A collection of thoughts, theories, reviews, letters, poems and diary notes by John Myhill – September 2018.

“Phantoms of the Brain” by V.S. Ramachandran Harper 2005 
  

This is a concentrated read, with some very striking ideas and examples regarding the nature of consciousness: brain as creator of useful delusions, which are exposed as such when things go wrong. 

1. Blind Sight: the way the brain “fills in” something that is not there, rather than leaving a hole in vision, where our blind spot (the optic nerve entrance to the eye) prevents us from seeing anything.  But we have no choice of what is filled in.  Example of a person with brain injury who sees strange objects – he knows that they are hallucinations if they seem unlikely (a monkey sat on the doctor’s lap) and this is confirmed when the image fades – as in a waking dream. 

2. The brain streams memory into How and What branches.  “How” involves, using the force, as when I catch a ball before I have consciously worked out where it is.  Some people with stroke are able to grab an object without consciously seeing it.  It also enables us to convert a written description into a physical image of a room or place.  People who lose contact with the “what” stream cannot name things or recall events, but their motor skills remain unaffected. 

3. Amputee illusions: that they can still feel pain in their limb, can be removed by fooling the brain into thinking that the limb is still there and is perfectly all right (trick mirrors in a box); or stoke victims who believe that their left side is working normally, when there is no movement in it, or that the arm next to them belongs to someone else (anosognosia); or the person with an amputated foot, who can feel their foot when their mouth is touched; or the trick of getting someone to shut their eyes and then tapping their nose with your hand whilst tapping their hand on your nose, or even on the table, so that they believe they have a very long nose, or one made of wood!  A limb injected with local anaesthetic before amputation can prevent phantom limb pain for some, as their last memory of the limb is of painlessness.  Visual belief that you can move your arm can make it possible to actually move your arm.  Is anorexia a phantom body, which visual image cannot overcome: each of us has a hard-wired image of our body, which cannot be denied by current experience to the contrary: body image (a concept developed by academics called Brain and Head!)  If people can deny the existence or malfunction of half their body, surely it is not surprising that all people are capable of denying things that seem totally obvious to others? 

4. The ability to lay down memories is different from the ability to remember those that have already been laid down (removal of the hippocampus results in inability to form new memories, whilst leaving all the memories formed before the operation intact.)  One person found after a stroke that he suddenly appreciated and wanted to write poetry, which had never meant anything to him for the preceding 67years.  Post stroke patients who can only see the left right side of a picture, will nevertheless say they prefer a house that is whole to one that has flames pouring out on the left hand side, showing that their subconscious is aware of the left side of the picture. 

5. The left brain as controller of language is less of a loss, as the person who suffers a stroke on that side will be aware that there right side has gone dead and needs work to recover (left brain damage leads to depression); but someone who loses the right side of the brain, which controls nuance and emotional intelligence, can have adamant denial of the existence or problems of their left limbs over which they no longer have any control.  Pouring cold water in an ear can activate awareness in the cut off right side of the brain.  This appears to work rather like REM sleep, where supressed recognition that the left side of the body is not working, can be recognised.  Dreams as revealing what we deny in waking life.  The levels of denial: from the outright “my left side is fine” through repression of memory; to the reaction (homosexual desires hidden by aggression expressed towards homosexuals); to rationalisation: “I cannot lift my arm because of arthritis”; to laughter – the nervous laugh, jokes about sex and death.  

6. Displacement takes place when a person denies that they are going to die shortly by concentrating on some minor ailment, as if that was their only problem.  (What am I using to deny my soon coming death?) 

7. People who lose the ability to recognise faces can nevertheless distinguish people by different kinds of interaction (the funny one, the one who waves arms.  The person who denies that their closest relatives are anything but imposters, may even deny that it is really them in the mirror (although recognise the voice as authentic on the phone).  Is this the basis of multiple personality: the splitting of the person into various ways of being?  People who believe what they say cannot be detecting as lying, as they have deceived themselves.  If they come to believe the opposite, they will deny their previous denials. 

