “greed is good” soci-
ety, where tobacco executives eagerly testify that cigarettes are
not addictive, will just say no to drug money is an imbecilic illu-
sion.”

American tobacco companies openly export slow death prod-
ucts to Third World countries, while America uses military pa-
trols to intercept drug shipments from foreign shores. And yet,
no drug kills as effectively as tobacco. The major crime of the

drug useris a blatant disrespect for the reality of the status quo.
According to FBI crime statistics, African Americans make up

12 percent of the population, and yet there are more African-
American men in prison than white men. African Americans
make up 13 percent of the drug user population, but they are
convicted for drug possession at the rate of 55 percent and serve
74 percent of the prison sentences. Indeed, one in three young
African-American men is in some way subject to the rigors of the
criminal justice system. Moreover, crack cocaine is the drug of
inner-city youth, while white powder cocaine is the drug of
choice of middle class whites. It takes possession of 5 grams of
the former to win 5 years in prison and 500 grams of the latter.”?
One can hardly find a greater demonstration or example of po-
litical power than in the disparity between these penalties.

The solution to this problem is deceptively simple: legalize
drug use. Legalizing drugs will not make the problem go away; it
may, in fact, increase drug use. But, if done correctly, it will put
an immediate end to the war on the poor and the exponential
growth of prison populations. Legalized drugs do not have be
advertised in laissez-faire fashion as is the case with tobacco and
alcohol. If every effort were made to discourage drug use and to
build character in every individual, the numbers of users would
eventually subside. But no matter what we do, people will never
give up drug use completely, and it is insane to pretend
otherwise.
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From Kings of the Mountain to
Citizens of the World

In A Nation of Salesmen, Earl Shorris hints at what a more eq-
uitable community, which truly values ideas, might be like:

Man the customer, the thing the salesman puts to use, can
not be made suddenly to disappear, replaced overnight by
enlightenment’s daring thinker. The cost of such a revolu-
tion would be too high. The tutelage of the market must con-
tinue. But for how long and to what extent?...Thinking will
create difficulties, discomforts, dislocations. The free man,
the person who refuses to rule himself according to the tute-
lage of the market may choose different satisfactions: time
instead of things, happiness instead of wealth. If so, the pro-
ductive capacity of nations will have to be diminished or
production will have to be described in a different way, re-
valued, like something brought out of a long sojourn in
darkness and suddenly exposed to light. Wisdom could be-
come more valuable than widgets. Professors and poets
would become the wealth of nations. It is not a mad scheme
I propose; even now, there are wise men saying that knowl-
edge is in many ways more valuable than things. I have even
heard them say so in the great suites of great corporations.
They are not merely asking the question. It is the system of
valuation that impedes them now. And they are neither fools
nor revolutionaries. They have won Nobel Prizes and made
fortunes.”

Indeed, Shorris suggests, “Under the autonomy of human rea-
son a rich man might be one who had enough, and poverty
would describe the lonely.”’# If we Americans are not seriously
confused about “values” how do we explain the fact that there is
so much work to be done and so few jobs? By combining the best
of capitalism with the simple idea that everyone should have
their basic needs met, we are assured a strong, healthy, educated
citizenry fully capable of competing and cooperating in a global
economy. We are then certain that enough time is available for
families to pass principled culture from one generation to the
next.
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Our failure to achieve this simple equity is the basis for the
nagging sense of guilt that even the most ardent defenders of
capitalism feel when they are confronted with abject poverty
and find themselves without a rationale to explain it. The only
way to empower each and every citizen to be free of factional in-
terests is to ensure that none fall far enough down the economic
mountain to lose their voice in the affairs of democracy. If aver-
age citizens cannot affect the decisions of their employers in
matters which concern quality, safety, and the environment,
then only employers have power. Real power of, by, and for the
people, requires a safety net high enough above the bottom of
the mountain to accommodate basic human needs.

The political spin on free markets is that the emphasis on free
pertains to individuals, but in reality free market is a euphemism
for “increasing returns.” Slaves made the ancient Greeks and
Romans independent, the buffalo made the Plains Indians inde-
pendent, rich farm land made the settlers independent. But our
technologies are moving us further and further into a world of
increasing abstraction. And although we have always been more
interdependent than has been acknowledged, the concept o.
people being practically independent is becoming more and
more abstract. If the power of moneyed interests is left un-
checked, greater manipulation of a growing number of depend-
ent citizens is a certainty. The slaves, the buffalo, and the abun-
dant available farm land are gone. We need to develop an equity
that lessens the effect of a fall off our mountain. We need to
worry less about creating inconsequential jobs and a lot more
about seeing to the real work that needs to be done, about think-
ing our way into the future or meeting a fate similar to that of the
ancient Greeks and the Plains Indians.

For decades economists have prattled about gains in produc-
tivity, and yet as productivity increases, as machines free us of
labor, as the mass production of goods becomes easier and
cheaper, the ability of more and more families to meet their ba-
sic economic needs is ever more problematic. The only way to
check the power of moneyed interests is to see that money is not
bestowed a greater value than our ideas. The power at the top of
our mountain must not be so great as to drown the voices at the
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bottom. The essence of freedom requires balanced measures of
independence and interdependence.

Economics and Global Prosperity

There has never been a time in history when there was a
greater need for cooperation worldwide, yet almost everyone
who pretends be a leader rises to the podium to shout about the
need to compete. We have developed a national obsession about
competition, even though economic competition, when pushed
to extreme, results in the ultimate form of competition: war.
Where are the leaders who will recognize the need for coopera-
tion locally and globally?

I take no personal pride in our claim of having won the Cold
War. Had either side entered the Cold War with leaders who were
more serious about peace than about gaining a temporary ad-
vantage, we could have ended the arms race before it began.”
Black-and-white thinking on both sides prevented the explora-
tion of genuine peace.

Millions of us (myself included) grew up during the Cold War
era with little idea about what we were for, but there was no
doubt about what we were against: Communists. When what
you are against is clearer than what you are for, rationality flies
out the window, and you become a tool for any special interest
group that has a clear vision of what it is trying to do. In the case
of the Cold War, we all became tools of the military-industrial
complex, as Eisenhower warned. If we have enemies, we should
need the ability to defeat them but once or twice; when we pre-
pare weapons enough to destroy them several thousand times
over, as evidenced by our Cold War nuclear arsenal, the injury is
done to ourselves.

The nuclear build-up between the U.S. and the former Soviet
Union was an exercise in mutual madness. The resources wasted
could have stabilized the earth’s population by wiping human
hunger from the face of the earth. Only arrogant fools would
congratulate themselves upon squandering enough resources to
revolutionize the world, simply to reach a point where they
could destroy their efforts through disarmament. The nuclear
arms race created defense department millionaires and a work-
force so dependent that they would prefer to continue making
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weapons which are no longer needed rather than apply their
skills to the more pressing problems of their communities. Why
are we not outraged by this waste? At the very least, we might
ponder the stupidity of it all with as much enthusiasm as those
who would celebrate a victory of winning the Cold War without
regard to its cost.

There is, however, a great lesson to be learned from this waste
of effort and resources. It is simply that an economy can be built
upon any premise (even arbitrary ones—perhaps only arbitrary
ones) under which people are willing to assign value. We cham-
pion efficiency and effectiveness in creating valuable jobs, but if
we decided tomorrow to rearrange the asteroids in the asteroid
belt, we could use it as a basis for expanding the economy. (In
light of the spectacle of the Shoemaker-Levy 9 comet in 1994, it
might even be a good idea.) We could also achieve the same ef-
fect with something as arbitrary as investing heavily in commu-
nity, as I've suggested, by eliminating poverty, improving the
lives of the world’s children and elderly, and ensuring that every-
one has affordable health care. We might even decide to replace
the former Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) with a new SDI
called Self-Directed Inquiry.

In The Trap, Sir James Goldsmith writes:

Global free trade will shatter the way in which value-added
is shared between capital and labor. Value-added is the in-
crease of value obtained when you convert raw materials
into a manufactured product. In mature societies, we have
been able to develop a general agreement as to how it should
be shared. That agreement has been reached through gen-
erations of political debate, elections, strikes, lockouts and
other conflicts. Overnight that agreement will be destroyed
by the arrival of huge populations willing to undercut radi-
cally the salaries earned by our workforces. The social divi-
sions that this will cause will be deeper than anything ever
envisaged by Marx.’®

It is indeed a trap to conclude that isolationism is the way for
developed countries to respond to the problems of global popu-
lation and human starvation. Millions of Americans wail con-
tinuously about giving too much money away in foreign aid,
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even though our foreign aid expenditures are barely one percent
of our GNP. If the citizens of the world’s rich nations were truly
to think their way through this proposition, five to ten percent of
their GNP for aid to developing countries would be more just, es-
pecially if such assistance came with absolute strings requiring
recipient countries to meet the basic human needs of their citi-
zens—one sure way of arresting population growth.

In addition, if we really think this issue through, there is a way
to help developing countries and ourselves at the same time:
Simply provide most foreign aid in the form of needs-based
goods and then subsidize the American labor. That way, Ameri-
cans would have many more opportunities for meaningful em-
ployment and far less reason to make weapons of mass destruc-
tion simply out of the requirement to hold onto a job. Then, as
developing countries began to meet their own needs, they could
be allowed some leverage for trading American needs-based
goods to lesser able neighbors.

If we truly believe that competition contains natural forces for
optimum achievement among human beings, then we cannot
rise to the occasion of our culture unless we are assured of the
ability to compete with the very best of all cultures. If responsi-
ble foreign aid became the norm, we could change immigration
policy to allow entry to the United States only after we have
reached a sustained, negative growth population and then only
by citizens from countries who have done likewise. This isnot an
isolationist posture, but an ever sobering realization that as a
price for doing nothing about this issue, the catastrophe that
awaits will be a socio-biological holocaust of Biblical propor-
tion.

It seems impossible to overstate the case that we human be-
ings are inexcusably reckless and irresponsible when it comes to
our own procreation. So, if my earlier examples of exponential
population growth have failed to convey a sense of urgency to
this matter, think about it this way: Had the world’s current
population existed in the year 1310, and had it grown at the mod-
est annual rate of 1.7 percent, today there would be standing
room only on earth.”” Human population is the problem that,
left unresolved, negates the solutions to all other problems.
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Human Rights

Our history suggests we Americans are politically preoccu-
pied with the idea of freedom. This focus was for decades exacer-
bated by our continual ideological debate with the former Soviet
Union over the implied freedom of capitalism versus the respon-
sibility supposedly inherent in socialism. We are so attuned to
this argument, the issue is so important to us, that its residue
still shapes economic reality.-We continually beseech other na-
tions, insisting that if they wish to stand in good favor with
America they will see our reality and promote freedom through
the enactment of human rights. But the evidence indicates that
we have adopted a very narrow, self-centered view of reality.
Starvation is the ultimate infringement of human rights, but be-
cause it is not real to us, we ignore the political corruption in de-
veloping countries that allows starvation to occur. We continue
to clamor about human rights but only with respect to the way
people are treated in a political sense. Perhaps the loss of the So-
viet Union as an arch rival (although this could still prove tem-
porary, or China could take its place) will cause us to rethink the
issue of human rights. We may come to realize how our rivalry
has kept us from examining Leslie W. Dunbar’s assertion that,
“The right to live is the most radical of all political values. But
one that ought to be.”?®

A right exists only if it is honored. That is, it must be acknowl-
edged as a right by others. But, viewed in this way, how can the
right to act, to demonstrate one’s political freedom, be more im-
portant than one’s right to exist? How can the right to do be more
important than the right to be? Why does the right to have a law-
yer take precedence over the right to have a doctor??® Prisoners
have aright to food, even if the free man does not. This is socially
manufactured reality like memes boiled in a kiln, and poured
into molds to cure. The case for humanity can be neither made
nor understood without a full appreciation of inorganic, biologi-
cal, social, and intellectual patterns. Like it or not, we are all in
this world together; what some do affects all.

We rationalize our posture by arguing that scarce resources
are the reasons for starvation, but the evidence clearly shows
there is, at least for now, enough food to feed the world. There is
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only a lack of political fortitude to see that food is available for
everyone. Another rationalization says the world is simply over-
populated. No one can argue otherwise, but most fail to recog-
nize that when countries reach a high level of prosperity, birth
rates fall dramatically (the U.S. is a case in point). In Third
World countries a high birthrate is often a desperate effort to
survive: the people need families large enough to produce
enough to eat.? As a further insult, our immigration policy fa-
vors the wealthy and the technically literate, the very people
lesser able nations cannot afford to lose. If the opportunity to
live a good life were ubiquitous, regardless of geography, immi-
gration would cease to be an issue.

Our views of economic reality are so confused regarding the
values of well-being and the ideals of individual freedom that we
can't tell they are integrally related. This is demonstrated by the
fact that we allow immigration on the basis of ideology. That is,
if the immigrants cherish our ideals of freedom we will allow
them entry. We disqualify them as potential citizens—even if
staying where they are means they will perish from starva-
tion—if they don’t have the “right” ideology, as though living
were not somehow connected with freedom. When asked, we
will unequivocally say that people are more important than
money. Our actions, however, at least in terms of immigration
policy, suggest otherwise.

This failure to see that the equity required for human survival
on this planet is indeed a part of the fundamental ideology of
freedom flies in the face of every religion and every concept of
democracy or just government that has ever been conceived. The
arrogance of the well-to-do in society to speak of progress and
the greatness of their economic systems measured by such indi-
ces as GNP, while millions starve to death, would likely bar us
from membership in a galaxy of civilized beings. We allow
American citizens to die because they lack the money for a sim-
ple medical procedure, and yet we refuse to disconnect a brain-
dead patient from life-support systems because of the ideologi-
cal implications associated with the freedom of choice and hu-
man rights.
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Our ideals and attitudes about human rights issues are influ-
enced by a repressed but pervasive certainty of our own mortal-
ity. Overwhelming fear of this impending consequence is all the
worse because most of us refuse to deal with it. Instead, we be-
come caught up in the conflicting core values of American cul-
ture: activism, achievement, efficiency, materialism, progress,
freedom, individualism, equality, morality, conformity, and hu-
manitarianism.®! These socially constructed issues become out-
posts where we can see each of the other issues clearly, but not
all of those in between.

Activism and achievement are, at least in part, residue from
the value of Manifest Destiny. Common sense tells us that effi-
ciency is a great value, even though many of the things that add
the greatest quality to our lives have absolutely nothing to do
with efficiency. Economic materialism as a core value prompts
us to say, “The one who dies with the most toys wins.” Progress
as a core value is probably the most confusing—few of us go to
much trouble to figure out what true progress is, even though we
are determined to see that it occurs. Exemption from restraint
so colors the values of freedom and individualism, that it over-
shadows individual responsibility. To most of us, equality means
equal opportunity, morality defines black and white issues of
right and wrong, and conformity symbolizes loyalty to the status
quo. Humanitarianism is a value too often constricted by terms
of the just world hypothesis, i.e., we are willing to help only
those who appear to deserve it.

In The State of Humanity, Julian L. Simon dares to predict,
“The material conditions of life will continue to get better for
most people, in most countries, most of the time, indefinitely.
Within a century or two, all nations and most of humanity will
be at or above today’s Western living standards.”8? Simon and a
host of hopeful associates postulate a technological future
which will overpower all obstacles, social and environmental, as
if solutions to humanity’s problems are inevitable. This view re-
minds me of a passage in My Dinner With André, where André
Gregory describes a physician’s pleasure in examining the im-
proving condition of an arm attached to a dying patient. Such
optimism about resources in the face of exponential population
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growth are possible today precisely because of barbarian ine-
quality. Twenty percent of the earth’s population have reason to
be optimistic while the other eighty percent own their misery
outright.

We Americans take pride in a cultural heritage which cele-
brates a war over high tea taxes, but which will tolerate little
commotion from people who press for something as simple as
enough equity to exist. With our own population stabilizing we
have learned to need immigrant labor to keep “growing,” so that
we always have more people working to support those who have
retired. But, if we were to embace the future without this kind of
growth, we would confront the problem faced by those whose fu-
ture is already desperate. Let’s be clear about this: A consumer-
driven, laissez-faire, global marketplace, in which billions of
neurotic people, ignorant enough to want what they don’t need,
lacking the emotional intelligence to know what they do need,
and possessed of little regard for their fellow man, represents in
sum the terminal stage of human malignancy for planet earth.

Combine the human need for specialness with the search for
meaning, a pathological fear of death, and the need to be con-
nected to something larger than ourselves, and you begin to
sense the magnitude of the contemplative inquiry necessary to
put ourselves and others into perspective. To find purpose worth
pursuing requires a greater assessment of the big picture; it re-
quires that consumers become working citizens—citizens of a
global community.



Chapter Eight

Rising to the
Role of Citizen

Live as if you were living already for the second time and as if you
had acted thefirst time as wrongly as you are about to act now!

—Viktor E. Frankl

We fulfill many roles during our lives. We are sons or daugh-
ters, students, husbands, wives, breadwinners, fathers, mothers,
grandparents or retirees, and we acquire one job title after an-
other. Through education and socialization we learn to perform
and appreciate these roles, but during the whole of our lives we
also have the role of being citizens. This role of citizenship re-
quires further examination. Because we live in a democracy, we
have an obligation to think and act and to apply intellectual pat-
terns equal to the problems we encounter. If we escape or shirk
the responsibility that goes with the role of citizenship, we do so
at the peril of leaving our interests unrepresented and our values
depreciated. We do not, cannot, and will not have a democracy
until such time as each citizen is the possessor of his or her own
opinions.

