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SW: This paper could begin, like Gregory Bateson’s often did, with a story.  His stories often took the form of a metalogue: “a conversation dealing with some aspect of mental process in which ideally the interaction exemplifies the subject matter.”  Our metalogue is about the first evening of another conference on Whidbey Island in Washington’s Puget Sound.  It was dark and raining.  Participants at this curriculum for the bioregion conference on contemplative practice and sustainability, including Elizabeth and I, were invited to “move into our work” by spending 30 minutes outdoors, in silence, noting what drew our attention.  

ES:  I studied a map of the Whidbey Institute’s grounds and, with a head- mounted flashlight, headed directly to the labyrinth and began walking the loops and spirals of its path.  

SW:  I was without a flashlight.  Without any sense of direction or intention, I wandered about, my senses saturated by rain, forest and the disorienting darkness of an unfamiliar space.  I experimented with closing my eyes and spinning slowly, noting relationships between inner light, the absence of external light and the movement of eyelids and body.  During one spin, my attention was drawn to a patterned movement of light barely visible through the dark mist. I walked toward it. Eventually, after negotiating around cedars and crossing a gravel path, I stumbled over a rock.  Then another, and the rocks over which I kept stumbling became stones as they clearly formed a pattern, and their pattern made the movement of light intelligible.  I stood still in silence, wondering if the person walking at the far side of the labyrinth had sensed my presence.  I wondered what, if any, relationship existed between my left-hand path to the experience of sacred ground and that of the person walking an illuminated labyrinth. I was curious about who this person was.  I imagined a conversation along the lines of a metalogue between Gregory Bateson and his daughter, Mary Catherine Bateson, which provides a context for this story and theirs. 

SW: Bateson, like Boethius, wrote in dialogue with a feminine voice, creating a rhetorical effect something like this: To be conscious we humans  “subtract or repress our awareness that perception is active and repress our awareness that action is passive--?  This it is to be conscious? (103)
ES: (105) Daughter:  If…let’s suppose…consciousness has to do with relationship between subsystems…then secrecy or unawareness would mean that the system would both know and not know.  There would be knowledge that was okay at one level, but would be toxic at another.  In spite of what you say about the Ancient Mariner—his rime and his fate, people do go in search of psychological or spiritual experiences all the time, both knowing and not knowing what they are looking for.  And hopefully containing the information with which to recognize the experience when they meet it. CHECK
SW: Remember, Mary Catherine was responding to what her father had said earlier about how the Mariner had unknowingly found what he was looking for, absolution, at the moment his guilt was no longer the object of his voyage. Gregory was right too: the worst advice the Mariner could have gotten would have been to plan and undertake a voyage to the South Seas, search for water snakes, and when found, bless them. No albatross would have fallen from his neck. 
 No, with the sea snakes and the albatross he could have started a menagerie.

ES: So killing albatrosses and purposely blessing sea snakes are both offensive—perhaps the blessing even more so. As Shinron says: the pure land is hard to attain, even for a bad man. 

SW: Another comparison Bateson makes is with film cameras. The Mariner couldn’t have blessed the sea snakes unaware with a camera crew filming on board. The necessity for this quality of awareness has been murmuring in my head ever since my students’ seemingly refused to objectively document the efficacy of yoga nidra’s contemplative practice. 

ES: Mary Catherine argues that Gregory wants us “to believe in the sacred, the integrated fabric of mental process that envelops all our lives—and the principle way he knows that has allowed men and women to approach this (but not necessarily the only way) has been through religious traditions, vast, interconnected metaphorical systems.” (200).  

SW: Yes, but the insight that came following our last conversation is that in preparing Gregory’s final manuscript from his notes following his death, Mary didn’t articulate the truth that is an open secret throughout all of Gregory’s work.  The sacred, however it is experienced and for whatever reason, safeguards—it acts as a conservative shield, a mask—for the protection of the complexity and diversity of a system.  Given the biological feedback loop between organism and world that reinforces our sense of self and thus ego consciousness, our tendency to mistakenly place the locus of control within human agency is strong and potentially lethal in the ways it misdirects our attention, our assignment of value—our awareness, and like an addiction, it supplements our proclivity for purposive, self-directed thought. Add statistic re: avg consumption of info/data by USA: from Ulin’s new book?