8. Awareness of God brought on by temporal lobe epilepsy.  Sense of truth seem to depend on the limbic system – stimulation leads to heightened sense of significance. 

9. Evolutionary Psychology as the new name for what was called sociobiology (a term which fell into disrepute for political reasons).  An impression becomes stronger after we have exerted some effort to see (as in the Dalmatian dog, which at first seems like a collection of random dots, but once you see the dog, you cannot unsee it) clearly this has evolutionary value.  Our sense of consciousness enables us to achieve certain things, which give us an evolutionary advantage over other species.  It is a by-product illusion of our useful skills: of facial recognition; how-what connection; short and long term memory; emotional expression and the ability to simulate/ lie; a sense of being in control, which motivates many actions; sense of wonder, art, poetry and god; the ability to fill in the blanks and have a sense of the totality of the self; useful pain that enables us to deal with the cause and repair ourselves. 

  

So what is the Self? 

1. It is not having a vivid sense of different parts of the body and their workings, as this can be lost in stroke and brain damage. 

2. It is not our emotions as these can be lost or changed.  Obsession with abstract thoughts, becoming pedantic, argumentative and garrulous can all be results of brain damage. 

3. We can even lose our sense of free will, of having any choice: feeling we are mere puppets, controlled from elsewhere: akinetic mutism is the conviction that the person can do nothing. 

4. And we can lose the ability to make new memories, thus being frozen in time; or of course progressively lose all our memories through dementia. 

Thus the writer comes to the conclusion that having a mind/ soul that is within us observing what goes on, is itself a delusion (as Hindus and Buddhists have always believed).

When Robert Louis Stevenson was in Hawaii in 1888, he visited some friends who had a son called Austin – they lived on Emma Street! 

In Edinburgh where he was born and brought up, he was dying of TB, and even spending summers in Bournemouth and winters in Davos, he was mostly ill, but sailing around the Pacific islands, he was able to swim in the sea regularly, help with the rigging and eat properly.  Perhaps if he had been born out there, he would never have been ill and lived a long life!  On cold damp days think of Fiji. 

As for my anxieties: God is constantly testing me this way –  I panic easily (although slowly), when I ought to be trusting that things will work out for the best – it is hard being a Panglossian! 
In fact the oil gauge was frozen, which could have meant the tank was empty, but In fact meant it was half full – to test I put a long stick into the tank from the top, and then draw it out with a mark where the oil has reached.  I was in such a hurry expecting to find no oil that I wore a new pair of gloves, instead of an old pair of rubber gloves: the smell is strong, so they are still on the line. 
The water duly unfroze in the pipes, at 4-30am, which was almost a disaster, as I had put the plug in the bath so that I would know the water was running, believing I had turned off the source of water pressure.  Unfortunately, the bath was on the point of overflowing, when I stopped it.  My fear of flood was almost fulfilled by my foolhardiness.  The pipes all appear to be intact, making me wonder if they have frozen before without my even being aware! 
  
It has been a good week, in retrospect, with some snow shovelling for exercise (some pained muscles) and lots of reading and talking to Denise: I could easily become accustomed to this and become a recluse: we are such creatures of habit!  Still have not made it out to the shops. 
I think the woman who spoke about the new astronomy was the woman who made the discovery, so, yes, perhaps they have learnt. 

Stevenson, certainly believed that his pain and suffering was not to be written about, except as another pirate, to be defeated, in the life-long adventure of his life.  He was so in love with life that his enthusiasm was infectious and he had many friends of all kinds throughout his life, although I do wonder how he got on with the melancholy Thomas Hardy (he was one of Hardy’s first visitors at Max Gate, 1885, when RLS was living in Bournemouth, of all places!) 

We tried to get the car out today, but it was still too icy, quite a struggle to get it back in the shed.  Hope the warmth increases. 

Last night the cold water pipes to Emma’s end of the house (kitchen and bathroom) froze, so we are expecting burst pipes when it gets warmer: all caused appropriately by storm Emma! (she is taking responsibility for it on Twitter!) 