Democracy, as defined and discussed when I was in school,
appeared to me and to countless others to be a profoundly stable
condition, established by the Constitution and the Bill of Rights,
protected by three branches of government. My teachers
painted a vision so focused on the greatness of our forefathers
that the documents establising our government seemed power-
ful enough to sustain it by themselves. But democracy depends
upon process and is antithetical to giving the appearance of
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order. Process depends on content, and content means ideas.
Too much order can be evidence that democracy is not working.
How ironic that we learned about democracy in an atmosphere
that put a greater premium on order than it did on learning. If we
accept the assertion that “knowledge is power,” it should be obvi-
ous that democracy depends on an educated citizenry, just as the
protection of our own individual rights depends on our standing
up for them. In this context it’s easy to see that education is as
necessary to our personal lives as citizens as it is to our eco-
nomic success. The sorry state of the global environment sug-
gests that we citizens are born into the world with a tremendous
responsibility few of us acknowledge.

Paul Johnson concluded his book Intellectuals with the asser-
tion that “a dozen people picked at random on the street are at
least as likely to offer sensible views on political matters as a
cross-section of the intelligentsia.”? On more than one occasion
I have heard columnist William F. Buckley Jr. make similar state-
ments. It is hardly surprising that intellectuals develop con-
tempt for one another. Who can antagonize, infuriate, and thus
neutralize an intellectual better than another intellectual? But
the fact remains that America was founded by intellectuals and
will not likely be sustained without them. When people stand for
nothing, nothing exists to lean on. Carrying out a constitutional
government is more than an equal challenge to starting one. In
the field of economics the term “level playing field” represents
fairness. In a democracy, a level playing field is one where citi-
zens recognize that the principles upon which the democracy is
founded are harvested from ideas. They must understand and
nourish the intellect thoroughly in order to replant. If we are in-
deed a government by the people, we will either attain knowl-
edge equal to our predicaments or cease to be such a govern-
ment. People who do not think for themselves allow ideas to be
discredited not on their merit, but by attacking the individuals
who propose them. The very term merit is increasingly becom-
ing a synonym for those who are “like us.” So it is not surprising
that many of our political elections more closely resemble popu-
larity contests than exercises of thoughtful democracy in action.
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Democracy requires that intellectual patterns take precedence
over social patterns.

The ancient Greeks, notably Plato, and Aristotle, had a special
contempt for democracy, arguing that uneducated, uninformed
citizens have little but their own narrow interests to consider
and should therefore be excluded from the governmental pro-
cess. They argued that only an educated aristocracy should take
part in government. Even though we hold the ancient Greeks in
high esteem because of their wisdom, we question their judg-
ment philosophically on this one point. We believe that everyone
in America should have a say in government: one person, one
vote. But could anyone successfully argue that ignorant people
routinely exercise good judgment? Indeed, the frequent asser-
tion by politicians that the majority of the American people,
though admittedly poorly educated, have a deep abiding wis-
dom when it comes to voting is itself a product of anti-
intellectualism.

We operate on the principle that we have a representative
form of government, but our society has grown so complex, and
there are so many issues affecting so many different people, rep-
resentative democracy is no longer an adequate means of ensur-
ing that everyone is treated fairly. In today’s society, representa-
tive democracy without participation is an illusion. Participa-
tion means taking a vigilant, active role in the public affairs that
influence private ones. Increased participation in the process of
democracy is necessary to provide a just government. Voting is
simply a mustard or mayonnaise selection that has little, if any-
thing to do with what’s for dinner. So, if we are to uphold our
ideal of democracy and maintain the balance necessary for de-
mocracy in a highly technical society, we must educate ourselves
to meet our responsibility as citizens. Otherwise, we must admit
that Plato was right: democracy is a bad idea.

More than eighty years ago, in a book called The New State,
Mary Parker Follett wrote:

A crude view of democracy says that when the working-people
realize their power they can have what they want, since their
numbers being so great, they can out-vote other classes. But
the reason the working-people have not already learned
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something so very obvious is because it is not true—we are
never ruled by numbers alone.

Moreover, a fatal defect in majority rule is that by its very na-
ture it abolishes itself. Majority rule must inevitably become
minority rule: the majority is too big to handle itself; it organ-
izes itself into committees—committees of fifty, fifteen,
three—which in their turn resolve themselves into a commit-
tee of one, and behold—the full-fledged era of bosses is at
hand, with the “consent of the governed” simply because the
governed are physically helpless to govern themselves. Many
men want majority rule so they can be this committee of one;
some of our most worthy citizens are incipient Greek tyrants
longing to give us their best tyranny.3

To participate, to assume one’s role as a responsible citizen, to
stand up for one’s rights, embracing the core American value of
activism, has practical limits. For example, it is practical to call,
write, or send wires to our representatives to let them know our
wishes about specific legislation, but we can’t all sit in on or be
engaged in the actual legislative process. We can't really be sure
that our interests are served.

In his book The New Realities, Peter Drucker writes about citi-
zenship emerging through the “third sector.”* This term identi-
fies a counterculture with an emphasis on values, intended to
bridge the gap between representation and participation. The
third sector defies our king-of-the-mountain mentality and the
economic ethos which says people will not act unless there are
economic incentives to do so. People in the third sector act from
their own definitions of purpose and meaning. What matters to
them matters simply because it does. This third sector com-
prises thousands of nonprofit, nongovernmental institutions,
such as private hospitals, colleges, universities, and a myriad of
philanthropic and volunteer organizations. Drucker character-
izes the matter-of-course design of these organizations as being
human-change institutions. In effect they envision an agenda of
change for betterment, from better health to better individual
and societal growth and development. Drucker writes:

Now that the size and complexity of government make di-
rect participation all but impossible, it is the human-change
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institution of the third sector that is offering its volunteers a
sphere of personal achievement in which the individual ex-
ercises influence, discharges responsibility, and makes de-
cisions. And increasingly executives in business, especially
people in middle management, are expected to serve in
decision-making positions as board members of non-profit
institutions. In the political culture of mainstream society,
individuals, no matter how well educated, how successful,
how achieving, or how wealthy, can only vote and pay taxes.
They can only react, can only be passive. In the countercul-
ture of the third sector, they are active citizens.’

There is a great paradox in the contempt we shower on those
who today aspire to public office or public service. We accuse
them of lacking vision and objectivity, but overlook that some of
this contempt is a thinly veiled effort to excuse ourselves for hav-
ing failed to conjure our own vision of the future. In other words,
some of our disgust for our leaders is simply another way of
showing that we are also annoyed and fed up with ourselves.

Public outcry is growing increasingly shrill about politicians
who look out only for their own self-interest. Ironically, that is
what most of the rest of us do. How can we expect politicians to
live by higher principles than we do? Politicians are people too,
and in a democracy where so many people hold differing views,
a politician can at best hope to please only a few constituents. If
politicians can’t be trusted, then neither can democracy, because
that’s all we have. E. J. Dionne Jr. is right, “A nation that hates
politics will not long thrive as a democracy.”® We can improve
the system by eliminating political action committees (PACS)
and the influence of big money, but we can’t maintain a political
system without politicians. A large part of the public outrage
stems from a public’s being torn away from its self-
interestedness and being forced to think about issues that it
would prefer just went away.

The popularity of billionaire Ross Perot as a presidential can-
didate has derived largely from the notion that here is someone
who will just take care of things. Many of his supporters, though
sincere, are politically naive. They want a strong leader who will
allow them to return to their own interests while he attends to
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those of the government. This is the kind of thinking that got us
into the social and economic trouble we are in today.

Pity the nation that needs powerful leaders. The penalty for in-
attention to government affairs that affect us directly expresses
itself in the surprise exhibited by the thousands of workers who
have lost their jobs through corporate downsizing. Some of the
jobs lost because of downsizing are attributable to structural
changes in the global economy, but a significant number have
been lost through the runaway greed of investment bankers,
junk bonders and arbitragers, to whom many of our elected offi-
cials had connections. Scores of companies were virtually looted
in the name of business efficiency; lifelong employees found
themselves in unemployment lines. Many have only now begun
torealize their unemployment is the price they have paid for im-
mersing themselves in entertainment while leaving someone
else to look out for their interests. Others have yet to make sense
of it all. They are confused and bitter, wondering what went
wrong and why their representatives betrayed them.

In 1831 Alexis de Tocqueville, a young Frenchman, visited
America. His observations are as relevant today as if he’'d trav-
eled here last year instead of last century. Five years after his
nine-month stay, he wrote:

I think, then, that the species of oppression by which demo-
cratic nations are menaced is unlike anything which ever ex-
isted in the world: our contemporaries will find no prototype
of it in their memories. I seek in vain for an expression which
will accurately convey the whole idea I have formed of it; the old
words despotism and tyranny are inappropriate: the thing itself is
new, and since I cannot name, I must attempt to define it.

I seek to trace the novel features under which despotism
may appear in the world. The first thing that strikes the obser-
vation is an innumerable multitude of men, all equal and alike,
incessantly endeavoring to procure the petty and paltry pleas-
ures with which they glut their lives. Each of them, living
apart, is as a stranger to the fate of all the rest—his children
and his private friends constitute to him the whole of man-
kind; as for the rest of his fellow-citizens, he is close to them,
but he sees them not; he touches them, but he feels them not;
he exists but in himself and for himself alone; and if his
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kindred still remain to him, he may be said at any rate to have
lost his country.”

Contrast our view of life in America in 1831 with our way of life
today, and imagine what he would say if he could return.

What is so striking is that our idea of freedom, which is the
only way of life most of us have ever known, was so new and so
uncommon to de Tocqueville that he had great difficulty charac-
terizing its weakness. But, even then, the sinister face of an over-
focus on self-interest, with so little attention to felt responsibil-
ity, was obvious. If freedom is that uncommon in light of human
history, perhaps it is also uncommonly fragile—so much so that
it’s rather silly to postulate an end of history simply because the
ideological battle between the U.S. and the former U.S.S.R. ap-
pears to have ended. Moreover, the “reality” we observe about
government reflects something of the principles we care most
about. The English novelist Charles Dickens visited America
eleven years after de Tocqueville, and he was so concerned with
the atrocities of slavery that he remained unmoved by America’s
democracy. If he could return today, what would he say about
the sprawling slums in America’s cities, which in so many ways
are similar to Dickens’ London? In 1842, the majority of people
in Americaignored the issue of slavery, just as the majority today
ignore the rapid rise of the “estranged poor.”?

We have been taught to revere the greatness of the vision of
our forebears, who, we are told, put into place constitutional
documents of such perfection that for all practical purposes they
cannot be improved. Today it appears that our system fails to
produce Washingtons, Jeffersons, Franklins, and Lincolns,
though many citizens long for such leadership. But this is a mis-
conception about the nature of our own history. Washington,
Jefferson, Franklin, and Lincoln were not awarded hero status
in their own time. Without a painstaking understanding of his-
tory we wouldn’t recognize a George Washington or a Thomas
Jefferson if we heard such a person address the nation. And
herein lies part of the problem. If ours is a government of the
people and by the people, but we are not yet scholars or even in-
terested students of government, doesn’t this suggest we have
what Plato would have argued is a government by amateurs? An
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insufficient supply of strong leaders is not the problem. Needing
them is. History has a habit of making statesmen out of
scoundrels.

One of our biggest obstacles to achieving the creation of a
better future is our propensity for optimism. It may sound like
a ludicrous idea to caution against optimism, but when you
combine optimism with a lifestyle of relative comfort, for mil-
lions of people it leads to the conclusion that things are okay as
they are. From this viewpoint, no action is required to live hap-
pily ever after.

Personal responsibility as the driving force of society is al-
ways preferable to a centralized authority, but the values of per-
sonal responsibility are not born spontaneously. They have to
be taught, learned, and internalized in the same way that all of
us come to form our beliefs about the world. Ashley Montagu
said this best, “Freedom is the most demanding of all responsi-
bilities, and like every responsibility it is something that must
be learned.”® Beliefs that grow into us as a result of our culture
crystallize our expectations about life. Personal expectations of
our ability to have an effect on the world take form over the
whole range of our childhood development.

Asian immigrants are a case in point: Arriving in America
penniless but filled with expectancy, they put forth extraordi-
nary efforts. The result is that they prosper. Such examples ex-
acerbate the disfavor with which the middle class views third-
generation welfare recipients, but the simple fact escaping
such critics is that a strong ethic of responsibility is a product
of learned behavior. Responsibility requires apprenticeship.
Those of us who follow a work ethic forget that we did not come
by it accidently. We either learned it because we were taught
that hard work is expected of us, or we learned by the examples
set for us by family, friends, and teachers.

There will always be individuals who rise above what seem to
be insurmountable obstacles, but success, nevertheless, is a
product of generations of learning. Large families ensure sur-
vival in primitive cultures, and in a similar way successive gen-
erations do so in hierarchical societies.!® Being backed by a
long line of antecedents ensures that if one makes a serious eco-
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nomic error (which at one time or another most of us do) one
does not fall all the way down the mountain. Some family mem-
ber will likely help the unfortunate one become reestablished.
The importance of this kind of support is profound. The middle
class takes it for granted, failing to realize what it means to live
without it.

Belief precedes action. People without a strong work ethic
cannot teach it to others. A key to understanding the phenome-
non of responsibility lies in the seemingly impossible task of re-
membering what it is like not to know. Those of us with a strong
work ethic cannot remember acquiring it as we acquired a coat
or a car, but we act as if we expect other people to take on the
value of hard work as easily as one dons a new outfit. If children
are not taught the need to develop a solid sense of responsibility,
and if they have no examples to follow, the next hope is through
teachers. But if the teachers believe the children lack fundamen-
tal ability, the children are doomed.

Our current (controlling) welfare system would not exist if we
had thought deeply about the problem in the first place. Had we
concentrated on education and employment assurance instead
of a monthly dole, we would not be in our current predicament.
We have millions of children who need guidance, while millions
of older people with a great deal of practical experience are un-
employed. We have tens of thousands of people who need home
medical care, while thousands of lonely people sit idle. Employ-
ment assurance could go along way in establishing an ethic of
caring in our society. Why do we pay welfare recipients to do
nothing when some of the most necessary human tasks are left
undone? I'll tell you why. It is because we haven't mined wisdom
from the great cultures of our world to understand the differ-
ences in value between work and jobs. Second, third, and fourth
generation welfare families suffer the jaundice of a fractured
culture. Values and skills not learned cannot be passed on. But
the greatest tragedy is that in seeking remedies for themselves,
people strive for status instead of knowledge. Status is as easily
lost as gained, but knowledge lays a permanent foundation upon
which to build a better life and a better culture.
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If the populace is to learn a work ethic through education and
in jobs that are ever increasing in complexity, such jobs must ex-
ist and they must be accessible to individuals who are different in
many ways from what is considered by the majority to be cus-
tomary. And if those who hire for these positions do not under-
stand their own cultural bias, then the people who need these
jobs will not get them. It is not sufficient only to try to be fair in
this regard. We can be incredibly creative at screening out peo-
ple whose company we’d rather not keep. We can give a multi-
tude of reasons that sound like common sense but have nothing
to do with anything pertinent to the job at hand. People receive
positive feedback about themselves from others who are most
like them. That is why “birds of a feather flock together.” We can
try to be fair with a vengeance, but if we don’t thoroughly under-
stand how much it is a part of our nature to surround ourselves
with people who are similar to us, then we have little hope of be-
ing fair to those who are different.

Social Ideology and Personal Reality

A disquieting, yet potentially liberating, effect of higher learn-
ing is to realize just how little we know. Knowledge makes us
conscious of our ignorance; what remains to be learned looms
larger than ever. As we've seen, science continually offers evi-
dence that reality is a constructual experience based in part
upon biological predispositions. In other words, as we grow, we
build internal models of reality with such care that the models
we construct act as templates, allowing us to form opinions
without our awareness, or fooling us into concluding we have
open minds.

For example, during the American Civil War soldiers on both
sides thought they were fighting for the principles of freedom.
Their preoccupations set the boundaries for their versions of re-
ality. The same is true for us. I am not suggesting that a factual
version of reality does not exist outside our individual experi-
ence (although I have doubts), but rather that the versions we re-
gard as real, no matter how we've constructed them, permeate
our lives and our thinking. In his book Voluntary Simplicity,
Duane Elgin put it very elegantly, “We live almost completely im-
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mersed in a socially constructed reality that so fully absorbs our
energy and attention that virtually none remains to experience
the wonder of our existence.”!!

The knowledge that reality is a constructual process should
render us highly suspicious, since we tend to shade conditions to
our advantage, add a twist of cultural bias, and thereafter call it
common sense. Similarly, it is insufficient to study politics only
where one system is examined relative to another. In order to re-
main objective, we must continually contemplate what kind of a
system we would want if there were no government at all.

Life Beyond Symbols

Formal education is but one chapterin a person’s learning life.
If it is treated as the last chapter, something crucial is missing. I
speak from my own experience. I was past 35 before I made a se-
rious effort at self-education. It is especially disturbing to me to-
day to realize that the period before my adventures with self-
education was when I was most adamant and sure of the correct-
ness of my opinions. In actuality, all I knew was borrowed opin-
ion, most of which I had not reflected upon with any serious de-
gree of critical thinking. I simply held these opinions because I
thought they were the right thing—a living example of the old
saying, “The fewer the facts, the stronger the opinion.”