ES: Religious conversion, then, is that moment of change that may involve many sorts of experience, but as Gregory startlingly suggests, “It is important here to notice how often Enlightenment is a sudden realization of the biological nature of the world in which we live. It is a sudden discovery of the realization of life” (AF, 74). It is God’s sermon to Job from the whirlwind, chastising him for his ignorance of natural history (ibid). “Knowest thou the time when the wild goats of the rock bring forth?  Or canst thou mark when the hinds do calve? (ibid)

SW: Then here’s the critical question, which his daughter did ask, “Daddy, do you think consciousness is lethal?”And Gregory Bateson, as father, cyberneticist, and natural philosopher says, “Father:  Mmm.  Empirically is seems on its way to being so.  Human consciousness linked with purpose might turn out to be rather like the tail of the argus pheasant, an extreme elaboration of a particular trait that sends a species into an evolutionary cul-de-sac.  But that’s happened before.  What is frightening is the possibility that the presence of a creature like us anywhere in the system may eventually be lethal to the entire system” (AF, 105)   

ES: What are we after here? [We’re interested in] If it is the relationship between this fear of ego-consciousness (which is what he calls consciousness—more on that later) that Gregory shared with angels and his epistemology of the sacred as manifest in your classroom experiment? Such an epistemology might well have an evolutionary saving power. (Fractaling) 
Do you have a picture of a scantron response?
SW: This article (pp slide) from a recent New York Times brackets another Batesonian-like story about a story (or subsystem within a system). I was trying to obtain quantitative data about the effects of yoga nidra in a college classroom at the request of a yoga teacher who, at precisely that moment, was patenting yoga nidra as iRest—Integrative Restoration.  Not only has he since created a yoga business, but the renaming initially came at the request of the US military.  Richard Miller’s protocol for yoga nidra was proving effective in treating soldiers with PTSD returning from Iraq, but as Richard told me, the officer in charge at Walter Reed Military Hospital said:  “We love the practice, but the name has got to go.” However, in contrast with the compelling qualitative data, excerpts of which you’ll hear at the end of this presentation, when students were asked to give feedback about their experience in quantitative form using a scantron input, many refused, albeit unconsciously, to respond appropriately, filling in circles corresponding to the same, unchanging value (e.g., all 5s or 2s), leaving circles blank, or drawing smiley faces and other doodles instead.  Although repeated with different students and different testing instruments, the experiment designed to quantitatively assess the effects of yoga nidra in a control population—as opposed to the test population of soldiers with PTSD my classroom experiment was disappointing, for some, and for others, it seemed a failure.   

But, there’s another story about this experiment, one inspired by a curiosity, play and a sense of wonder, which I once told at another conference—an anthropology of consciousness annual meeting. That story began by juxtaposing my classroom experience with Gregory Bateson’s stories about the secret of other, similar kinds of failures.  In particular, my interest was in Gregory’s stories of and about non-communication in relationship to his epistemology of the sacred. There is a curious paradox in this version of my experiment, which is itself a retelling of the stories (at least 24) that comprise “Let Not They Left Hand Know,” which is my favorite chapter in Gregory Bateson’s epistemology of the sacred, Angels Fear.  The curious paradox is that the truly contemplative nature of the yoga practice was proved by the students’ refusal to accept the pragmatic compromise of having their curriculum validated by a method alien to the reverence in which they held it.  This story of my experiment as a case study of sacred epistemology has particular meaning in relationship to the story Bateson tells about another anthropologist’s failed attempt to have the right hand speak about what the left hand does not know.  Sol Tax tried to legitimize the Native American Church, specifically its use of peyote, by creating a video of its rituals. But members of the Church could not, in Tax’s words, “picture themselves engaged in the personal matter of prayer in front of a camera” (AF, 72). They chose not to “defile a single ritual to save the church,” thus proving the sacred nature of their practices.   Similarly the students’ refusal to legitimate the practice of yoga nidra through a supposed objective quantification of its efficacy demonstrates the sacred nature of the practice. 

I told this story to fellow anthropologists, even though I didn’t then understand the secret truth of Gregory’s work—or the truth of secrecy in relationship to ecology and self-consciousness—that is the focus of this presentation.  I did not then realize its relationship to what I now see as Gregory’s—and the angel’s—biggest fear:  self-consciousness.  Rather, I accepted the interpretation of his daughter, Mary Catherine Bateson, who posthumously composed Angels Fear from Gregory’s notes, that the manuscript does not correspond with his highest aspiration. 