Central heating oil going down fast, and the oil company are not even contactable, as office staff cannot get to work.  Hard days ahead. 

 Denise is wearing Emma’s ‘Moon Boots’, and is thus able to keep well ahead of me, as mine slip all over the place.  Wore my hiking boots this afternoon, although the snow comes over the top, at least I do not slip. 

It is very icy everywhere here.  

In the country as a whole, there are lots of homeless people refusing to go into shelters, so there will be more deaths, even if us elderly survive!  

Big news this week about astronomical discoveries close to the time of the Big Bang, which apparently defy existing explanations? What do you think? 

It seems very appropriate, as it is just fifty years since Jocelyn Bell Burnell (Quaker Astronomer) found the first pulsar. 

  

TV is rather better at present: We stopped watching “Requiem” when the famous cellist smashed her cello: that was just too absurd!  (a bit like our latest book-group read: “The Boy who could see demons” Carolyn Jesse-Cooke, where the psychiatrist behaves totally outside her role, in way that they never do.)  ‘Endeavour’ (young Morse, Sundays) continues to keep our attention (unlike Ethan’s teachers, who think he has Attention Deficit, because he cannot learn to read Dutch as quickly as his peers – I think he is a dreamer, like me, always thinking about things other than the classroom, so I am sure he will be fine in the long-term, when he finds subjects that interest him – also he is English, the people worst in the world at learning languages!  But it is at present a great stress for Stella and Lee, who are paying for private tutors to give extra reading lessons.  Teachers in Holland do seem to have far more power than English ones.)  ‘Strike’ (at the same time on Sundays) is likeable for much the same reasons, the characters are themselves likeable, and suffer “outrageous fortune”. 

‘Collateral’, Monday nights, is by playwright, David Hare, so excellent dialogue, although only the police woman (Carey Mulligan) is likeable: all the others are either bad or damaged in some way, so that it is hard to sympathise with them, except from political correctness (he is clearly saying that we should sympathise with migrants even when they are lying, with homosexual priests as long as they are trying to be honest; but not with politicians, even if they have horrid addicted mother to their child (Billie Piper), or secret services, even when they are the only ones who understand Syria and speak the language.  It is keeping us guessing, which is the main thing.   ‘Shetland’ (Tuesdays usually but Wednesday this week because of the football) also keeps us guessing – the landscape is gloriously wild, but the people seem largely depressed or angry (they have good reason of course, but it makes it hard to really relate to them.). 

Victims 
I have come to realise that much of the modern fiction (since WWI, but increasingly pronounced this century) has abandoned the heroic adventure of Romanticism, for the portrayal of humans as victims, often dependent on others, or magic for any kind of survival.  It is also very politically correct fiction, sometimes painfully so… 

  

These were the P.C. books about victims, that brought this view to mind: “Affirmation” by Priest, “The boy who could see demons”, Murakami, Clark’s “Hermeneutical Wedding”, Ali Smith, Kate Atkinson, Umberto Echo, Michelle Roberts and even Young “The Shack” (all use magical realism).  Even Iris Murdoch has a form of this, in the mysterious, that always lingers close to the character’s fates. 

In contrast Natasha Pulley’s books and “Strange and Norris” are two 21st century writers, who combine magic realism and adventurous heroism; but they are set back in history. 

  

The model for this current generation of magic realism may be seen in J.M Barrie, Kafka and Walter de la Mare (strangely also in Kipling, but this may be closer to the ghost story genre of M.R. James.    But does it start with Gothic horror and Mary Shelly? 

  

The writing of fiction without heroes, is seen clearly in Proust, D.H. Lawrence, Thomas Hardy, Virginia Woolf and Graham Greene (Was Henry James the inventor of this form or was it Jane Austen?) But in their way, they were going back to older sources like Smollett and the Elizabethan writers. 

  

In contrast the model for adventure heroism is seen in Hakluyt and Captain Marryat, Scott,  Beacher Stowe, Joseph Conrad, the Bronte sisters and Dostoyevsky, moving into and passing WWI with Ridder Haggard, H.G. Wells, Kipling and Conan Doyle. (Dickens and many other Victorian writers take the heroism into stories of everyday life). 