Based on my own observations, then, I believe many under-
educated people try to compensate for their lack of knowledge
by demonstrating their willingness to protect and defend the
symbols we identify with and hold dear. A constitutional amend-
ment to prevent people from desecrating the American flag is
one case in point. Before I began a careful study of the principles
upon which democracy is founded, I would have voted unhesi-
tatingly for such an amendment, but, after serious study and re-
flection, I have come to see the issue in a completely different
light. I now view the flag as a symbol that is merely a representa-
tion of ideas—ideas which, by the very nature of the Constitu-
tion, each of us is free to interpret on our own. Consider the Con-
federate flag. For many southerners it simply represents their
home, but for others it is clearly a symbol of oppression. In
short, I can’t tell you how you should feel or act in regard to na-
tional symbols; you have the complete right of ownership of
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your own ideas. Even though I am offended by the burning of the
flag, I believe, paradoxically, that it is the freedom to do so which
is the source of a democracy’s greatest strength.

To see what happens when critical thinking is deferred in fa-
vor of a national symbol, one need only review the Nazi propa-
ganda films from World War II, in which thousands of troops
marched about with banners emblazoned with the Nazi swas-
tika—a symbol capable of producing loyalty among Hitler’s fol-
lowers. Imagine what would have happened to anyone who
dared to burn one of Hitler’s symbols. When a country’s leaders
can wave a symbol and get a dependable response—positive or
negative—which serves as a substitute for thinking, I would ar-
gue that its citizens have been reduced to simple-mindedness. I
don’t mean to imply we shouldn’t feel a strong sense of loyalty or
a sense of pride when the American flag passes by, but its pres-
ence should never produce an emotional response that blinds us
to the ideals and principles for which it stands. Otherwise we are
again reduced to a posture where behaving is substituted for
learning and thinking.

The propagandist becomes the matador, secure in the knowl-
edge that, if needed, flag-waving will produce rage and the
masses will charge on cue. Loyalty, emotion, song, and symbol
can coalesce into one convention of all-encompassing reality, so
strongly felt it is almost indestructible—a hold so binding that it
is not diminished but reinforced by the spilling of blood. When
legislators call for punishment for those who burn the flag, in es-
sence they are calling for obedience without discussion. The
strength of the U.S. Constitution is born of the principle in the
First Amendment which affirms that ideas are a higher value
than social convention. Thus, freedom of thought makes each of
us the owner of our ideas; no one can force us to hold someone
else’s views at a higher value than our own.

Symbols, rites, and rituals provide psychological structure for
cultures to build on. Psychologist Carl Jung held that symbols
mirror our unconscious and are profoundly important to our
mental health. Certainly, ritual understood honors tradition, but
ritual reduced to behavioral response honors no one. If it predis-
poses people to blind obedience, ritual becomes deadly. Caring
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about symbols is not nearly as important as seeing through
them. Earlier periods of civilization (e.g., the Middle Ages) dur-
ing which symbols were held in the greatest esteem, in fact, were
some of the most repressive times in our history.

Educator Neil Postman laments “the great symbol drain,” as
our national symbols lose their power to provide meaning.!? To
me, however, the symbols are at least partly to blame for our cur-
rent state of incoherence because they substitute for substance.
We are awash in and are consumers of a never-ending barrage of
symbols which move us further and further into abstraction,
disembodying us from our own physical awareness. Symbols
and icons repress reflection. We need to equilibrate thoughtful
action with the emotion-laden. Reflection stimulates participa-
tion, which gives ownership to meaning instead of simply call-
ing for acts of obedience. Compare a “search for meaning” with
“living a meaningful life.” Both require the authority of one’s cul-
ture, but the latter requires participation. Without participa-
tion, tangible meaning is never realized. Indeed, postmodern-
ism is itself an oppressive, forceful collision of symbols, images,
and icons in an electronic blip culture with an unbelievable
amount of trivia and silliness thrown in.

Money is one of our most venerated symbols. Money itself is
not real, but our faith in it is. The designer labels and status sym-
bols that delineate the path toward kingship of the mountain
have no value except the value we assign them. If we regard our-
selves as less than successful because these representations of
value are not within our reach, it is because we have deemed it
so. The effects of symbols on our thinking emerge when we per-
ceive the workings of the economy. For example, today we talk
about spending or consuming our way out of recessions, even
though we are already dominated by our material goods. There
is something diabolical and disingenuous about arguing that the
government spends too much while at the same time promoting
a cultural imperative that individuals should spend their way
out of a recession. What would be the result if, instead, we made
a more personal investment in our economy by substantially
adding to our knowledge through our own learning? Genuine
knowledge can save individuals a fortune from the services of
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doctors, lawyers, and a multitude of technicians. Knowledge of
self-worth can enable individuals to resist the need for hundreds
of seductive, but utterly useless products. Through such learn-
ing we can increase the quality of our public and private
decisions.

The economy is, in large part, an act of faith. When faith is
lost, our symbols of wealth lose their meaning; the economy col-
lapses, and the money vanishes. Where does it go? And why is it
so hard to get back? Social economies require faith in their sys-
tems to exist, but when they depend too much on faith and sub-
stitute faith for knowledge (by letting money do the thinking), a
state of dependence grows exponentially. It is easy to lose faith in
your economy, but you do not lose knowledge unless you simply
fail to add to it.

When nourished, the desire to know is more powerful than be-
lief. When we bring genuine interest to any subject, we are capa-
ble of finding meaning without cue cards. Culture then becomes
a guide and not a palace guard; we provide our own symbols of
meaning whenever and wherever they are needed. The symbols
waved before us by advertisers and politicians are intended to
move us toward extrinsic ends which seldom have our own in-
terests at heart. The symbols which we co-create through mean-
ingful experience with family and friends provide us with intrin-
sic meaning to be used for our own ends.

Quuality of Life through Self-Restraint

Quality of life in a democracy depends directly upon the qual-
ity of that democracy’s decisions, which depends, in turn, upon
the quality of education of its citizens. A close look at American
history reveals a continual struggle, both religious and secular,
which champions the importance of “simple living and high
thinking” as opposed to unrestrained material success.!® This
contention amounts to a battle of principle versus technique be-
cause, even though we desire that money represent a universal
standard for making decisions, it falls short. Thus, if technique
is treated as superior to principle, it means that appetite is more
important than intellect. Simply stated, it means that lizards
rule.
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The Puritan ethic and its idea of virtue came to be regarded as
repressive, not because abstinence and self-restraint were
wrong, but because the precepts were not arrived at by delibera-
tive individuals. The motivation for virtuous behavior became a
pose because its external thrust took on the characteristics of a
possession. These attributes became a way of having instead of a
way of being for its own sake. Victorianism turned artificial
when having became more important than being. For most peo-
ple the rules of behavior were formulas prescribed by authority.
Thus, today, it is ironic to see intrinsically self-educated indi-
viduals arrive en masse at the conclusion that simple living and
high thinking are the pinnacle of human existence (as the Puri-
tans and Pirsig’s model would bear out), while the poor and un-
educated, who are forced into simple living without the craving
for high thinking, view themselves as prisoners of circumstance.
Until they cross the fence, they will always think the grass on the
other side is greener. But when the impetus of an individual’s
posture changes from authority to inquiry, repressiveness is re-
placed with enthusiasm, and obedience gives way to
understanding.

I grew up with scorn for the notion of self-denial (witness the
uptight '50s), failing to understand the nature of control it af-
fords. I have always believed that Karl Marx’s theory of eco-
nomic value is an error of epic proportions, but surely it is also
an error to design a system for geometric progression of massive
consumption, dependent on an ever-increasing bubble of debt
and based upon our environment’s destruction. At the very heart
of capitalism lies a malignancy most of us take for granted as the
bed-rock of economic reality: the idea that economic principle
produces interest. This notion suggests that value produces
value, as a perpetual motion machine produces energy—an as-
sessment of value that denies entropy.

We laugh at the inventor who proposes to produce something
from nothing, but we swear at the banker who fails to pay us “in-
terest.” Qur economic system of interest is inexorably bound to
denial that our growing population is a problem. Indeed, buried
in the psychology of interest lie the reasons we are eating away at
the principle of our planet. The notion that principle automati-
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cally bears interest has not only created the exponential growth
of a privileged class, which lives off an increasingly larger share
of a pie it does not help create, but it also is the greatest worldly
manifestation of getting something for nothing. Thus, we hu-
mans reproduce without regard to the consequences. Doctors
and nurses minister care, farmers grow food, mechanics make
repairs, teachers teach, carpenters build, janitors clean, cooks
cook, engineers design, laborors toil, painters paint, and sales
people sell, but money grows without doing any of these things.
It's an emperor without clothes enigma, the missing piece in the
puzzle of equality. We don'’t call the rich man lazy who sits on his
capital and earns interest. Why not? Isn’t a working poor person
more industrious that an idle rich one? If not, why not?

Abraham Lincoln observed that “labor is prior to, and inde-
pendent of capital. Capital is only the fruit of labor, and could
never have existed if labor had not first existed. Labor is the su-
perior of capital, and deserves much the higher considera-
tion.”'* But we give labor little consideration at all when com-
pared with monied interests. The interest-bearing capacity of
capital is the residue of the power of monarchs, feudal lords, and
slave masters couched in more a more egalitarian arrangement:
anyone who accumulates enough money can have such power.
Why do we allow an advantage to remain an advantage with no
other added value other than the fact that it is an advantage? A
stack of wood doesn’t grow lumber, why should a heap of money
do so? Answering these questions depends, in part, on under-
standing how we have been conditioned to perceive value.

Suppose the thirty pieces of silver (worth about two ounces of
gold) Judas received for the betrayal of Jesus had been placed in
a perpetually stable bank for the past two thousand years at five
percent compounded interest. If this deposit were to be divided
among all of the people on earth today, how much would each
person receive? One hundred dollars? One thousand? Ten thou-
sand? More? The answer, based upon the round number of five
billion citizens is, that each would receive 160,000 earth-masses
of solid gold.!® Seeing this issue clearly requires learning to dif-
ferentiate between wants versus genuine needs.
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Capitalism without interest loses its “-ism,” but it demands
principle defined as awareness and demonstrated as responsi-
bility. Capitalism without interest pulls the big rocks out from
under a king-of-the-mountain economy. If one’s capital does not
earn interest, then one’s actions are required to stand for what
one’s capital once did. That is what responsibility is about.

Self-restraint is the throttle of self-control. The wisdom and
virtue of self-denial and self-restraint, and all the freedom and
control they represent, are fully demonstrable in the ability to
truly understand one’s own needs, to be oblivious to “manufac-
tured needs,” and to put off the purchase of nonessential mate-
rial goods until one has the money to pay for them or, better still,
to forgo their acquisition altogether. As affection for ideas in-
creases, the value of material goods diminishes. Equity at the
bottom of the mountain restrains the power of those at the top.
Those whom we celebrate as having been the greatest prophets
are the ones who managed their own needs so well that the
power it afforded them was startling. By economic standards we
Americans lead rich lives, but we cannot with any confidence ar-
gue that we lead the most meaningful lives. Chasing fleeting ma-
terial rewards, measuring our success by over-consumption may
at some time in a future history qualify us as having been some
of the biggest fools the world has ever known. Travelers from
space, on an archaeological dig far in the future, may someday
regard the humans of earth as having had the crazy notion that
value held in place by faith could increase everlastingly while at
the same time growing numbers of their kind were alienated
from any such value. Perhaps, they would be even more puzzled
at how the idea of conservatism could become associated with
an ideology as change-driven as capitalism.

If we could change from a culture of acquisitiveness to one of
inquisitiveness, we would realize that even those who view
themselves as being poor by the old standards have great wealth
of a different sort. Socrates was not much better off than a street
person, but he was rich in quality of experience. Look at it this
way: the idea that one is poor is itself partially the result of a lack
of ideas.
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The Los Angeles riots set off by the not-guilty verdict for the
police officers accused of beating Rodney King in 1992 showed
us the frightening power of an angry mob. Imagine the impact if
the poor from America’s slums and ghettos suddenly took to the
streets, crying out in search of knowledge and wisdom. For those
who hold the reins of power, it would be one of the most psycho-
logically and politically threatening events that has ever oc-
curred. Steven Goldberg writes, “The most lovable thing about
truth is that it is true. But a close second is that it is subversive;
no authority system, and certainly no political administration,
loves truth for its own sake, because truth by its nature fails to
ratify the values that give an authority system power.”!'® H. L.
Mencken makes the point specific to education:

Education in the true sense—education directed toward
awakening a capacity to differentiate between fact and ap-
pearance—is and always will be a more or less furtive and il-
licit thing, for its chief purpose is the controversion and de-
struction of the very ideas that the majority of men—and
particularly the majority of official and powerful men—re-
gard as incontrovertibly true. To the extent that I am genu-
inely educated, I am suspicious of all the things the average
citizen believes and the average pedagogue teaches. Pro-
gress consists precisely in attacking and disposing of these
ordinary beliefs. It is thus opposed to education, as the thing
is usually understood, and so there should be no surprise in
the fact that the generality of pedagogues, like the generality
of politicians and super politicians, are bitter enemies to all
new ideas.!”

Similar reasoning reveals that the use of drugs threatens our
society, not so much because of the crime, violence, and deaths
that accompany it, but more because drug users openly and bla-
tantly reject or cannot cope with our commonly held views of re-
ality.!® Drug users and homosexuals defy traditional authority
because they defy the reality of people who are uncomfortable
with the idea that there might be more than one version of real-
ity.!® We can stop the drug war tomorrow by legalizing drugs
(but not marketing them), thus saving billions of dollars and an
enormous human toll of suffering exacted by both victims and
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criminals. The reason we don’t has much more to do with our
view of social reality than it does with saving lives. In her book
Fear of Falling, Barbara Ehrenreich says:

The indiscriminate hysteria over drugs reflects that old
anxiety at the heart of the middle class: the fear of falling, of
losing control, of growing soft. “Drugs,” as an undifferenti-
ated category, symbolize the larger and thoroughly legal
consumer culture, with its addictive appeal and harsh con-
sequences for those who cannot keep up or default on their
debts. It has become a cliche to say that this is an “addictive
society,” but the addiction most of us have most to fearis not
promoted by a street-corner dealer. The entire market, the
expanding spectacle of consumer possibilities, has us in its
grip, and because that is too large and nameless, we turn our
outrage toward something that is both less powerful and
more concrete.?’ [Italics mine.]

The fear is that our view of reality may further hemorrhage.
The powerful might lose some of their authority, and we might
have to face our worst fears, which would involve raising the veil
of postmodern reality and seeing ourselves as we are. Milton
Friedman writes, “The case for prohibiting drugs is exactly as
strong and as weak as the case for prohibiting people from over-
eating. We all know that overeating causes more deaths than
drugs do.”?! Why the fuss then? Thomas S. Szasz, quoted earlier
as saying independenceis the only political sin, provides a Liber-
tarian answer:

Why is self-control, autonomy, such a threat to authority?
Because the person who controls himself, who is his own
master, has no need for an authority to be his master. This,
then, renders authority unemployed. What is he to do if he
cannot control others? To be sure, he could mind his own
business. But this is a fatuous answer, for those who are sat-
isfied to mind their own business do not aspire to become
authorities. In short, authority needs subjects, persons not
in command of themselves—just as parents need children
and physicians need patients.??

What better example of placing social convention on a higher
level than the intellectual plane of living? It has taken many
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years for me to reach this conclusion about drugs, and I write as
a former police officer. I have never in my life used illicit drugs,
but I have jailed many people who did, so it is with a great deal of
careful reflection that I now construe American drug policy as
being far more destructive than the drugs themselves.

If we are ever to resolve this issue, the idea of individual re-
sponsibility must prevail over those whose positions in life de-
pend upon their capacity to moralize. It is fortunate that as hu-
man beings we are hard-wired to reap more from ideas than
from consumer goods. Not only would it be easier to adopt a
lower impact on the tangible environment through the elevation
of intangible ideas, it would also be an intrinsically enjoyable
thing to do.

Intellect Is Higher Than Culture

It is conditionally true that we satisfy our base needs before
we reach the level from which we are able to make the most of
our personal contributions to our culture. Yes, a few acorns al-
ways seem to fall from the oak and find the right depth, just as
those whom we celebrate for making a genuine contribution to
our society (not the celebrities, but the real heroes who give us
Dynamic Quality) also find the right conditions for their own de-
velopment. The greatest gift a culture can bestow, however, is to
prepare all its members to access and assimilate knowledge. Ba-
sic human needs must be satisfied as an elemental feature of as-
sociation, but if a culture’s need for knowledge is stifled, the cul-
ture itself starves. Culture should be a support, not a straight-
jacket. If basic human needs are unmet, then fundamental hu-
man talents remain undiscovered.

Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, and Charles Dickens were right
to call attention to society’s deplorable conditions of poverty, but
I think their proposed solutions to the problem put emphasis in
the wrong place. What we do not so easily realize is that focusing
on eliminating poverty through the redistribution of wealth (by
doling out just enough money or opportunity to sustain life, as
we have done with the working poor) amounts to little more
than seeing that all acorns reach the ground.?? Contrast this with
purposely planting all the acorns at the right depth and adding
the right amount of water and sunlight.
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For humans this kind of purposeful treatment would be
equivalent to a genuine intrinsic-based education. No more pre-
packaged formulas to indoctrinate students, rank them, and
prepare them for the workplace (sort of an inept form of educa-
tional Darwinism). Instead, a more effective educational ap-
proach would treat each student as an individual (an end) whose
personal development was as important an agenda as could be
found.?* The major objective would be an intrinsic education for
each student as if no other student existed.