ES: What was that aspiration?  

SW: Nothingness.  The wisdom of non-purposive thought which is evidenced throughout natural history, indeed is natural history.  The critical need for humans to recognize the relationship between the experience of the sacred and its epistemology, ecological complexity, and the survival of the planet.  Contrary to popular wisdom and the current religious-like belief in neuroscience and the self-consciousness that neuroscientific descriptions of mind as brain objectifies, reifies and commodifies, Bateson held that self-consciousness was potentially lethal to any organism and ecological system.  

ES: But perhaps Mary Catherine was knowingly preserving the open secret of this aspiration, since it would be too paradoxical to prescribe contemplative and non-purposive mental states for the sake of saving Gaia and ourselves. It’s a little like making a bee-line for the labyrinth. Or patenting ancient yogic wisdom as remedies for stress relief and infertility. SLIDE NY TIMES And yet this might be the double bind we have to find our way through. [The fractal structure of evolution, the structure—the patterned meaninglessness--of the fabric of this group. Bret Davis’s inaugural call for stepping back from self and encountering others as a philosophical as well as political practice in which culture is engaged as local epistemology. ]

SW: Like Bateson, our metalogue has opened into a story that’s bracketed by another. If the “world is like the impression left by the telling of a story,” our next story needs to tell what’s the matter with conscious purpose? (Doniger ref. the Yogavasistha (297).

ES: The self-reflective mind, that is, one aware of its own consciousness and sense-making, reifies itself as ego-consciousness. In feeling, I also feel myself, and thus am phenomenally aware in a pre-reflective way. The self that comes to mind, however, short-circuits the feedback system in which it arises by attaching itself to an ego implied by awareness of sense and its pre-reflective state. Self-consciousness is the self reified after the fact as the ego—the thinking thing. The ego then becomes short hand for the whole body-mind system in which it emerged. For the ego, the sensorimotor unity with the world is broken, or at least something of which to be skeptical. Belief in the world is lost, certainty of the ego found, and the complexity of life greatly simplified. The context in which purpose makes sense is also greatly simplified; the new circuit and locus of control is redefined by the ego.

Now Bateson grants that conscious purpose has been with the human species a long time, and nevertheless, evolution has occurred. Developing and flourishing, even—at times. Why might it be lethal then? This begins to make more sense if we factor in how conscious purpose itself, since the scientific revolution, has come to be reified in modern technology—not just as mode of thinking, but also in the technological artifacts themselves. With our technology, as Freud suggested, we become prosthetic gods, and this is even more apparent when we look at the various prostheses we use to approximate omniscience, the film camera being among them. 

SW: This reminds me of Bateson’s question, “What is a religious rite that a camera can invalidate it?” (76). We might also ask: what is a camera that it could invalidate a religious rite?