  

The only modern adventure story writers without Magic realism that I could think of were Lawrence Durrell, Litvinov and J.C. Powys (but they achieve this by setting their stories in a more heroic past.) 

Sommerset Maugham and Collette have both heroes and ordinary folk. (This paragraph contains most of my favourite writers, so I am noting my bias!) 

  

Modern fiction that does not use magic realism, tends instead to be set back in the past, and have an ethical message to get across: thus Fowler’s criticism of chimp experiments and the “Tiger and the Acrobat” raising the issue of tiger extinction and animal cruelty.   Golden Hill, set in the late eighteenth century raises the issue of slavery, whilst even tails of daily life, based on real people, tend to have moralistic assumptions (as in the judgements against Ruskin in “Effie Gray” and the judgements in favour of conscientious objectors in “Black Hill”.   Penelope Fitzgerald, Kate Grenville, Julian Barnes, Tracey Chevalier, and Hilary Mantel, all set back in time to make a statement about present victims (or do you think Thomas Cromwell has the making of a hero, rather than a cunning victim?) 

  

A few modern novelists manage to write about the present time, as for example Zadie Smith (anti-racism, pro-feminism and homosexuality – but like Jenette Winterton’s Oranges are not the only Fruits, this is achieved by semi-autobiographical writing. 

A good contrast is seen between “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” (heroic adventure story in Romantic mode) and “The Underground Railway” (current, PC, updated tale of victims, with no uplift of determination).  Not sure where Kathryn Stockett’s “The Help” stands, as there is some heroism in this tale of victimhood in the Deep South? 

  

In Science fiction we see the contrast between the heroic characters of Douglas Adams (admittedly caricatured for humour) and the victim characters in George Orwell, who clearly was at the forefront of much modern writing. David Mitchell, Kazuo Ishiguro and J.G. Ballard retain a chilling survivor feel, heroic only because they suffer, as in Kafka. 

  

In humorous writing we see the full blown fantasy of Pratchett and “Gormenghast” (Lord of the Rings or Harry Potter, satirised?) in contrast to the more modest magic realism of some of Jonathan Coe’s work.  But generally humour, like stories meant for children, still retain the heroic mode, although of a more Quixotic nature. 

  

Another great puzzle is how to distinguish books for children from adult reading? 

  

Any ideas?  Get the grey cells busy and you will feel much better.  You might think my categories absurd, but I am hard pressed to find any other exceptions. 

  

Dreamt about you last night.  You were on a huge barge, which was naturally carpeted in green turf  (probably my subconscious desire for the snow to go, but also your Green credentials).  It was a splendid craft, long and thin like a barge, but with several floors like a super yacht. 

Yes the birds are very tame, we are feeding them on the kitchen windowsill as well as on the birdfeeders. 

Stella had not realised you had lost a job and gained a new one, although she did know you had been to Thailand. 

They are still getting stressed about Ethan's lack of progress at reading Dutch, and pressure on them from the school. 

Teachers seem to be far more powerful in Holland than here. 

Stella's next work gathering, in September, will be in Japan, which is exciting. 

Don't catch cold: remember, where there's a Will, there's some warmth! 

Microsoft have finally cut me off from using their Outlook account,  so I now have to use the annoying BT page, which has none of the extras, like telling me how to spell, and enabling me to delete loads of Emails at a stroke, and get email addresses to come up once I have sent an Email to someone once.  Also annoying flashing adverts.  Well it will all make me feel better about coming off all this nonsense, and you will be saved having to read loads of Emails! 

Furious can be good.  Have you considered becoming involved with a “circle of support and accountability”.  Where these fail it is usually because the people involved are rather naïve and believe that “support” is the important part of keeping someone from reoffending, whereas, in fact it is the accountability: they have to know that others are watching them, and will report them if they show signs of lapsing. 