We need a system totally dedicated to truth, intent on replac-
ing the empty container philosophy of education with the goal of
enabling students—each working at his or her own pace—to fill
their intellectual cups to capacity. We need a strategy to help stu-
dents discover and develop their own natural talents. Let them
follow their own curiosity as far and wide in any direction as
they are able to go, and damn any bureaucracy that dares to get
in the way. We need to act as if each student is a Plato, and our
task is to produce the environmental equivalent of a Socrates.
All children need to be treated as if they are gifted. Knowledge as
its own reward has been suffocated by a thymotic notion of
measuring achievement. Students seek not knowledge, but so-
cietal approval through good grades. Success in school takes
precedence over learning itself. Remove the negative judgment
that binds a student’s “observable measurable progress” to feel-
ings of self-worth, and the attitude of the student toward educa-
tion will change radically.

In light of the turmoil in the American educational system,
this approach may seem incredibly naive. Nevertheless, the
change from an extrinsic to an intrinsic core curriculum (not a
“feel good” course, but a genuine “Outward Bound” for the
mind) is so radical a change that it would no longer assure social
stratification, an achievement that a national testing system
guarantees. Teaching “to the test” is the embodiment of tech-
nique.?® Teaching for genuine learning is the embodiment of
principle. It’s the way we learn to be animated participants in
our own lives. Benjamin R. Barber may be right when he says,
“Education is unlikely ever to win an ‘open market’ competition
with entertainment because ‘easy’ and ‘hard’ can never compete
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on equal ground, and for those not yet disciplined in the rites of
learning, ‘freedom’ will always mean easy.”?® But once students
of any age reach a genuine level of expertise, their internal moti-
vation assumes mastery. For example, when one masters the art
of reading, reading becomes its own reward.

Another immediate objection to this line of reasoning is, don’t
we really need to educate people with specific skills in mind so
that they can perform specific jobs? My precise point is that in-
trinsically educated individuals would decide to do different
things than we are doing. They would understand the value dif-
ference between jobs and work. In a king-of-the-mountain soci-
ety the real value of community service appears to have little
value in actual practice because it has no economic or hierarchi-
cal value. The kind of education system I have in mind might not
produce specific answers to specific problems, but the process
would produce individuals who would think, hear, and see
through their own senses instead of thinking, hearing, and see-
ing as popular culture dictates.

Public education is supposed to be the vehicle that promotes
equality, but in its present form it does precisely the opposite.
James Fallows said it best, “Whatever damage today’s welfare
system may do to the work ethic, today’s urban public schools do
more grievous harm. Education has a greater importance than
ever; bad schools mean that children not only have no second
chance in life but have no chance at all.”?” Many of our public
schools have shockingly low standards.

Alow-level economic existence sustains biological life, but lit-
tle more: people need ideas even more than they need cash.
Moreover, once we are raised to the intellectual realm, sensible
self-interest should make us intuitively aware of how important
it is to protect the biological patterns of our existence. Focusing
so forcefully on the education of the individual is not antitheti-
cal to community as critics argue. It has the opposite effect: fully
developed individuals offer communities vitality.

Had Marx and Engels, and all who followed with similar inter-
ests, focused more on reform in education, I seriously doubt that
the idea of Communism would ever have existed.?® Marx made
the same mistake that the Libertarians and Objectivists (the phi-
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losophy of Ayn Rand) made later, which was to ignore the impor-
tance of human behavior. To Marx, sociology and economics
were the same phenomenon. He didn’t focus on education. He
expected that economics would solve all social problems (which
is really a claim that social patterns are higher than intellectual
patterns). Marx used Hegel’s dialectical view of history to postu-
late that civilization had begun with primitive (communistic)
tribes and had proceeded through slavery, feudalism, and capi-
talism to inevitably result in a sophisticated form of true Com-
munism. This progression is most easily observed as a continual
transfer of authority from shamans, tribal chiefs, monarchs, re-
ligious leaders, nobility, slave owners, and tyrants to captains of
industry. Now, you could certainly make the case that “American
democracy” has usurped arbitrary authority, but on closer ex-
amination, you would find it does so only marginally.

The lesson here is profound but simple: ideas empower citi-
zens more quickly than do growing economies. People who are
intellectually empowered improve commerce, but they also
know the difference between real work and jobs. They know how
to distinguish wants from needs. And they expect to share power.
Marx argued, “It is not the consciousness of human beings
which determines their being. But on the contrary, their social
being which determines their consciousness.”?’ To some degree
this may be so, but as Pirsig has pointed out, intellectual pat-
terns still drive social patterns (via static-latching), making edu-
cation profoundly more important than Marx and Engels al-
lowed. Two thousand years ago, Epictetus warned that “we
should...believe the philosophers, who say that the educated
only are free.” He would know—he was a slave who later became
a teacher.?®

Morality and the Human Family

Perhaps, if it were not for our experience with traditional edu-
cation’s focus on weakness, we would more readily value the
strengths of others. The way we become whole, Jung suggested,
is through expanded awareness. We become whole human be-
ings through understanding that, even though each of us is dif-
ferent in terms of our temperament, personality, and talents, we



258 Beyond the American Dream

all contain the potential for wholeness through better appreciat-
ing the strengths of others in areas where we fall short. By
sounding all human attributes as a common chord, all people
can be acknowledged as having value.

We are but small beings on a ball of organic matter accelerat-
ing through space at an unimaginable speed. There is precious
little time to hate and kill our fellow human beings over matters
that will seem trivial to those who follow us. What would Confu-
cius, Lao Tzu, Muhammed, Jesus, or the Buddha have said
about giving priority to GNP over poverty, or to starvation over
the state of the global environment? What the prophets shared
in common (at least as they are celebrated) was that they cut
through culture to the bone of existence; they defined the other
side of the mountain. This is what we all must do to gain a genu-
ine sense of our interconnectedess with life on this planet. The
Quaker idea that the family of human beings should be thought
of as the children of one father may be the only way to reconcile
the human race with a sustainable future. Were it not for the eth-
nocentric buffering effects of our respective cultures, we would
know this intuitively.

We cannot find our meaningful place on the other side of our
metaphorical mountain, nor can we build newer, higher ranges
of cultural mountains, without the illumination of exploration.
If the nature of the universe is hierarchical ontologically, as
theologians suggest, or metaphysically, as Pirsig suggests, if
both or either are true, then we each share the attributes of a hi-
erarchical mountain range of knowledge and experience within
ourselves. In a metaphorical sense, “the Kingdom of God is
within us.” And if this is so, perhaps we should spell Conscience
with a capital C. Conscience is, after all, the essence of the inner-
self and the social-self. Moreover, we must act as if this is true,
even if—and especially if—cognitive scientists are right who
claim that consciousness is only a useful illusion or hallucina-
tion.3!

German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1984) used the
term Dasein to capture attentiveness at the highest level of Con-
science. Heidegger was attempting to cut to the quick of the
question of Being. Dasein is the ultimate expression of being—a
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level of awareness in which one utilizes one’s senses to be and to
see without regard for custom or tradition. Dasein represents
the cosmic core of existence, the precise juncture of being where
the concept of wholeness and interconnectedness becomes
manifest. Dasein represents being as a verb.3? It literally means
being there. Western culture overshadows this level of existence.
To Heidegger, Dasein is an avenue of understanding and social
awareness. Dasein is an element of conscience. He explains it
this way in Being and Time:

In understanding as an existential, the thing we are to do is
not a what, but being as existing. The mode of being of
Dasein as a potentiality of being lies existentially in under-
standing. Dasein is not something objectively present which
then has as an addition the ability to do something, but is
rather primarily being-possible. Dasein is always what it
can be and how it is its possibility. The essential possibility
of Dasein concerns the ways of taking care of the ‘world’...of
concern for others and, always already present in all of this,
the potentiality of being itself, for its own sake. ** [Italics
mine.]

The concept of understanding as an existential is a slippery
one. It’'s another way of saying that understanding is so deeply
rooted in the essence of human beings that it amounts to a boot-
strap dynamic at the core of human existence. Simply put: the
hole in a doughnut amounts to nothing, but without it the
doughnut ceases to exist. Understanding is to humanity as a hole
is to a doughnut, although the gist of the connection is bound to-
gether at a level below everyday consciousness. Consciousness,
probed in depth, gives rise to Conscience, a genuine concern for
others. Thus, understanding becomes the marrow of embodi-
ment, the biological-sociological-intellectual adhesive which
holds the human race together.

Only in the worst of times do we even acknowledge that a hu-
man conscience derived from emotional intelligence is superior
to human culture (i.e., that the intellectual plane is higher than
the social plane). It often takes something as unlikely as the war
criminal to show us what responsible Conscience is supposed to
look like: that we do in fact hold ourselves accountable for our
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actions regardless of who orders us to act wrongfully for any rea-
son. The core of Conscience is not a repository to store guilt; the
essence of Conscience is to “know,” to crash the cultural barriers
of perception, to see for oneself what must or must not be done,
not because it is good or bad, but because it is or is not the right
thing to do.

Central to such a view of Conscience is the long-waged, weary
battle of Eastern versus Western philosophy in which “being” it-
self is contrasted with “knowing”—the East having placed a
greater value on the former, and the West on the latter. As I see it,
both views are too narrow. The two states are really one: the indi-
vidual cannot be without a sense of knowing. Much of what we
call knowledge is really the residue of culture, and it must be let
go before we can be and know.

To achieve Dasein one must pay the price of understanding.
And paying such a price requires a sense of heightened aware-
ness: a being here. That we have a sense of not actually being in
the present can be revealed in stories about time travel. They
give us a glimpse of times past when we did not fully appreciate
the quality of experience which was available to us. Having a
chance to visit with deceased friends or relatives would demon-
strate this beyond question. What would we say? What would we
do differently, if there were one more chance to visit? How much
time would pass before the perceived quality of the experience
gave way to ordinary memory? How long before memories of
this special visit would be like any other?

Immanuel Kant held us accountable for creating social values
and not simply bowing down before them. The meaning we get
corresponds to the meaning we give, and the same applies to
morals. Kant’s categorical imperative makes this point pre-
cisely: “Act only according to that maxim by which you can at
the same time will that it should become a universal law.”3% In
the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant writes, “Morality is not
properly the doctrine of how we make ourselves happy, but how
we may make ourselves worthy of happiness.” 3* If the moral law
does not exist within, then it does not exist anywhere, because
legislated morality becomes reduced to rules, which are further
reduced to technique.
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Kant’s critics accuse him of reasoning a prescription for moral
behavior, as if there were no need for each and every one of us to
do the same thing to our very best ability. Indeed, whether any of
us believe in Kant’s position or not, the United States of America
is founded upon a premise very similar: that each of us will rea-
son for ourselves.

Kant’s categorical imperative is an abstract guide for moral
behavior. A compass for a moral north, a Platonic Form, it will
not work for paranoid-schizophrenics, homicidal maniacs, or
anyone bent on being immoral, but then, nothing will. A com-
pass is of no use near magnetic north, but works well almost eve-
rywhere else. Similarly Kant's categorical imperative may break
down before a myriad of principled choices, but even then, it is
still a better guide than most people use for making moral judg-
ments, and it habitually points to an ethical north. Expecting a
precise formula for making moral judgments misses the point.
What counts is knowing one needs to exercise judgment in order
to make up for one’s normal human frailties.

So, what I propose is not an imperative or even a rule, but
what should be thought of as a bookmark on the front page of
awareness. Think of it as “Kant’s Moral Reminder,” which goes
something like this:

“Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the
same time will that it should become a universal law with
full knowledge and awareness of the self-deceptive nature of
human beings. Always consider that anyone affected by your
actions may in good faith totally disagree with your notion of
what should become universal law. Think this prescription
anew each and every time circumstances require that you
make judgments about matters of morality.”

In The New Golden Rule, Amitai Etzioni states it this way, “Re-
spect and uphold society’s moral order as you would have soci-
ety respect and uphold your autonomy.”*

Wonder vs. Boredom

When people accept religion solely on the basis of authority,
arrogance substitutes for reflection. Whenever the genuine de-
sire to know is subordinated to authority, it’s as if that authority
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becomes the radius of one’s awareness. Authority has the power
to blind us to the exploration of truth; inquiry becomes subordi-
nate to an enforced sense of limited awareness. Aldous Huxley
once observed:

Truth can be defined in many ways. But if you define it as
understanding (and this is how all the masters of the spiri-
tual life have defined it), then it is clear that “Truth must be
lived and there is nothing to argue about in this teaching;
any arguing is sure to go against the intent of it.”%’

Organized religions have, in the name of God (but really for
the sake of their institutions and those who run them), effec-
tively killed the spirit of genuine wonder associated with learn-
ing—a spirit that could place religion in partnership with sci-
ence. Far too often organized religion becomes a euphemism for
politically orchestrated illusion. Here's Huxley again:

Professional moralists have confidence in the surface will,
believe in punishments and rewards, and are adrenaline ad-
dicts who like nothing better than a good orgy of righteous
indignation. The masters of the spiritual life have little faith
in the surface will or the utility, for their particular pur-
poses, of rewards or punishments, and do not indulge in
righteous indignation. Experience has taught them that the
highest good can never, in the very nature of things, be
achieved by moralizing. “Judge not that ye be not judged” is
their watchword and total awareness is their method.3®

Social convention restricts our awareness. Natural wonder is
subordinate to approved interests, and thus we become jaded.
Our curiosity and sense of wonder are restrained; at an early age
we lose our ability to see the miraculous in the common. Qur
culture bids that we get busy at tasks which may begin to seem
superficial and unimportant as we near life’s end. Thus we fail to
understand that the unfolding of the inner world is discovered
through an expanded awareness of the outer world. That's how
we gain perspective. In his essay Nature, Emerson wrote:

If the stars should appear one night in a thousand years,
how would men believe and adore; and preserve for many
generations the remembrance of the city of God which had



Rising to the Role of Citizen 263

been shown! But every night come out these envoys of
beauty, and light the universe with their admonishing
smile.*®

It is truly unfortunate that so many of us have become insu-
lated from this admonishing smile. If science and religion were
partners they would tell us that we are stellar beings: made of the
same primordial carbon soup that we see in every evening sky.
Indeed, were it not for centuries of superstition and contempt
for human inquiry, we might be traveling freely among the stars
today.

When faith is “an unreserved opening of the mind,” as Alan
Watts suggested, then matters of profound human importance
can be called both religious and scientific because both are sub-
ordinate to the truth, regardless of where it is found.*® When we,
as ordinary people, begin to live our lives with such regard for
truth, all of the cultural and hierarchical models in this text are
turned upside down. Instead of moving upward through an
ever-increasing bottleneck of socially approved dogma, we move
from knowledge our culture can build on to healthy understand-
ing of what it means to be a living human being. How dull life
would be without some kind of adversity or challenge, and yet
how easily we seem to give up and complain that life has treated
us unfairly. Why do so many people go through life as if every act
ofliving is drudgery? Why are there so many people who seem to
have little to live for but who remain cheerful? Why isn’t rising to
do the work of a human being a sufficient calling?

In fairy tales, when a magic wand turns a piece of wood or a
rock into a human, the new creature finds the opportunity for
exploration completely wondrous. The whole world is a celebra-
tion of interest and awe. “Can anyone deny—unless they resort
to some very special pleading—that human mental life seems to
be simply too good to be true?”4! “The pleasure of life is accord-
ing to the man that lives it...Life is an ecstasy.” 4> And yet, all too
many of us sleepwalk through life. In the movie Joe versus the
Volcano, actress Meg Ryan makes this point vividly when she ex-
plains, “My father says that almost the whole world is asleep.
Everybody you know, everybody you see, everybody you talk to.
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He says that only a few people are awake and they live in a state
of constant, total amazement.”
Similarly, in Walden Pond, Henry David Thoreau wrote:

The millions are awake enough for physical labor; but only one
in a million is awake enough for effective intellectual exertion,
only one in a hundred millions to a poetic or divine life. To be
awake is to be alive. I have never yet met a man who was quite
awake. How could I have Looked him in the face?

We must learn to rewaken and keep ourselves awake, not by
mechanical aids, but by an infinite expectation of the dawn,
which does not forsake us in our soundest sleep. I know of no
more encouraging fact than the unquestionable ability of man
to elevate his life by a conscious endeavor.*3

We are not truly awake if we can’t see through, above, and be-
yond our culture. For example, when we say something like, “To-
day doesn’t seem like Sunday,” what we're really saying is that
our experience seems out of ritual order. But, you see, that’s the
whole problem—you can'’t truly experience until the concept of
social orderitself is bridged. No two Sundays are ever truly alike.
Ever.

In the spring of 1992, scientists working on the Cosmic Back-
ground Exploration project (COBE) discovered cosmic clouds
which may come close to being the very signature of creation. It
may be one of the most significant cosmological discoveries of
the century. University of California astrophysicist George
Smoot, the project leader, said it was like seeing “the face of
God.”** Why, then, are so few of us amazed? Why is there so little
excitement about the mysteries continuously revealed and ex-
amined by the Hubble telescope? How can we probe deep space,
observing a universe earlier humans could not even imagine,
and still be plagued with boredom in our schools? What is to be-
come of a society whose time for reflection is overwhelmed by
reruns?

Social convention increasingly smothers the spirit of wonder,
but science and religion both should add to the human spirit of
wonder. Science tells us how, and, even if religious inquiry can-
not tell us why, we can still frame our questions to focus on what
is really important in a religious sense. The scientific and relig-
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ious nature of human beings should be wed in an eternal bliss of
how’s and why’s.