ES: In the film camera, consciousness is enclosed or externalized; it is the very material reification of a sensorimotor unit capable of generating different types of images—planes of thought in Deleuze’s terms, or ecologies of mind in Bateson’s. Thus the camera redefines the locus of awareness, the world, in the images it creates. 
SW: This reminds me of my colleague’s refusal to have her Orissi dance performances filmed.  She was in a car accident some years ago and she is near retirement.  She told me that she can continue to perform because when she performs live she knows how to guide what the audience sees.  We follow the dramatic bobble of her head, then her kohl-lined eyes, to see the mantra she traces with curved fingers in the space between us, carved by the outer rotation of wrist.  We are guided so as to not see the injured or aging body parts that are not moving as prescribed by the formalities of the dance form.  She does not want to have the spirit (or mind) her body’s dance is co-creating in that sacred space usurped.
ES: What the cinematographic image is capable of that other kinds of artistic images are not—neither the painted image, nor even the one danced—is something we perceive as self-movement, automatic movement. As Deleuze in Cinema II tells us, the cinematographic image makes movement, thus untying itself from the mind or body for its motility. It gains this power as an industrial art, the product of mechanical reproduction.  This power then gives rise to a spiritual automaton in us, which reacts in turn on movement.
  The spiritual automaton designates not some kind of Cartesian brain in a vat, but rather “the circuit into which [thoughts] enter with the movement-image, the shared power of what forces thinking and what thinks under the shock.”
 Through the realization of the movement image, the spiritual automaton, the shock to thought is communicated through “to the cortex, touching the nervous and cerebral system directly” (ibid).  
SW: Yet with all this power that film consolidates, its shock still hasn’t managed to reverberate in most of us. But that is Deleuze’s point. The spiritual automaton is essentially undecided, and how it will be decided is partially determined by the artistic talent of the film director—the director who never stands beyond or separate from the spiritual automaton, the circuit and the shock, that she conjures with the camera. The Native American Church who didn’t want their peyote ritual filmed must have also been resisting this spiritual automaton that the moving image creates, since it has the power to be a double agent.
ES: Yes, for a while it seemed cinema had the power to raise the masses to the level of a true subject, as Deleuze says, until it degenerated into “state propaganda and manipulation, into a kind of fascism which brought together Hitler and Hollywood, Hollywood and Hitler. The spiritual automaton,” he says, “became a fascist man.”
 Today he has become a global corporate legal entity, selling visions of the good life with Coca Cola and Lite Beer. 
SW: In other words, the automaton was short circuited with a purpose, and then commodified. The loss of faith in cinema corresponds with the loss of faith in the world that we are struggling with, a struggle older than the advent of cinema, but which cinema and the film camera allow us to see. Artaud’s disaffection gave rise to this insight, articulated by Blanchot through Deleuze: what forces us to think is “’the impotence [impouvoir]’ of thought, the figure of nothingness, the inexistence of a whole which could be thought.” Deleuze continues, “What Blanchot diagnoses everywhere in literature is particularly clear in cinema: on the one hand the presence of an unthinkable in thought, which would be both its source and barrier; on the other hand the presence to infinity of another thinker in the thinker, who shatters every monologue of a thinking self” (CII, 168). Thus the ego and the purpose of its thought—to conjure its own existence out of nothingness—is shattered. Artaud thought we should make use of this powerlessness, this nothingness, to believe in life, and discover the identity of thought and life (CII, 170). Cinema should film this very belief in the world—our only link. 
FOOTNOTE
ES:  This is the same belief or faith of the Ancient Mariner. The fate of the Mariner and his shipmates is decided in a macabre scene between the figures of Death and Life in Death, who roll dice to determine who wins the crew’s souls. Life in Death wins, and these men become the zombies, the spiritual automata who embody the impossibility of thinking, or more specifically, of conscious purpose. Circuitously this restores faith in the natural world for the mariner, who, when adrift and without recourse, finds himself blessing the sea snakes unaware. 
SW: I think I can also make the connection here back to the very space that the Orissi dancers share with their audience. For my colleague the space she cultivates with her audience is consecrated by Jagannath, a pre-colonial tribal god, whether she dances in the Evergreen State College peforming arts center or on temple ground during a Kali ritual celebration in Orissa, India.
  I believe Gregory Bateson wants us to find nothing in his writing, nothing, ultimately, except the emptiness of the space between his stories that correspond with the space of the interval between thoughts and the space carved out by the hand mantra of the Orissi dancer. In this interval, in this space of emptiness, through which there can be no shortcut, and thus the left hand must never know of it, that is where faith necessarily comes in.
ES:  Warren McCulloch, a close friend and scientist-mathematician colleague of Bateson’s, asked the question that seems foundational to your question and that which is now out of bounds.  “What is a number, that a man might know it, and a man, that he may know a number?” When McCulloch asked this question he noted that we could—should—simultaneously hear the voice of St. Augustine proclaiming his eternal verities:” 