As most sex offenders do get out of prison eventually, it is vital that they are kept from reoffending.  These schemes have been very successful.  As there are several thousand offences each year (some are very minor, but even child murderers get out if they live long enough) execution is not really an option, especially given that the courts often convict the innocent and release the guilty. 

The main result of the media hype on this subject has been a huge lack of men in all professions that work with children.  Not only does this mean a lack of male role models for children growing up, but an increasing likelihood that men who do work with children will be Paedophiles, because most men would want to avoid the risk of being falsely accused. 

  

On hate, I would recommend a quick read through the Gospels.  “forgive them for they know not what they do” Jesus words on the cross.  How would you feel about the government of Syria if you had just watched your children blown to pieces by government bombs?   How would you feel as a Jew if your family had all died in the camps?  Hate is always understandable, but never the answer, for you end up hating yourself.  Best to start by loving yourself, and then finding that others cannot hurt you. 

  

Martin Seligman is quite wrong.  People can and do change themselves.  Those who fail start with the assumption that they cannot change.  Sex is a wonderful and exciting experience when we are young (and still pleasant in old age) but personal relationships (and thus personal identity) is determined by liking / love for individuals, especially when we are able to connect with that of God within a person: their sex or their orientation are quite irrelevant.  I felt that connection with you as soon as we met, so that your sex, age, orientation, etc. are all quite irrelevant.  You are you – unique – the only one that there will ever be – remarkable, worthwhile, fascinating.  Part of the problem with addictions is that people feel a particular thing is more important than their personal relationships with unique individuals.  

I have seen so many people change from heterosexual to homosexual, and vice versa, simply because they met someone whom they felt was the wrong sex, only to find that it did not matter.  More recently many people who thought they were homosexual, have realised that they are in fact the wrong sex, and are unhappy until they have changed sex.  (That can of course lead to the tragedy of changing sex only to fall in love with someone of the wrong sex.) 

   

Thomas Hardy  "The Dynasts" (epic drama, much of it in verse) 
page 32 Spirit of the Years: "A local thing called Christianity,  
Which the wild dramas of the wheeling spheres  
Include, with divers other such, in dim  
Pathetical and brief parenthesis." 

Spirit of the Pities: "I did not recognise it here, forsooth;  
Though in its early, loving-kindly days 
Of gracious purpose it was much to me." 

page 448 The prime minister explains that he has the power to deploy the army without asking parliament: 

"We are, in fine, too fully warranted 

On moral grounds to strike at Bonaparte, 

If we at any crisis reckon it 

Expedient to do so.  The Government 

Will act throughout in concert with the Allies, 

And Ministers are well within their rights 

To claim that their responsibility 

Be not disturbed." 

page 520 Napoleon muses on his final defeat: 

"I came too late in time 

To assume the prophet or the demi-god, 

A part past playing now" 

Spirit of the Years: 

"Such men as thou, who wade across the world 

To make an epoch, bless, confuse, appal, 

Are in the elemental ages chart 

Like meanest insects on obscurest leaves, 

Or as the brazen rod that stirs the fire 

Because it must"  (Hardy may have been thinking of Kaiser Bill - we might think of Hitler, or many other dictators.) 

Despite the resonance of some lines, I remain amazed that someone with Hardy's abilities, could expend so much energy on this colossal work. 

Surely he must have thought more of Napoleon than he lets on.  Tolstoy's War and Peace" does a much better job. 





What to look for in an old church
Enter and look at that cupboard without a door, 

It's called a niche, it's a space for a saint's statue; 

Not nouveau riche, but a face of grace to adore. 

I do not see a saint's halo, but a nimbus; 

Not room but porticus, not panels, reredos. 

Chaps may lapse but an apse wraps a time that is true. 

Looking at my actions: I toil to oil 

You seem to believe I'm some kind of gargoyle. 

You think I'm a fogey  and so you miss the ogee. 

You think to take the piscine, which is meaner 

Than the lancet, which you can't sit by and read free. 

Looking at the rood, I can prophet by your loss, 

For you only see something crude, lewd, not a cross. 