Both money and religion can insulate us from reality; both
can become excuses for not thinking. As Jacob Needleman ex-
plains, in his book Money and the Meaning of Life, “Authentic hu-
man existence requires the co-presence of two worlds, the inner
and the outer. To exist in one alone is not to exist at all.” Meaning,
he says, is what we find in the middle where these two opposing
forces meet.*

When we look again at our king-of-the-mountain economic
model, Needleman seems correct when he claims, “Avarice is the
process of being devoured by material needs and desires, and an
individual can be just as avaricious about ‘salvation’” as about
wealth or money.”#¢ If we really think this problem through, bal-
ancing the inner and outer forces is the triumph. To turn our
backs on either force is a recipe for the diminishment of experi-
ence or responsibility. Needleman argues that “money is intrin-
sically a contradiction because man is intrinsically a contradic-
tion.”*” He suggests we escape the thrall of money, not by turn-
ing our backs to it, but by taking it even more seriously that we
do now, studying ourselves and our relationship with money un-
til “the very act of self-study becomes as vivid and intense as the
desires and fears we study.”*® He says that, when we do this, we
will experience the “unbelievable contradiction” within our-
selves through our conscience:

When a man discovers something for himself, he truly un-
derstands it. Nothing can take it away from him. It means
that he has discovered a part of himself—or, rather, he has
been, as it were, “discovered” by a part of himself! And this
was the whole entire meaning of the money question in
modern life. Money enters so deeply into our personality
and into our psychophysical organism that the personal ex-
ploration of money is necessary for the discovery of oneself,
the discovery of those hidden parts of human nature that
hold prisoner energies that need to be in relationship to our
consciousness.*’

People who have internalized economics as the standard of all
standards view themselves as being very practical. They often
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claim to live in the real world, but it is real for them precisely be-
cause they have manufactured it. At times money has a great
deal to do with value, and at other times it has nothing whatso-
ever to do with value. In a very real sense a liberal education is
the process through which one learns definitively what money
will and will not buy. It is the duty of adults to decide what role
economics ought to play in the inner and outer realm of the real
world, and it is a challenge and provocation to adults that, tan-
gled up in this struggle, is the enigma of technique and principle.
A liberal education may seem to be a paltry compensation in
comparison with the acquisition of material riches, but the
greatest power an individual can obtain is the power to define
quality and success in one’s own terms. A liberal education is no
small ambition.

Early on the path of my own self-education I found my sense
of reality was simply overwhelmed with conflicting informa-
tion. The ability to process these conflicts came gradually and
spontaneously. Once the walls of perceptual reality began to
crumble, there was a domino effect, followed by a hesitancy, a
not wanting to rebuild what might quickly be torn down, unable
to stand up to further inquiry. This was followed once again by a
period when I looked forward to challenging my newly con-
structed beliefs. Thus, through exploration, I developed a sense
of security in the knowledge that the world does not end when
one’s sense of reality is shattered. On the contrary, this feeling of
confidence gets better. The thrill of understanding replaces the
fear of the unknown. Sadly, this stimulation and sense of enjoy-
ment remain distant and unknown to those who cannot break
the painful barrier of uncertainty.

Throughout my life, I believe I have met at least as many peo-
ple who were suffering from boredom as were genuinely inter-
ested in what they were doing. Boredom is a sort of metaphysical
time-out. In an essay titled “Studies in Pessimism,” Arthur
Schopenhauer wrote:

No little part of the torment of existence lies in this, that
Time is continually pressing upon us, never letting us take
breath, but always coming after us, like a taskmaster with a
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whip. If at any moment Time stays his hand, it is only when
we are delivered over to the misery of boredom.>°

Countless times I've heard the familiar refrain, “I just don’t
know what to do with myself when I'm not working,” only to find
out that the person who said it, actually performs boring work.
Boredom is something you don't cure by distraction, you either
deal with it head-on, or live with it. It’s that simple and that pro-
found.

Iremember boredom. I know what it’s like to live without the
thrill of understanding. I remember what it was like to live on
borrowed opinion, to mistrust people of different cultures for
reasons that were accepted as common sense but in reality were
bathed deeply in ignorance and arrogance. And I remember
what it was like to have so internalized the economic ethos of
capitalism that I thought every human problem had an eco-
nomic answer. Little more than a decade ago I would have been
one of Rush Limbaugh’s “ditto heads,” letting popular opinion
substitute for my own thinking.’! Today my views are decidedly
different. I believe it is of critical importance to understand how
the worldview one holds can change through the process of one’s
own inquiry.

Temporary amusements won't lead us to the source of our dis-
content. But boredom itself may be the very place to begin to de-
velop self-knowledge, to find out how our large brain has be-
come muted and stupefied, even as science tells us that the brain
is capable of rewarding itself with opiates so powerful that exter-
nal possession of them would lead to arrest.>? It seems to me the
greatest open secret in the history of education has to be that we
can solve the problems of humankind (including the drug prob-
lem) by triggering the natural drugs we carry in our own bodies
and produce naturally with the right stimulation. You have only
to experience the thrill of understanding to know how powerful
they are.

Eternal Return: Wanting To Be the Person You Are

There is an ancient idea that provides a profound lesson for
living a purposeful life today. Nietzsche, who may deserve being
called the “Van Gogh of thought,” was thunderstruck with the
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Stoic idea of Eternal Reoccurrence (the idea that everything that
happens will reoccur for eternity exactly as it happened the first
time).>* As bizarre as it sounds today, Nietzsche thought eternal
reoccurrence was the most scientific idea (in a metaphoric
sense) ever conceived. (But surely it is no more bizarre than the
notion that only a select few humans will be resurrected from
the dead because of a shared idea, then biologically reassemble
and live forever in a Disneyland-like eternity.) Nietzsche asks
each of us this question:

How, if some day or night a demon were to sneak after you
into your loneliest loneliness and say to you, This life as you
now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once more
and innumerable times more; and there will be nothing new
init, but every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh
and everything immeasurably small or great in your life
must return to you—all in the same succession and se-
quence—even this spider and this moonlight between the
trees, and even this moment and I myself. The eternal hour-
glass of existence is turned over and over, and you with it, a
dust grain of dust. Would you not throw yourself down and
gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? Or
did you once experience a tremendous moment when you
would have answered him, You are a god, and never have I
heard anything more godly.>*

No better example exists to show what is meant by rising to
the occasion of one’s culture through the creation of a better cul-
ture by going beyond the American Dream: creating a life wor-
thy of emulation, a life with enough meaning so that one would
want to live that life over again for all of eternity.

In the movie Groundhog Day, actor Bill Murray plays the part
of a sullen, mediocre weatherman locked into Nietzsche’s pre-
dicament by having to live Groundhog Day over and over again,
except that he has the power to change the details of each day. At
first he uses his freedom to indulge his every whim; then he re-
sorts to technique using manipulation to get what he wants. Fi-
nally, out of a sense of boredom, which evolves into a growing
spirit of wisdom, he begins to act upon principle and creates a
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life that is genuinely worthy of living over again. In short, he be-
gins to act as if good were a noun.

Life’s greatest tragedy, to paraphrase George Bernard Shaw, is
to live your life for the selfish reasons of others which you deter-
mine ultimately to be base. 3> Each of us has a record of eternal
return inside our heads. We call it memory. And a better life
through the principle of active awareness leads us to better
memories. Principle and Dasein are related. Authenticity
amounts to a lucid awareness of one’s predicament and the abil-
ity to see beyond the forces that influence your everyday behav-
ior. There may be may be no.greater measure of meaning in a re-
ligious sense, than to completely desire to be the person you al-
ready are.>® This is only possible when you know and understand
who that person is.



Chapter Nine

Self-Reliance in a
Postmodern World

We think our civilization near its meridian, but we are yet only at
the cock-crowing and the morning star. In our barbarous society
the influence of character is in its infancy.!

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

Thoreau’s words, “Dreams are the touchstones of our charac-
ter,” bring us to a fresh appreciation of the notion of responsibil-
ity. Thoreau’s mentor, Ralph Waldo Emerson, authored the fa-
mous nineteenth-century essay Self-Reliance, which for many
people became the nucleus of the sentiment of self-reliance in
his day and in ours. (For a reality check, however, Nel Noddings
of Stanford University has pointed out that when Emerson
wrote Self-Reliance, he was, in fact, waited on hand and foot by
his wife.) Emerson’s philosophy lies at the very heart of Ameri-
can individualism, but the self-evident connection has been lost.
He would never have settled for what in these times we call the
American Dream.

Today individualism is increasingly associated with antiso-
cial conduct—an all-out getting ahead at the expense of others.
Sociologist Charles Derber characterizes this behavior as wild-
ing. “Wilding is individualism run amok.”? Indeed, wilding is a
virulent strain of bottom-level mountain fever, a disease among
those who don’t seem to matter unless they can prove otherwise
through sheer terror. But wilding and mountain fever are not ex-
amples of Emersonian individualism.? At the core of Emerson’s
concept of self-reliance is the notion that learning and the culti-
vation of one’s intellect are crucial for achieving a responsible
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level of citizenship, where each of us is accountable for the de-
velopment and use of our own conscience. To Emerson, indi-
vidualism was expanded awareness, and a way of standing up to
authority through his own willingness to accept responsibility
for himself and the society he lived in. He argued against injus-
tice all of his life and he spoke out about the disgrace of slavery
long before it was a popular thing to do. Representing the best
thinking of the Victorian era, Emerson’s ideas about self-
reliance embodied the principle of compassion as understand-
ing, as a form of expanded awareness, achievable through the
willingness to embrace a life of learning. His definition of com-
passion included responsibility.

Most all of the improved living conditions which earlier gen-
erations of America dreamed about have come into being. Yet
America’s inner cities foster a savagery which makes the early
Western frontier seem tame by comparison. (Indeed, media in-
creasingly use words such as “feral” to refer, not to animals, but
to inner-city adolescents; juvenile authorities speak of a new
breed of young males whom they describe as “super preda-
tors.”)* Today women and minorities can vote and hold public
office, and yet voter turn-out is embarrassingly low. Black men
are no longer lynched by white mobs, yet their chances of being
murdered at the hands of other black men are unbelievably high.
Black children are no longer thought to be returns on invest-
ment, but are thought by many to be an overly indulged expense,
some say the greatest single problem America faces. And, where
it was once a crime to live by oneself, millions of Americans now
live alone and die in obscurity.

Americans spend $5 billion a year on pizza, and ten to twenty
times that for beer to wash it down, $30 billion a year to lose
weight, $700 billion in tax compliance, and $350 billion adver-
tising products that most would be better off without. Twenty
percent of the food we produce in America is wasted or thrown
away. This should come as no surprise, though, since conspicu-
ous consumption is how we measure our success. It’s not enough
that we consume; our waste must be obvious and wanton. Not
surprising, too, is the fact that child abuse is the leading cause of
death for children under the age of four, and that domestic vio-
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lence is the leading cause of injury for women. Nor should it
amaze us that, in an effort to display worthiness in a society
which judges worth by one’s material possessions, Americans
have incurred more than one trillion dollars in personal debt.
None of this resembles Emersonian individualism.

Emerson believed that positive change depended upon indi-
viduals, not institutions, and that personal responsibility is the
cornerstone of character. Victorians readily welcomed this
ethos. Conservatives are right to lament the best of this bygone
legacy. The Victorians may have been guilty of living a pose, as is
true in any culture including ours, but substance lay beneath
their fagade. Their sense of responsibility was not a pose—it was
heartfelt and it went deep enough to include a general concern
for posterity. The way they lived their lives has much to teach us
about the sentiment of responsibility.

My grandfather was a Victorian. Born in 1889, he reached the
age of 21 just as the era ended. But he would exemplify Victorian
values until his death in 1981, at the age of 92. He was strait-
laced, as they used to say, honest to a fault. He took pride in eve-
rything he did, from drilling oil wells to building his grandson a
wooden sled. His core philosophy of life was inexorably bound
to his sense of personal responsibility. He had clear ideas about
right and wrong. He paid his bills on time and in person. He
never bought anything on credit until he was over 80, and only
then at his children’s insistence so as to establish credit—some-
thing he thought he didn’t need, and in fact he didn't. His genera-
tion of Americans made their share of mistakes, but they were as
solid a group of citizens as have ever lived in this country.

My grandfather’s service in World War I was to him a badge of
honor, so much so that he insisted upon medical treatment in
veterans hospitals. The most anger and embarrassment that I
have ever felt as an American was when I accompanied him on a
trip to a V.A. hospital. After sitting in a waiting room for several
hours with a group of very old veterans, I discovered that the sole
reason these men were kept waiting was a clerk, on the phone
with personal matters, who had not taken the time to rubber-
stamp their medical forms. It appears to me in retrospect that if
this clerk and the rest of the inattentive hospital staff had been
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cognizant of the history of these old men’s contribution during
the war, and had they been in better touch with their own emo-
tions, they would have utilized Adam Smith’s brand of sympathy
as a principle concern in performing their jobs. Would a Victo-
rian hospital clerk near the turn of the last century have let old
Civil War veterans sit for hours while attending to personal busi-
ness? In the rarest of circumstances, possibly, but I don't think
sO.

We're still capable of sharing Adam Smith’s concern when it
comes to a sick child in the media spotlight needing a transplant.
And Peter Drucker’s Third Sector is clear evidence that we still
maintainan interest-bearing concern for others. What we lack is
the thinking necessary to bridge our social patterns with our in-
tellectual efforts—to put the full weight of our concern into our
own communities and the world at large. During World War I,
Mary Parker Follett saw very clearly an emerging global reality
in which emotional intelligence would become the responsibil-
ity both of nations and of individuals:

Sympathy is a whole feeling; it is a recognition of one-
ness....Sympathy is not pity, it is not benevolence, it is one of
the goals of the future, it cannot be actualized until we can
think and feel together. At present we confuse it with altru-
ism...but sympathy is always a group product...Kant’s cate-
gorical imperative is empty; it is only a blank check. But
through the life of the group we learn the content of the uni-
versal law.”

My characterization of sympathy is not a plea for bleeding-
heart activism any more than Follett’s is an endorsement of so-
cialism. It’s simply a call for an emotionally intelligent, well-
reasoned acknowledgment that all human beings have the right
to a level of equity which supports their very existence. This
doesn’t sound like much, but it’s light-years away from the real-
ity of our ethnocentric world. There is a great difference be-
tween granting others the right to exist and deciding what’s best
for others for their own good. Moreover, granting others the
right to exist, by acknowledging their need to take appropriate
measures to ensure their own survival, is an enormous step in
leveling the field among factions because it makes everyone a le-
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gitimate player. When we can relate to others at a level of com-
mon experience, sympathy creates the dynamic which gives rise
to community and provides meaning to the concept of morality.

Accepting Responsibility

Accepting responsibility involves the profound realization
that 260 million-plus Americans making rugged individual deci-
sions en masse may ultimately result in irrational behavior. For
example, if everyone continues making the rational decision to
drive to work, soon no one will be able to do so. Even if there is
enough fuel, there won't be enough traffic lanes to handle all of
the vehicles. Moving beyond the American Dream requires us to
acknowledge that the twenty-first century will see biological, so-
cial, and intellectual patterns forged into relationships so frag-
ile, interdependent and increasingly stressed that, without the
broad acceptance of responsibility, the latter two will not sur-
vive. Everything I've said about organizing society in a way that
ensures we value work over jobs is possible now. Today. While we
may not be able to change the socio-economic system we live in,
we do have the power to define value for ourselves. And, if
enough of us do so, we will tilt the balance of power in favor of
human responsibility.

Was Plato right? Is democracy a predestined failure? If the
majority of Americans are far more interested in entertainment
than in the affairs of their own government, if justice depends
upon the size of one’s pocketbook, if most citizens have little re-
gard for their fellow countrymen, if I-got-mine-too-bad-about-
yours becomes the order of the day, then, perhaps so. And, to the
degree that public opinion can be dramatically swayed by sim-
ple advertising slogans and political cliches, then perhaps we are
becoming a nation of idiots or, worse, ditto heads. To the degree
that we are overwhelmed and marginalized by the very technol-
ogy which was supposed to set us free, or that people doubt their
very existence because they have not yet signed onto the Inter-
net, we may have already become a nation of imbeciles.

In a technological society responsibility escalates with util-
ity. Consider the history of war and the progressive rise in re-
sponsibility associated with weapons. As we went from club
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and spear to bow, gun, cannon, jet fighter, bomber, aircraft car-
rier, and nuclear arms, the dramatic increase in the responsibil-
ity to fellow humans became obvious. More disturbing is to
realize that, in the creation of weaponry, we have undergone in-
credible leaps of technological understanding, but, in human re-
lations, we are not much better off than when we began. The in-
creased responsibility resulting from the replacement of the
horse and buggy by the automobile becomes clear when you
consider the subsequent increase in pollutants into the atmos-
phere, or when you learn that we lose more people each decade
in automobile accidents than we have in all the wars we’ve ever
participated in.

The abridged “be a winner” version of the American Dream
has focused on individual freedom in a “do your own thing”
fashion for so long that to insist on discussing today’s real
problems will ensure that you are accused of being a prophet
of gloom and doom. Consider the savings and loan scandal of
the late 1980s, the disrepair of the nation’s bridges and high-
ways, traffic gridlock, drug abuse, child abuse, cancer, heart
disease, AIDS, mental illness, water pollution, air pollution,
acid rain, landfill exhaustion, unemployment, crime, welfare,
poverty, divorce, illiteracy, stress, nuclear waste, and the myr-
iad economic predicaments associated with inequality. These
problems are very real; some are critical to our immediate fu-
ture. Millions of Americans, however, hooked on feeling good
to the exclusion of reality, deny such troubles exist. To insist
that we must face up to these issues and start to deal with them
is viewed as being somehow subversive.®

The ability to live as if these problems are not relevant to our
own lives is a part of the same condition which allows us to be
duped into believing that inequality is a just state for human
affairs. Even a cursory review of science and history suggests
that the strength of “haves” is diminished by “have nots.”
When we enhance the security of those at the bottom of our so-
ciety, the result is an increase in value for everyone. Progress
in all human endeavors requires that we substitute knowledge
for blame and accept full responsibility for the present by fac-
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ing our problems directly. It means we must embrace the fu-
ture with a commitment to lifelong learning.