POWERPOINT: “7 and 3 are 10; 7 and 3 have always been 10; 7 and 3 at no time and in no way have ever been anything but 10; 7 and 3 will always be 10.”
SW: Alumni data show that one very compelling reason students choose Evergreen is its absence of math requirements.  Thus, being asked to prove the veracity of a contemplative or sacred experience by using a number two pencil to fill in a hole corresponding with a number on a scantron form invalidated students’ experience of the veracity, sacred or not, of both Evergreen and yoga nidra.  
FOOTNOTE
ES: The exercise asks students to see the qualitative multiplicity of the yoga nidra experience in quantitative terms, which as Bergson showed, is always homogenous, and thus can be symbolized with a number. As a number, it can then be easily extracted, reified, and exported to some other ecology, and subjugated to a foreign and arbitrary purpose—a purpose that has colonized the whole mental ecology of our culture: the production and consumption imperative. 
SW: To question both these things leads to another out of bounds question regarding the relationship between mental health and the ecology of mind cultivated when students self-select an alternative, experimental public liberal arts education in the hyper-vocationally-oriented and materialist-driven culture of American capitalism in the early 21st century.
ES:  I think it's important to talk about the religious aspect of yoga nidra as well. How do you understand it? In the powerpoint you sent me it seems like the approach to nidra is simply a deep relaxation practice that could have health benefits, especially for traumatized psyches.
SW:  UCLA’s Center for Spirituality in Higher Education has documented that during the college years students are pursuing as much a spiritual as an intellectual quest (http://spirituality.ucla.edu/).  I think Bateson’s right hand knows that learning how to learn—that mind in nature—ultimately is conservative of the religious or spiritual impulse.   Yoga nidra works as stress reduction by re-organizing the neural pathways that manifest in trauma.  This occurs in deep relaxation during which subsystems of mind find new articulations within a mind bigger and other than the self that was shaped at the time of the trauma. Because the act of thinking always occurs in the past, the experience of non-conceptual, non-purposive practices that re-orient our awareness to the present moment of our incorporation, such as yoga nidra, are sacred to a sustainable ecology of mind. (cf. Gazzaniga, Damasio for current materialist neuroscience of this perspective, Kay’s embodiments article, etc.)

ES: Let’s end with the voices that formed the qualitative basis of your research, voices that articulate what the right hand can’t say to the left.

SW:  and ES: alternating just a couple of these: 

ES: ? Bradford Spurr  mid qtr sping 2008 eval sheet

I’ve noticed my ability to sink into a presence of silence.  It is incredibly accessible to me now outside of the practice in the real world as well.  This space of silence or no thoughts has led me to greater insights about the “I” that I identify with so strongly.

Miles Howard

The feeling of my clothing against my skin has faded, I feel like a hidden camera watching myself mediate here, and now.  Only now.  Maybe even the word “now” is too restrictive, too limiting to describe the concept it represents.  But then words are such, mere representations, symbols of meaning.  Certain terms and phrases don’t translate well from one language to another, and I feel like the same happens when trying to translate from thoughts and feelings—pure meaning, the unspoken universal language we all know and share—into a spoken or written language.  Make me a painting, a sketch; perform an interpretative dance or play an oboe to express yourself, not with these hollow shells of meaning that are words.—I like this one too.
� Cf. Angels Fear, 76, 89-90.


� First, we have a problem with terminology, with what exactly is meant by consciousness, purpose, and ultimately, the two together. In the systems view of life, the self-organization of organisms—from the smallest cell to the Earth system called Gaia—emerges as the relational interaction between parts and the whole system, or context, in which they are embodied. Such relational interaction, a feedback loop, which both organizes and directs the organization of the system, implies a basic sensitivity, or sentience, in living organisms, as well as something like purpose. Sensing is sense-making, as Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela say, always with a view toward need: the very pragmatic needs of metabolism for survival. Maturana and Varela called this process autopoiesis, the self-making or organization of all life. The sensorimotor circuit between world and organism, nature and thought, led them to conclude that life was equal to cognition, and cognition equal to life. Along the same lines, Bateson saw evolution as a mental process, and likewise, in mental processes he saw patterns found in nature’s evolution. � Thus mind and conatus are pervasive throughout the holoarchy of life.





Yet, does such sense-making endemic to life mean that all organisms, even the smallest cell, are conscious? I cannot answer that definitively here. But some, like Lynn Margulis, see in the motility of cells the precursor to animal consciousness and the nervous system.� The movement implied by receptivity is already cognition; from perception, percept. Yet this does not mean self-consciousness. Does this mean that they behave with conscious purpose? The purposiveness exhibited by the crab using its claw in order to defend itself or eat only makes sense within a particular environment; indeed, the teleology of the claw is not endemic to it, but rather it emerges from and is the expression of a relationship between claw and world.� Mind and purpose are emergent within the system and constrained by it, not essentialized. In other words, purpose is not consciously recognized as such.





� Gilles Deleuze, Cinema II, The Time Image, tr. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 156. Hereafter cited in text as CII. 


� Ibid.


� Ibid, 164.


� After British colonization the devadasi tradition nearly died away before being resurrected on stage.