Most all of the things we really need are things most every-
one did for themselves just a few generations ago: growing
vegetables, cooking, designing and making clothes, walking
to work, conversing for entertainment, and deliberately learn-
ing through meaningful dialog. We now take fast food in our
cars because we devalue our time. To gain approval we buy
brand names which have no worth apart from the value we as-
sign. Posterity demands more of us.

Posterity in 2046

In 2046, 1 will be dead, but my granddaughter will be exactly
the same age that I am today. Her world and her grandchil-
dren’s world will be the residue of our cultural values. What
Americans do during the next five decades will heavily influ-
ence whether the following questions will still be pertinent in
2046:

Do we really know the cost of everything and the value of
nothing? Why is there so much talk about human values in a
world where so few humans are valued? Why do politicians
continually posture about a decline of values while demon-
strating their own lack of them? Why do doctors perform un-
necessary surgeries? Why do mechanics charge for parts they
do not install? Why do stockbrokers trade on inside informa-
tion? Why do adults sell drugs to children? Why do manufac-
turers sell products they know are unsafe? Why do health in-
surance companies cancel policies of people who need them
most? Why do bankers who won’t make loans to people with-
out collateral give themselves large signature loans? Why do
industrial waste polluters minimize the negative environ-
mental consequences of their actions? Why do companies
avoid paying pensions by firing employees who are about to
retire? Why do home repair contractors take advantage of old
people? Why do arms dealers sell guns to tyrants? Why do at-
torneys care more about winning cases than about guilt or in-
nocence? Why do auto makers place profits ahead of safe
cars? Why do students cheat on exams? Why do people cheat
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on their tax returns? Why do absentee fathers refuse to pay child
support?

These are all questions about value and values. The more
you ask such questions, the longer your list grows and the
more troubling the subject of values becomes. Most of us have
pole-vaulted over the question of ultimate value all of our lives
without ever having thought it through. Now the problem
looms ever larger for succeeding generations.

What values do those of us who are grandparents today pass
on to those who will be grandparents in 2046? What kind of a
society have we become? How do we explain to our grandchil-
dren that we have built a society in which the virtue of frugal-
ity and simple living, so cherished two generations ago, is sub-
ordinate to an economy that would totally collapse if people
simply stopped buying what they do not really need?

What kind of future will our grandchildren face? Will there
be wars ahead? Certainly, if the future in any way resembles
the past. Will our heirs have to decide the morality of another
Vietnam experience? The odds favor it. Will there be reces-
sions ahead? No doubt about it. Depressions? Again, if the
past is any kind of a guide, a depression is a very likely occur-
rence before 2046. So, what are the lessons we have learned
from the last half-century that will help in the next? Will obe-
dience and conformity be as important as they were to our
generation or should thinking for oneself be more important?
Should society define value in the future, or should individu-
als learn to define value for themselves? What responsibilities
do individuals owe to society, to each other, to democracy?
Will there be any values worth dying for, worth killing for?
Where will the boundaries of freedoms and rights be placed?
Have we learned anything from the past? What are we doing
today that will look as appalling in fifty years as the institution
of slavery does today?

In 2046, all memory that my grandfather ever walked upon
this earth will be gone—a fate which awaits us one and all, no
matter what we do, or how famous we become. And yet, to
suppose that impermanence makes these events less impor-
tant to us is to miss the point entirely.
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The Key to the Future

The founding fathers of America had a passion for learning,
and their decisions reflect it. Had the Marxist movement con-
centrated as fervently on the need for student-centered educa-
tion as it did for economic parity, and had we done the same in
our feeble attempts at social engineering, abject poverty and the
need for social welfare would have long since abated. Attempt-
ing to solve poverty in America by doling out a monthly eco-
nomic subsistence is like trying to heal the sick by sending get-
well cards.

We operate on the assumption that only a small percentage of
the population is academically inclined, even though all humans
have huge brains and are capable of incredible mental feats.
Moreover, as demonstrated in different cultures all over the
world, similarities among people cluster into noticeable catego-
ries where related strengths are easy to observe. If we value only
a few of these strengths, we have little chance of achieving any-
thing resembling social balance. Scarcely a day goes by without
media coverage by a critic with a political agenda crying about
how American students compare with those of Japan, Germany,
or some other country. If we would help each student reach his
or her maximum potential, it wouldn’t matter whom we com-
pared ourselves with.

Is our objective to mass-produce manic consumers whose ma-
jor purpose in life is to qualify for a job that exists solely to turn
up the heat of consumption? Or is it just as important to turn out
people who are able to define quality of life, experience it for
themselves, and help make it possible for others? What are we
going to do with an underclass that is growing exponentially? If
we applied what we know about the dynamics of botany to our
educational system, we could change the center of the educa-
tional experience from external to internal and treat each stu-
dent as an individual. If we applied the right nutrients at the
right time, we could produce adults who, instead of shuddering
in disgust every time someone mentions the prospect of going
back to school, eagerly want to continue with their own educa-
tion (both formally and informally) for the rest of their lives.
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If we truly value people, we are bound to value the relative dis-
tribution of individual strengths and not just the few that hold
our economic attention at the moment. We may wish for a na-
tion where everyone is a technician, but we are not (and it’s a
good thing) going to produce one.” The externalization of educa-
tion, the overfocus on learning to earn, inhibits; worse, it
squelches the drive for intrinsic learning, the kind of learning
which brings quality and enrichment to human life. What we
desperately need to learn is how to respect the general distribu-
tion of the strengths that we have, so that each citizen can de-
velop in a way that honors us all. T love music but have little apti-
tude for it. Is it fair to say that Mozart had a natural talent for
music? Would it be proper to say that Einstein had a flair for
physics? Was Edison creative? Does it make sense then, to main-
tain an educational system which will unintentionally do more
to judge Mozart’s worth by his grade in physics class and Einste-
in’s grade in music than to give each a genuine appreciation for
the other? Sadly, our traditional educational system, through its
prepackaged requirements, has no room for, nor will it tolerate,
an Einstein or an Edison.

If we were to adopt an intrinsic posture toward education,
what kind of a curriculum should we use? Educator Neil Post-
man suggests that schools use a curriculum in which each
teacher is a teacher of semantics and where each subject is
taught with its own history.® Postman does not advocate a cur-
riculum that is student-centered, as I have suggested, but one
that is “idea-centered and coherence-centered.”® But student-
centered or idea-centered philosophies may not be nearly as im-
portant as promoting the notion that an education should be
thought of not as something you get, but as something you take.
John Stuart Mill warned that “next to selfishness, the principle
cause which makes life unsatisfactory is want of mental cultiva-
tion.”!? The aggregate demand for a search for knowledge by the
sum of citizens within a society is a clear indication of the cali-
ber of life they will experience in the future. Culture and author-
ity both are necessary to human life.

Culture is to humans as genetic instruction is to lower ani-
mals. If all human knowledge were suddenly lost, we would per-



Self-Reliance in a Postmodern World 281

ish in a fortnight. But the character of a culture depends upon
the contribution of its citizens. Those who add quality, enrich
culture; those who do not, diminish both their culture and their
own ability to experience the rapture of living. This failure torise
to the intellectual occasion of one’s culture is evident in the enor-
mous degree of bigotry, hate, and prejudice that passes from one
generation to the next. Too little culture results in the inability to
adapt. Too much culture amounts to the same thing. Overadap-
tation, like overfertilization, leads to stunted growth.

Today’s welfare recipients have more physical comforts than
did many kings and feudal lords. Many have the leisure to pur-
sue enlightenment for any purpose, but lack the knowledge and
confidence necessary to begin. Their poverty stems from a lack
of culture, a lack of awareness about who they are and why they
are who they are. Yet countless stories in news and fiction tell of
individuals whose great wealth leaves them emotionally de-
pressed. It is ironic that welfare recipients are culturally impov-
erished, while many of those whom we consider economically
successful are correspondingly poor of spirit. Culture is sus-
tained by ordinary people, but it is ordinary people with a sense
of purpose who become extraordinary people and light the way.
Without them we live in darkness. Wisdom is, in part, the ability
to want what we need.

A dynamic culture is one whose highest priority is to pass
principle—a form of awareness that expands beyond the influ-
ence of culture—from one generation to the next without suffo-
cating the quest for knowledge. A resplendent culture’s litera-
ture plumbs the depths of human experience and depends upon
diversity. Indeed, a rich culture is one which is capable of dis-
cerning the truth of George Lakoff’s assertion that “morality is
empathy.”!! A strong community which understands morality as
empathy knows instinctively that Immanuel Kant and Adam
Smith were right when they said true goodwill requires more of
acommitment than that of the simple golden rule: it requires not
only that we feel what others feel, but that we be willing to base
our actions toward them, at least in part, on “their values” as an
expression of sympathy, tolerance, and trust.!> The meme of
brotherly love has been right all along, but only as a step in the
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right direction. The problem is, until we embrace the intellec-
tual case for compassion, brotherly love on a grand or global
scale is unrealistic. We humans are genetically predisposed to
use love sparingly for kin and close associates.!® In centuries
past this kind of behavior increased the odds that one’s genes
would be passed on. But humanity has reached a stage of exis-
tence that, while it’s still extremely important that we love those
who are close to us, it’s clearly not enough. The answer is not to
pretend to love people, whom we really don'’t, but to increase our
respect, appreciation, and regard for others through learning
more about them. If we attempt this enterprise, even minimally,
it will grant others the right to exist, at least in our own minds.

This simple effort, in a nutshell, is the whole point of this
book. When we share experience, our needs bring us together
emotionally and intellectually. The dark side of human tempera-
ment is forever scorched into the pages our history books, but
our better nature keeps us from total self-destruction. We have
to be very much aware of the human predicament at the biologi-
cal level before we can compensate for it in the intellectual
sphere. Robert Wright states it succinctly, “To be moral animals,
we must realize how thoroughly we aren’t.”!* Using a little com-
mon experience and interrelatedness to jumpstart our better
character in a global context seems the least we can do for our
fellow human beings. How fortunate we are that this effort adds
quality to our very existence.

Nietzsche railed against compassion as a corrupt component
of Christian morality, partially because he thought religion sub-
ordinates efforts to understand anything to those ideological
authorities who claim to already have the answers to all of life’s
questions. To Nietzsche, religious authority prevents authentic
existence. But real corruption manifests itself in a species whose
members are unwilling to use the reasoning capacity of their
large brains to better their society. Compassion is a means to un-
derstanding, just as principle is a measure of expanded aware-
ness. It is a responsible expression of biological, social, and in-
tellectual patterns of being and a social barometer for measur-
ing quality of life. Life without compassion, life without
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brotherly love beyond the level of everyday familiarity, is in-
human. Period.

Moving Beyond the Dream

The chapters in this book are intended as an introduction to
the many areas which need to be studied thoroughly by adults. If
you've stayed with me this long, you no doubt take issue with
many of the assertions I've made. These are precisely the junc-
tures to begin pursuing your own inquiry. Once we learn to tear
away the veneer of limited awareness that causes us to cling to
only what is familiar, we are liberated to the delightful pursuit of
truth, regardless of where the pieces fall. Thus, understanding
becomes a greater value than the fleeting illusion of ownership.
As impossible as it sounds, knowing is more important than
knowledge. The nature of perception should render us perpetu-
ally skeptical and appreciative of George Santayana’s observa-
tion that “skepticism is the chastity of the intellect.”

The very structure of American society is built on the premise
that effort will be rewarded. It is a noble idea. But this assump-
tion about merit runs so deep that millions of us form an internal
template of reality that suffers the over-influence of this princi-
ple. Self-worth, and ultimately the worth of other human beings,
is judged in terms of economic worth. Combined with natural
and normal human feelings of frustration and inadequacy, this
prospect causes us to begin a frenzy of activities aimed at achiev-
ing worth but totally misdirected. We mistake means with ends,
quality with quantity, and doing becomes more important than
being itself. The situation worsens when people allow them-
selves to feel threatened by those who are less fortunate. Indi-
viduals and organizations who understand this human folly
transpose it into political power. The propagandist becomes the
matador, the poor his red cape, and those who fail to understand
their own worth respond as the bull is expected to.

This book began with the idea that Americans dream and that,
individually and collectively, these dreams shape our future.
What we dream is valuable because our psychic investment in
dreaming deems it so. Much of what our predecessors dreamed
of has come to pass, and yet, because we do not readily under-
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stand the history of their struggle, we can’t fully appreciate it as
they would have. In what I've described as a search for the other
side of the mountain, we opened a discussion about external ver-
sus internal values, the postures of dependence, independence,
and interdependence, and the concept of rules versus principles.
Many thinkers have tackled these matters with differing, but
somewhat similar, points of view. The similarities become obvi-
ous when we compare their models. Yet their slight differences
continue to fog the picture. It is not until we can put them all in
perspective within a simple but far-reaching framework that we
can probe the core issues with the hope of developing insight.

Pirsig’s model enables us to see that at the very heart of our ex-
istence lies the interplay of culture versus biology (us against na-
ture) and culture versus the free pursuit of ideas. These conflicts
cloud the really important point that only through the faculty of
ideas can we make our finest contribution to our society by ris-
ing above our culture. Rising above one’s culture doesn’t mean
abandoning it; rather it means developing one’s intellectual ca-
pacity to levels which enable one to add to it or better it. Through
our ideas we have the potential to live off the interest of our bio-
logical world instead of eating away at the principle. Either we
improve society through our ideas or we participate in its dete-
rioration through a lack of them.

The quality of any society rests on the synergy of its indi-
viduals, just as the quality of any building depends on the cali-
ber of the materials with which it is built. What we build with
principles we are able to maintain only temporally through the
use of rules, which means our future will largely reflect our char-
acter. The building of character and the maintenance of society
depend on learning, enabling creativity, and producing quality.
Taken together, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Kohlberg's the-
ory of moral development strongly suggest that, once one’s
lower-level needs are met and understood intellectually, there is
a spontaneous tendency to consider the needs of others. Why,
then, do we not take full advantage of this fact? The future of so-
ciety is inexorably tied to the sorting out of what is really impor-
tant in life by as many individuals as possible. Unless some find
the other side of the mountain, all will perish.
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If we are to rise each morning enthusiastically to do the work
for which we were made, then we require all of the history we
can gather to help us determine what that work might be and
how we might best pursue it. We must understand, at a visceral
level, the value distinction between jobs and work. Even if we
have a hard time defining “progress,” we must proceed as
though making progress is possible. If the study of history yields
lessons or directions, we have an enormous need to be capable of
learning from them. In a word, if we are to sustain our culture,
we must rise above it.

Our education process must emphasize the importance of the
role of citizenship by establishing such a clear advantage for be-
ing an active citizen that everyone will want to accept the re-
sponsibility. It must become self-evident that individual interest
and the public interest are represented by a process which re-
quires participation in both spheres. We must realize that un-
derstanding the past offers hope for the present and the future.
How can we let ourselves argue over the political ideologies and
biases of our ancestors and still be foolish enough not to try to
discover our own?

For Thoreau, “Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in.” But to-
day our concept of time—the very lifeblood of change (and real-
ity itself) as we perceive it—is, by the thrust of technology, recon-
figuring the stream we fish in. Clock time is being replaced by
computer time. It has taken experience with the computer to
show us that we cut and paste our own reality, and that aware-
ness and editing are similar propositions. We are moving further
from the world of nature into a world of abstracted cyberspace.
Structural changes alter the way we live and the very nature of
work. Thoreau wrote:

In short, I am convinced, both by faith and experience, that
to maintain one’s self on this earth is not a hardship but a
pastime, if we will live simply and wisely; as the pursuits of
the simpler nations are still the sports of the more artificial.
It is not necessary that a man should earn his living by the
sweat of his brow, unless he sweats easier than I do."

Structural changes have profoundly altered Thoreau’s asser-
tion about perspiration and labor. It is becoming increasingly
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more likely that one will not earn a very good living by the sweat
of one’s brow. In the 1890s working with one’s hands was ac-
cepted as the sign of an honest man. Today it is viewed by many
as the mark of a loser.

Jobs provide most of us with the economic leverage to live
what we hope are meaningful lives, but, if we fail to balance jobs
with human work activities that are genuinely meaningful, we
can easily succumb to the notion that we are not working hard
enough. Thus, we work harder at jobs, let our real work go, and
try to quench our thirst for meaning with entertainment. When
jobs that are dissatisfying are punctuated by empty entertain-
ment, meaning becomes ever more distant, and the work people
really need to do not only never gets done, it isn’t even defined as
having value. Nothing is more important to the qualitative char-
acter of any society than the thoughtful raising of its youth, and
yet most people seem more concerned that welfare mothers
have menial jobs than the cognitive wherewithal to raise their
children effectively. It is a far greater tragedy that educated
middle-class working people will increasingly do anything to get
ahead than it is that the poor “uneducated” classes do not follow
similar pursuits, or that too many poor women are having chil-
dren. It’s a greater disaster because poverty is more easily cured
than greed.

If we do not understand the nature of change and how it af-
fects our jobs and our work, or how these conditions are tem-
pered by media, then we will have progressively less and less in-
fluence in our own lives. Indeed, we will more closely resemble
the caged animal whose response to certain stimuli is to press a
lever for a pellet of food. But if we pay close attention to the his-
tory of change, we cannot help but recognize that a livable future
requires that we stand at the helm of responsibility.

If democracy depends upon balance, as I've suggested, and if
balance is achieved through discussing differences, then we
surely have the possibility of living in democratic times. The
most crucial issue is whether or not this discourse will result in
wise actions. The problems we identify as having to do with hu-
man rights, economics, and the environment are so interrelated
and interdependent that they are almost inseparable, but they



Self-Reliance in a Postmodern World 287

are not commonly understood that way. When we look closely,
we see how each of them depends upon the others.

The fact that we are investigating social and environmental
problems with such vigor today would normally be cause for
celebration. Unfortunately, we don't probe deeply enough, and
each side rarely communicates effectively with the other. Most
people regard these matters with little more familiarity than
their vague, distant memories of academic courses—a mental
stance far short of the knowledge required to solve them. Imag-
ine what it would be like today if, during the last three centuries,
the love of wisdom had kept pace with technological develop-
ments. Most likely people from all nations would think for them-
selves to such an extent that no one would put conscience aside
and attack someone else on command. Such a condition would
announce the arrival of civilization, and a civilized world is what
is needed to resolve today’s most pressing issues. This would be a
world where all human types are valued, not because they are
similar, but because they are different. This form of justice or
equality would be the principle providing the very substructure
of morality. It is more tragic than sad that, in an effort to shield
themselves from the reality of human mortality, cultures around
the world remain oblivious to injustices all about them—injus-
tices which they would have the power to alleviate, if only they
could see them, and if only they had the will.

Suffice to say, our priorities are backwards: the time needed to
find the truth necessary to conduct a meaningful, purposeful life
far exceeds the amount of time our society allocates for reflec-
tion. In ages past, reflection was a product of leisure, and leisure
stood for a great deal more than entertainment. Leisure in an-
cient Grecian society was the arena where all serious matters of
human conduct were administered. Democracy itself grew out
of the earlier Greek definition of leisure, which is now what is
most needed to sustain it. It’s ironic but fortunate that the quali-
ties which uphold the concept of democracy are the same that
add purpose and meaning to individual lives, for it takes a life-
time of reflection to experience a commendable life.

Still, in spite of the fact that more Americans are craving more
leisure, the consume-and-spend cycle that drives us will not per-
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mit it.!®* We desperately need more time for our personal well-
being and to shore up democracy; yet many of the people who
have jobs are spending too much time working at them, even as
many others have no jobs at all. Meanwhile the real work which
needs to be done is ignored. The solution is startlingly obvious:
shorten the hours, share the jobs, and don’t make them more im-
portant than the real work of human beings.

Adam Smith said people who spend their lives performing
simple tasks often become stupid themselves as a result.!” It’s
undoubtedly true, but it doesn’t have to be. The paths of learning
to which popular culture directs our attention rarely have much
to do with the quality of existence, and the majority of us would
never have been duped had we not been taught to associate
learning exclusively with earning. To reshape an American
Dream worthy of a great nation, we must all choose to grow as
anthropologists, historians, sociologists, scientists, politicians,
philosophers, and lifelong learners. We must understand the
truth of Ronald Gross’ assertion that “any significant improve-
ment in life—from a more rewarding job to more enjoyable lei-
sure time—is based on learning.”!®

Rapidly changing times bring tidal waves of dissonance that
can inspire us to rediscover what is really important. As we look
for ways to cope with today’s uncertainties, Emerson reminds us
that we turn to philosophy in times of crisis. Such reflection of-
fers great opportunity to reexamine our reasons for living. In the
very near future we will be able to take a walk in the woods in the
manner of Emerson and Thoreau but carrying a small reader
which contains 10,000 books. We will read the books in our
choice of size and fonts, or if we prefer, they can be read to us
with our choice of background music. The entire contents of the
Library of Congress will soon fit in a cube the size of a child’s toy
block. That's progress.

We are on the brink of a digital future. In Being Digital, Nicho-
las Negroponte writes, “Like a force of nature, the digital age
cannot be denied or stopped. It has four very powerful qualities
that will result in its ultimate triumph: decentralizing, globaliz-
ing, harmonizing, and empowering.”!° Indeed, the big bang of
computer technology has given us an unrelenting expansion of
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cyberspace, a power for human expression unequaled in our his-
tory. Only by accepting responsibility for scientific innovation,
and by rekindling the fires of curiosity in people of all ages, are
we likely to add the kind of quality to our culture that might af-
ford us a chance to live in the most humanitarian age ever re-
corded. Walter Truett Anderson is right when he says, “Today we
have possibilities that put the Renaissance to shame.”?°

Individuals may not need to seek knowledge as voraciously as
the scientist or the philosopher, but the amount of learning nec-
essary to realize one’s highest quality of experience is far, far
greater than we are commonly led to believe. In short,
principle-based self-directed inquiry enables individuals a
clearer, uncontaminated view of reality that greatly improves a
person’s chance of moving closer to what is meaningful, regard-
less of the path chosen. Understanding increasingly fosters a
better prospect of coming closer to reality; we become able to see
the backdrop. What's really important stands out clearly when
we have enough information. Then we have a why.

Raising the Final Curtain

One last time, imagine you are in a darkened movie theater.
This time Pirsig’s four-sided model, made of inorganic, biologi-
cal, social, and intellectual patterns, acts as the frame for your
movie; all four elements must be considered with regard to your
own production. Ancient and popular culture furnishes the light
which fills the screen. But, in the postmodern present, the pro-
jector is operated by a cultural-corporate Wizard of Oz. Now,
turn it off. Shut down this power which mesmerizes the masses.
Observe that you face a dark void, a postmodern abyss. At the
core of this black hole we encounter death—eternal nothing-
ness. Jean-Paul Sartre characterized it as a void between our-
selves and the world, and the title of his book reveals our pre-
dicament: Being and Nothingness. Like a child’s sparkler on the
Fourth of July, our lives flame and then fizzle into burnt-out cin-
ders of spent material. Nietzsche writes:

In some remote corner of the universe, poured out and glit-
tering in innumerable solar systems, there once was a star
on which clever animals invented knowledge. That was the
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haughtiest and most mendacious minute of “world his-
tory”—yet only a minute. After nature had drawn a few
breaths the star grew cold, and the clever animals had to
die.?!

Throughout our lives we tread near the abyss, measuring the
breach between polarities: science and religion, reason and
emotion, masculine and feminine, love and hate, the idealist and
the materialist, light and dark. Addicts try to fill this emptiness
with drugs; zealots with religious dogma. The uninspired hide
their terror through the distraction of entertainment; many
spend their whole lives looking the other way. Yet nothing is
more powerful in summoning creativity and ingenuity than the
face of emptiness. Nietzsche tells us that if we look long into the
abyss it will look back at us. Postmodernism is a clarion call for
responsibility, a reason for rising above culture, a compelling
case to settle for nothing less than a meaningful existence. In the
absence of absolute culture, if culture is made up, if diverse no-
tions about good and evil are subjective, shouldn’t you and I
participate?

As we stand on the threshold of a new millennium, legions of
new-age gurus make a living pedaling myriad forms of mystical
mumbo-jumbo, talking about subjects they know nothing
about, pretending to know what no one knows, acting as if they
can do what no one can do. We would be better served by vivid
reminders that we are all going to die soon and by compelling
appeals to discover what really matters in this life—an enter-
prise that neither requires nor tolerates gurus. If, on tomorrow’s
evening news, we were to learn that a very large asteroid was on
a direct collision course with the earth, that it would happen in
exactly 13 months and that absolutely nothing we might do
could prevent it, there would be denial, anger, guilt, and resigna-
tion. But there would also be a greater outpouring of sympathy
and brotherly love than all the world’s religions have produced
in the history of humankind. Simultaneous extinction is une-
quivocally democratic.

For thousands of years the best and brightest of our kind have
enriched our lives in attempting to traverse the question of death
as the eternal abyss. Through their intellectual efforts they have
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tried to fill this void with understanding. Emerson sought to
bridge this chasm with curiosity, imagination, and sympathy for
his fellow man; to use his intellect to fill the cleft between the ro-
manticist and the modernist. Emerson’s was a mind on fire.??
That'’s the point of Transcendentalism: transcending. Not in a lit-
eral sense, butin a metaphorical sense, whichis the best humans
can do. Nietzsche claimed that man is a rope across an abyss.
His metaphoric scaffold of the Eternal Return—wanting to be
the person you are—is a bold attempt to fill this dark space with
the light of your own purpose. The Eternal Return portrays one’s
life as the ultimate project. The brighter the spark in the void, the
more likely you would want to experience it over again, and the
greater the likelihood that your light would add quality to the
lives of others.

Both Emerson and Nietzsche attempted to rise above their
culture. That's what filling the empty space is about. The effort
we use to fill this void is the primary way we experience quality
of life, and were it not for the fact that social convention has per-
verted the process, we could still call it education. Nevertheless,
it's mistaken to think of this learning as a possession. Knowledge
builds, but understanding bridges. Understanding grants pur-
pose. Understanding shines the light of history on current ac-
tions through the realization that any attempt to answer the
question of who we are is inexorably bound to the history of who
we have been. When understanding is our objective, we pull to-
gether reason and emotion. That’'s what understanding is. It en-
ables us to perceive that our differences are minor compared to
our common needs. Tyrants use social convention to assume
power by hiding similarity through the manufacture of differ-
ences. Understanding sees through such differences.

The truly high ground of human experience exists where the
desire to know is strong enough to encroach upon the sanctuary
of cultural perception and to continually seek a better view of re-
ality. From this posture, the cognitive effects of self-directed in-
quiry can win out over nurture and classical conditioning. On
this acclivity we are likely to find the treasures of accumulated
life experience and significant emotional events, plus a willing-
ness to embrace the unknown and to continuously prick the
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bubble of limited perception in an effort to learn more about liv-
ing. By stoking the Promethean fires of our own curiosity we can
move closer to Reality. We can encounter Maslow’s being-values,
comprehend self-actualization, embrace Csikszentmihalyi’s
Flow, convert thymos into Dasein, and become capable of creat-
ing Dynamic Quality in our own lives and in our culture. Emer-
son had this figured out a century before anyone uttered the
term postmodern. In his essay titled “Fate” in The Conduct of
Life, he wrote:

He who sees through the design, presides over it, and must
will that which must be....Thought dissolves the material
universe, by carrying the mind up into a sphere where all is
plastic. Of two men, each obeying his own thought, he
whose thought is deepest will be the strongest charac-
ter....Every jet of chaos which threatens to exterminate us, is
convertable by intellect into wholesome force....The water
drowns ship and sailor, like a grain of dust. But learn to
swim, trim your bark, and the wave which drowned it, will
be cloven by it, and carry it, like its own foam, a plume and a
power. The cold is inconsiderate of persons, tingles your
blood, freezes a man like a dew drop. But learn to skate, and
the ice will give you a graceful, sweet, and poetic motion....A
man'’s fortunes are the fruit of his character... Why should
we be afraid of nature, which is no other than “philosophy
and theology embodied”? Why should we fear to be crushed
by savage elements, we who are made up of the same ele-
ments?*3

Thus the intellectual plane provides aspiration for the social
plane, and the knowledge gained gives rise to respect for the bio-
logical sphere of existence. Both Emerson and Nietzsche as-
serted profusely that, when one is willing to pay the price of exis-
tence, this life in and of itself is enough. The profound question
each of us should ask ourselves is: If we can’t make a short life
meaningful, what would be the point of an eternal existence?

We learn a great deal from books, and from teachers, but our
reasons for living cannot be given to us any more than truth can
be discovered for us. Wisdom is a product of autonomy. Emer-
son cautioned us that “the riddle of the age has for each a private
solution.” Krishnamurti tells us, “We must open the door our-
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selves.”?* Through this process of disclosure we discover the es-
sence of our essence: we create a better world.

It is through apprehension and comprehension that we sense
quality of life, and it is in the pursuit of dreams that we leave be-
hind a better culture than the one we inherited. Filling the gap
which separates us from the material world and from each other
is the primary project of each life. That’s what it means to live.
The degree to which each of us succeeds at this is the quality we
wrest from existence.

Even an attempt to confront reality without the support of
culture produces a nothingness so vacuous that we soon realize
whatever we choose to project onto the screen will, for better or
worse, become the overriding thesis of our existence. This vast
plane of emptiness is the barren battleground where humans
have fought the great cultural wars, where the traditionalists
were rendered obsolete by the rejectionists, who realized that by
erasing tradition they had also severed their own ties with mean-
ing. As we enter the third millennium, postmodernism makes us
increasingly apprehensive by reminding us of the abyss. Yet
these times are also rife with seeds of hope because, in an envi-
ronment where we cannot prove absolutes, where language fails
us, where chaos confronts us at every turn, where life represents
endless choice, then at some point each of us must choose. The
age-old dilemma comes clear: either put your own spin on real-
ity or, rest assured, others will do it for you.

Postmodernism is evidence of too much culture, not a lack of
it. We have internalized at a very deep level the economic ethos
of our culture. The model of the business organization has over-
whelmed the ideal of community, and is a damned poor substi-
tute. It's not that we no longer have values; the dilemma of post-
modernism is simply that what we value at an intellectual level is
different from what we value at an emotional level. Many of the
people we deem most successful harp about a loss of family val-
ues and then promptly abandon their families to pursue careers,
leaving the care of their children to the cheapest (sometimes ille-
gal) nannies they can find. Lacking “principled awareness,” they
fail to see the contradiction.
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Any modern-day philosopher can, with quick dispatch, de-
construct and render meaningless all of the terms I have used to
draw your attention to a higher level of conscious awareness. So,
if we accept that language is a roadblock to reality, then we must
acknowledge that Dasein, Conscience, Dynamic Quality, and
terms like “essence of essence” can, in a technical sense, be re-
duced to meaningless gibberish. In other words, postmodern-
ism can be viewed as a philosophical dead-end. But, just because
efforts fail to capture meaning in an absolute sense, the meaning
we derive from living does not necessarily lose its significance.
What matters to us, matters—when it does, because it does. No
more, no less. And that’s quite enough. We may not be able to get
from an ought to an is, but we can still perceive that “good is a
noun.” Good is a noun because kindness is a noun—it’s in our
genes, our literature, and our highest ideals. In a very real sense,
life is metaphor: comparison is all we have. Moreover, we are
biologically hard-wired to comprehend that it is impossible to
precisely bridge the divide which separates us from one another.
We can never know exactly what it is really like to be another per-
son, but we are bound together through our capacities for sym-
pathy and empathy. Nicholas Humphrey summarizes these
certainties:

That all of our intercourse, our words, our loves and hates
are directed only towards other transiently existing pack-
ages of flesh and blood, and that we receive love only from
the same. That we are totally debarred by our and their em-
bodiedness from communicating with our fellow human
beings directly, mind-to-mind. That not even in the deepest
crisis will our needs be known to absent friends. That, since
the inner qualities of our experiences have no surface trans-
lation into speech or bodily behavior, we are unable to share
crucial aspects of our consciousness even in the closest of
encounters.”

We're both blessedly charmed and doomed to experience life
through the limits and capacities of being biological, social, and
intellectual human beings. Ideas represent the apex of human
achievement, and yet, because we emphasize only the intellec-
tual sphere, and disregard the importance of biological, emo-
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tional and social aspects that contribute to genuine intelligence,
nothing we do is as worthwhile as it could be. Still there’s a
chance artificial intelligence may someday bring humans much
closer to ultimate Reality. In The Evolution of Progress, C. Owen
Paepke writes, “Just as human muscles now seem a poor substi-
tute for machines, future generations will likely consider
twentieth-century brains to have been shockingly feeble instru-
ments of thought.”?¢ But it seems more likely to me that artificial
intelligence will produce a virtual reality so abstract and so pro-
foundly devoid of humanity that we may begin to appreciate the
wholeness of existence, just as we comprehended the fragility of
planet earth when we first viewed it from deep space.

You and I face an empty frame of Reality which we will never
fully fathom, even though we may get progressively closer near
the end of our lives. Approaching Reality is like unraveling pi.
Each new random number expressed by the powers of long divi-
sion moves us (in theory) nearer to a closure we never experi-
ence. And yet, the approximation may be the greatest measure
and experience of human quality that we can achieve. Just be-
cause we can't reconcile the circumference of a circle mathe-
matically doesn’t mean that “round” has no meaning.

We humans, by design, are forged to live side by side with a
ponderous barrier between ourselves and the ultimate notion of
value. Each of us is born hard-wired to easily attribute value to
any tangible or intangible act, deed, transaction, or edict which
furthers our own ends and affords our genes the chance to live
for another generation—often with little regard as to how others
may be affected by those acts. Such is the way we are wired to
perceive value. If I must cut a tree, drill a well, pollute a river,
clear a rain forest, drain a swamp, or build a city to sustain my
own life and that of my immediate family or clan, the justifica-
tion for doing so will be automatically forthcoming. But, if you
proceed as naturally as I to pursue such ends, there may be trou-
ble. It is much more difficult for me to ascribe justification to
your efforts, even though your actions are as critical to your sur-
vival as mine are to mine. My human qualities cause me (con-
sciously or unconsciously) to assume my experiences are more
important to me than yours are to you. Moreover, as I make my
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way through life, I must of necessity be more forgiving of my
own transgressions than I am toward those of others. Were this
not possible, I might reach the point where my self-
recriminations would become too heavy to bear.

Without a herculean effort to better understand social reality,
we humans are condemned to distorted perceptions of value and
concepts of worth. My acts are automatically self-justifying. But
in my eyes yours are not (unless my conscience and conscious-
ness inhabit the intellectual plane actively enough to figure this
out). Nothing that you orI can do will ever remove this barrier to
discerning value, nor should most of us wish to remove entirely
this aspect of living, which also enables us to enjoy life so much.
But, in these days of exponential population growth, it is im-
perative to humanity that this barrier to value be intellectually
bridged by as many of our species as possible.

This simple but confounding perception of value is the root of
bigotry, prejudice, and ethnocentrism, as well as the origin of all
human wars. Nationalism itself is the epitome of narrow per-
spective. Recall Adam Smith’s argument that we should bridge
our cultural abyss with sympathy which, when thoughtfully ap-
plied, acts as the endowment for community. The good news is
that sympathy and empathy are an integral part of our genetic
makeup. All we have to do is add intellectual substance to our
biological predisposition and think our way around our out-
dated need for self-deception. Then we can extend to the human
family at large the concern we have for our individual families
and stop ignoring global starvation and overlooking our respon-
sibility for population growth. The ultimate success of our spe-
cies depends upon the discovery of “good” as a noun.

A New Ethic: Lifelong Learning

In many ways we are a far more moral society than we have
ever been. We no longer own slaves or burn witches; it’s no
longer acceptable for men to beat their wives. Women and mi-
norities can vote, and (on paper at least) they have equal rights.
We don'’t allow people to brutalize their children, and we don't
allow youngsters to work in sweat shops. We won't tolerate cru-
elty to animals. And yet, a preponderance of evidence suggests
that too many people at every level of our king-of-the-mountain
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society are oblivious to all but their own self-interests. Self-
interest is a profoundly important motivation, but, all by itself, it
leaves little room for community. On a sparsely populated
planet, obsessive self-interest might be enough; it might even
embody some of the virtue Ayn Rand attributed to it. But in a
world of exponential population growth, with a base line already
in the billions, abject self-interest is little more than biological
malignancy.

To move beyond what we have traditionally called the Ameri-
can Dream we must move beyond culture, beyond good and evil,
beyond morality. Only then can we stop making judgments
about the shortcomings of others and start striving to under-
stand the human predicament. In his book Beyond Morality,
Richard Garner makes this crucial point:

If an accurate version of reality is important, then we should
trust our natural information processing devices when we
can, and stop trying to force beliefs on ourselves and others.
We do not need noble fictions and inspired myths to make
sense of the world, which they never really do, or to guide us
in our choices, which they usually do with unfortunate ef-
fect. Skeptics say that nothing is knowable, metaphysicians
that everything is unreal, priests that magic works, and
moralists that morality is objectively prescriptive; but when
we “command a clear view” of our words and the world, we
can begin to see these pronouncements for what they are,
and to see beyond them to the ordinary world that words
were designed in and for, a world of trees and truths, of con-
ventions and useful standards, and of explanations that
make sense.”’

The heart of moving beyond the American Dream rests in
commanding a better view, in being present in one’s own con-
sciousness, in being not there, but here. NOW! Raise your inter-
estin life to levels sufficient to break the barriers of popular cul-
ture. This doesn’t imply a loss of ability to find value or to act
morally. To the contrary, the results of focusing on compassion
and responsibility with critical awareness will accomplish more
than a generation of moralizing. Determining right and wrong
in this context is more important than it ever was before, espe-
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cially since all of the hype about relativism during the past dec-
ade has created the illusion that only more tolerance is needed.
Unfortunately, moralizing leads to rules, which are poor substi-
tutes for the thinking each of us has to do to be present in our own
experience. Garner continues:

Morality turns out to be based on mistaken assumptions,
confused concepts, self-deception, duplicity, fear, and a
sometimes well-meant desire to control the way others act.
No rule, principle, right, value, or virtue could be both ob-
jective and prescriptive, but moral rules, principles, rights,
values, and virtues have no chance of doing their work un-
less they are thought to be both.

Moralists have doomed themselves to endless arguments, to
idle and imaginative fantasying about future consequences, and
to conflicts of interest dressed as conflicts of principle. When
people complain about the lack of values, they are usually com-
plaining about the fact that other people fail to value the things
they value; they're presupposing that the things they value are
the things that are truly valuable.?8

Robert Pirsig argues that Quality and morality are identical.
“The world is primarily a moral order.”?® Thus, morality is but
another word for responsibility. The void or abyss which sepa-
rates us from one another should render it infeasible to impose
our own power or brand of morality on another by force. A per-
son cannot experience the Quality of another. Your greatest
means of persuading others is to live the example you advocate.

Recall the global awareness that surfaced when Mother
Teresa died in 1997. And, glamour and celebrity aside, the same
can be said of Princess Diana, who was killed the week before.
Compassion was the trait for which they were most revered.
Compassionate understanding and charitable giving gained
prominence in the eyes of millions—maybe for the first
time—because of the work of these women. On a more personal
level, T've always aspired to emulate my grandfather’s exam-
ple—not because of what he said, but because of who he was and
what he did. It was easy to tell what he cared about. He lived his
values.
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Compassion and responsibility used in tandem produce re-
sults comparable to the non-violent protest rallies of Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. and Mahatma Gandhi; they invite sympathy, empa-
thy, and emulation. Thus, a commanding view through under-
standing is a much greater avenue to finding purpose and
meaning in this life than letting others decide for us. Compas-
sion, understanding, and responsibility can take us beyond the
American Dream to the possibility of having a life worth living
more than once. These intellectual qualities give rise to the op-
erative reality that what needs to be taught is best taught by ex-
ample. Each of us can find purpose and meaning by leaving the
world a better place than we found it. It's that simple and that
hard.

By moving one piece of Pirsig’s four-component screen we can
reframe our postmodern dilemma with an eternal reminder of
the posture required to have a positive effect on the future. Sim-
ply take the vertical piece on the right and place it horizontally in
the middle. Now, instead of a square, we have the letter E. It
stands for ETHICS with a built-in structural awareness that any
question about ethics requires acknowledgment and considera-
tion of inorganic, biological, social, and intellectual patterns. In
other words, moving beyond the American Dream means going
past the poverty of “being a winner” mentality. It means that the
goal of enabling citizens to live the kind of lives they would wish
to repeat must include continuous efforts to understand how
our actions affect biological, social, and intellectual patterns.
Peter Singer explains how we might do this in his book How Are
We To Live:

A better life is open to us—in every sense of the term, except
the sense made dominant by a consumer society that pro-
motes acquisition as the standard of what is good. Once we
get rid of that dominant conception of the good life, we can
again bring to the centre of the stage questions about the
preservation of the planet’s ecology, and about global jus-
tice. Only then can we hope to see a renewal of the will to
deal with the root causes of poverty, crime, and the short-
term destruction of our planet’s resources. A politics based
on ethics could be radical, in the original sense of the term:
that is, it could change from the roots. *°
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Ideas represent the apex of human existence, and persuading
others of this notion can best be accomplished through the
power of compassion and responsibility. Do we need great
teachers to further this enterprise? Absolutely! If ideas are im-
portant, then teaching is at the summit of professions. But those
whom we consider great teachers in the past have taught us that
moralizing has little to do with morals. Great teachers teach by
example. Hypocrites teach hypocrisy. But when those who pro-
fess to teach demonstrate compassion and responsibility, they
supply us the only force powerful enough to forge communities
inclusive of humanity.

Since the birth of modern civilization, knowledge in thou-
sands of disciplines has grown exponentially. Still, the really big
questions remain. And now postmodernists remind us that the
big questions themselves rest upon foundations so disjointed as
to render them moot. So, in the absence of absolutes, we are
compelled to return to the Stoic question of how we should live?
We are once again forced to use our conceptions of knowledge to
the best of our abilities. The fact that we can’t know everything
doesn’t render all learning meaningless. As human beings we are
both privileged and condemned to find meaning and purpose.
Emerson reminds us that “intellect annuls Fate.” And yet, itis a
mistake to think of knowledge as a possession. 3!

We do not come into the world, but out of it. We bring with us
no possessions when we are born and we take none with us when
we die. Thus, it is a serious error to measure success through the
possession of knowledge or material goods. Humans experience
quality through intellectual patterns, through understanding,
for as long as our biological body permits. It is through under-
standing and not possession that we improve society and that we
experience the greatest quality of life as individuals. But to do
this we have to project dreams of our own. We can't live on other
people’s purpose without striking a pose; we can't fully experi-
ence this life by copying someone else’s. If we practice attentive-
ness with the expectation of being rewarded through under-
standing, we can easily achieve—through our own thoughts—an
enriched zest for living. Once we reach this level of understand-
ing, it becomes clear that America’s greatest treasures are not in
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our shopping malls but in our libraries. Moreover, if this realiza-
tion could be passed on to future generations, it would render
absurd the assertion that today’s youth will not live as well as
their parents.

When we are aware of our pervasive tendency to see what we
expect to see, we are forearmed with a much better chance of
achieving objectivity with regard to our relations with other cul-
tures. We eliminate simple mind-sets, realizing that nothing is
quite so powerful as the genuine desire to know, and nothing is
quite so destructive as people who think they know and don't.
We realize further that a life without interests cannot experience
quality in the truly human sense and that we likewise diminish
our human distinction when we deny our biological link to the
animal world. _

Learning is an act of becoming, and lifelong learning yields
the richest dimension of human experience available to us.
Learning of our own volition throughout our lives is the key to a
meaningful future. Purpose and meaning are born of sophistica-
tion, comprehension, and clarification. Learning, understand-
ing, and re-understanding provide the impetus for moving be-
yond the American Dream. The quality of the future is the legacy
of today’s applied intelligence. The times we are living in call for
a great investment in intellectual patterns, a psychic investment
of faith in our better nature demonstrated by our willingness to
learn, and a greater sense of awareness and embodiment
through the mastery of culture. Carl Sagan was right when he
said, “Our species needs, and deserves, a citizenry with minds
wide awake and a basic understanding of how the world
works.”?? It is the only way to perceive the monumental respon-
sibility which rests on our shoulders. We, you and I, have an op-
portunity to open the door to riches far greater than those expe-
rienced by the royalty of centuries past or the wealthiest of to-
day’s elite. The key is already in our hands.
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much ridicule and torment. Anyone who has ever become
sexually aroused and thought about it carefully will realize
how little conscious effort was required and how much of a
role biology played in the process. To say that homosexuality is
only a matter of lifestyle preference is clearly a simple-minded
assertion. Indeed, given our population predicament, we
should be overjoyed to have more, not fewer, homosexuals.

Barbara Ehrenreich. Fear of Falling (New York: Harper Peren-
nial, 1989), p. 247.

Friedman and Szasz, p. 70.
Ibid., p. 83.

This oak/acorn analogy places us precisely within the realm of
the Darwinian or Spencerian notion of survival of the fittest.
But, we do not set out to educate only those whom we consider
strong. We are trying to assist all human beings so that they
may become capable of reaching their maximum potential.
The quality of our society depends upon education. The advan-
tage of ensuring a Darwinian struggle in education is illusion-
ary because the result is that the only advance is to secure an
advantage one has already attained; further value is stifled.

Traditional pedagogy places its greatest emphasis on the exter-
nal sphere of social convention. Intrinsic education changes
the locus of control to the intellectual sphere. The influence of
traditional education is so pervasive and so formidable that
people may find the idea of intrinsic education difficult to
comprehend. Intrinsic education is something all of us have
experienced in bits and pieces, but rarely in a formal educa-
tional context. Intrinsic education is the quality of learning ex-
perience that Socrates afforded Plato and that Plato offered Ar-
istotle. It had everything to do with learning the truth for one-
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self and nothing whatsoever to do with grade point averages or
SAT scores. )

F. Allan Hanson. Testing Testing: Social Consequences of the Ex-
amined Life (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
1993), p. 6. Hanson argues that even though standard intelli-
gence tests are designed to promote equality, what they really
measure is the level of income of the parents of the students.

Benjamin R. Barber. Jihad vs. McWorld (New York: Times
Books, 1995), p. 117.

James Fallows. More Like Us (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin,
1989), p. 193.

This may sound like a contradiction, since many communist
school systems have often proved superior in educating peo-
ple—especially when the criteria for judging success is how
well students acquire skills. But this type of education is rather
a form of indoctrination and has little to do with learning to
think for oneself.

Richard Osborne. Philosophy for Beginners (New York: Writers
and Readers, 1992), p. 124,

Epictetus. in “Discourses,” vol. 12 of Great Books of the Western
World (Chicago, IL: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1952), p. 139.

This is the conclusion I draw from reading Daniel C. Dennett’s
book Darwin’s Dangerous Idea.

Thomas Ellis Katen. Doing Philosophy (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall, 1973), p. 209. Heidegger’s work, though consid-
ered profound, would have likely gained much more promi-
nence had he not been at one time a Nazi sympathizer.

Martin Heidegger. Being and Time, trans. Joan Stambuagh
(New York: State University of New York Press, 1996), p. 134.

Immanuel Kant. “The Metaphysic of Morals,” vol. 42 of Great
Books of the Western World (Chicago, IL: Encyclopaedia Britan-
nica, 1952), p. 268.

Kant. “Critique of Practical Reason,” p. 347.

Amitai Etzioni. The New Golden Rule (New York: Basic Books,
1996), p. xviii.

Aldous Huxley. Huxley and God, ed. Jacqueline Hazard Bridge-
man (New York: HarperCollins, 1992), p. 197.

Ibid., p. 211.
Emerson. Ralph Waldo Emerson:Selected Essays, p. 37.
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Watts, The Wisdom of Insecurity p. 24.

Nicholas Humphrey. Leaps of Faith (New York: Basic Books,
1996), p. 192.

Emerson, Essays and Lectures, p. 963.
Thoreau. The Portable Thoreau, p. 343.

Dennis Overbye. “Cosmologies in Conflict,” Omni, October
1992, p. 93.

Jacob Needleman. Money and the Meaning of Life (New York:
Doubleday/Currency, 1991), p. 166.

Ibid., p. 65.

Ibid., p. 161.

Ibid., p. 171.

Ibid., p. 206.

Schopenhauer, Studies in Pessimism, p. 12.

Rush Limbaugh has gained a large audience by appealing to
popular ignorance. He is H. L. Mencken’s nemesis come to life,
a “champion of popular opinion,” or, perhaps more correctly,
Limbaugh is an articulate spokesman for the shadows on the
wall of Plato’s cave.

Schumaker, Wings of Illusion, p. 50.

In the introduction to Nietzsche’s Ecce Homo, Walter Kauf-
mann compares Nietzsche to Van Gogh. Nietzsche did, in fact,
succumb to madness in 1890, much to the delight of his critics.
Some philosophers argue that, to Nietzsche, the eternal return
is really a clear manifestation of the absurdity of human life.
And T would not argue the point except to say that, in the case
of human subjectivity, I think the reverse is true. It is ironic
that Nietzsche concluded that there are no final interpretations
since an industry in academia has emerged to interpret his
works. Nietzsche had some bizarre ideas, no doubt about it,
but he was, hands down, one of the greatest bullshit detectors
of all times.

Nietzsche, The Portable Nietzsche, p. 101.
Shaw, pp. xxxi-xxxii.

Attributed to Jean Paul Sartre.
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Chapter Nine

1.
2.

Emerson, “Politics,” in Essays and Lectures, p. 568.

Charles Derber. The Wilding of America (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1996), p. 9.

. Ralph Waldo Emerson has been accused of being everything

from an anti-rationalist to the architect of excessive individual-
ism, mostly from people who’ve misread or have never read his
work.

Even though the violent acts of many young people are vile be-
yond belief, the reality of the “super predator” appears to be
little more than media illusion. This kind of behavior has been
with us throughout history. What has changed is our ability to
focus attention on it.

. Follett, Creative Experience p. 47.

. People who try to call our attention to water and air pollution

and who call for the manufacturing of cars that get better gas
mileage are often accused of being anti-business. Thus, the
reasoning goes, they are anti-American.

Even though only a portion of the population will become ex-
pert technicians, we have far greater capacity to teach techni-
cal skills than traditional education would lead us to believe.

8. Postman, Technopoly, pp. 190-194.
9. Ibid., p. 188.

11.

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

17.
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. John Stuart Mill. “Utilitarianism,” in vol. 43 of Great Books of

the Western World (Chicago, IL: Encyclopaedia Britannica,
1952), p. 451.

George Lakoff. Moral Politics (Chicago, IL: University Press,
1996), p. 114.

Tbid., p. 115.

Wright, The Moral Animal, pp. 336-342.
Tbid., p. 344.

Thoreau, The Portable Thoreau, p. 328.

Juliet B. Schor. The Overworked American (New York: Basic
Books, 1991), p. 126.

Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, p. 340.

Ronald Gross. Peak Learning (Los Angeles, CA: Jeremy P.
Tarcher, 1991), p. xi.
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Nicholas Negroponte. Being Digital (Alfred A. Knopf, 1995), p.
229,

Anderson, Evolution Isn't What It Used To Be, p. 194.
Nietzsche, The Portable Nietzsche, p. 42.

Richardson. Ewmerson. Richardson used the subtitle, The Mind
on Fire, to characterize Emerson in this way.

Emerson, Essays and Lectures, pp. 952, 956, 958, 963, 967.
Krishnamurti, The First and Last Freedom, p. 20.
Humphrey, p. 37.

C. Owen Paepke. The Evolution of Progress (New York: Random
House, 1993), p. 254.

Richard Garner. Beyond Morality (Philadelphia, PA: Temple
University Press, 1994), p. 361.
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