Below is the loft and screen, which lies soft between 

Altar and people, quoin and coin, seen and unseen. 

See the spandrel, that triangle between arches: 

To Evolution it's an arrow for searches. 

Does it hang from its apex or rest upon its base? 

Is it engineering, mountain, wedge or a place? 

Michael Foucault "The Courage of Truth"
These are the last lectures that Foucault gave in the year he died. (the last lecture was given on 28/3/1984 - 20 years to the day after my mother's death - he was only a little older but died of AIDs). 

By the questioning method, Socrates  (according to Plato's Laches) shows he is the best person to enable Lysimachus and his children to think through what they have been taught by others, so that they can understand the Logos and protect themselves from being misled. He is "a technician of the care of the therapy of the soul" = how to bring up children to have good character.  The disputants see this question as a matter of political opinion, demanding a public vote.  Socrates persuades that is it a technical decision depending on the expertise and training of the teacher and that this can be established by the questions he asks. 

He "modestly" refuses to decide between the disputants, suggesting that his questions will establish who is the best qualified to teach. He thus gains power over the decision, whilst seeming to merely enable clarity.  He says he has no technique himself, being too poor to afford a teacher, whilst actually showing by his questioning method, the true technique of caring for the soul.  

To witness the Truth in the 4th century, Christians sought suffering and endurance, depriving themselves so that their life in the body would witness to the suffering of Christ. 

Cynicism had the meaning of being witness to the Truth (morturon tes alethias) through "frankness" (parrhesia).  Truth is seen as discipline, asceticism and the barrenness of life 

(I would call this pessimism rather than truth, a life seems rich and wonderful to me, it is seeing the perfect world through a glass darkly, giving hope for an even more wonderful life.) 

Since the nineteenth century, Art = reduction, refusal and aggression to culture, social norms and values and aesthetic cannons, so that it is an endless movement by which every role laid down, deduced, induced or inferred from preceding art, is rejected by the following actions.  Art is a permanent Cynicism towards all established Art.  An anti-Aristotelean action. 

The sage (Solon, Heraclitus) was replaced by the philosophical hero, who lives out the theories he explains, who lives a philosophical life, which threatens the assumptions of the society in which he lives.  F. says the last of these philosophical heroes was Goethe's Faust.  After that the hero is replaced by philosophers as a teaching profession, and the person who lives differently becomes political - "the Revolutionary life". 

Alethurgy = production of truth in the form of life = claim of cynics from Diogenes onwards.  But the Greek word for truth also derives from "not hidden, direct, straight, immutable." (so the behaviour of the cynics might have shown all these qualities, without producing "truth" in the modern sense of revealing how the Universe works, or why one course of action is better than another. 

F.is somewhat obsessed by the concealed life - he is after all dying of Aids, a fact concealed from his audience, and possibly from himself, as his only question to Doctors was "how long have I got?" rather than what is wrong with me.) 

If sex is implanted in us by Nature, there can be nothing wrong with performing it in public (Diogenes masturbates in public, Crates has sex with his wife in public) The Cynic life is "shameless, brazen, crude, without propriety"  Active poverty produces a life of ugliness, dependence, humiliation and unsightly destitution. 

The cynic practices sovereignty over self through harsh endurance, accomplishing control which can never be lost, although it is hidden from the world by destitution and derision.  In contrast, the King fo the world may defeat all his enemies yet there is always that last fundamental battle with himself.  The cynic will care for others and teach them, and will thus enjoy himself.  He has a medical relationship of care with others, which enables him to give biting criticism in the public square.  (rather like the modern evangelist?) 

F. sees the cynic as the precursor of Christian Asceticism.  For Stoics responsibility and obligations (to marry and have children, and exercise public office responsibility if need be) were more important than living in total poverty.  The true cynic is the one who really has no interest in material benefit, rather than one who plays the role of beggar and thus takes pride in the rough coat, rough sleeping and the role of cynic.  The true cynic was not shameless but modest: happiness, goodness, fortune and freedom; not taxes, income and war. 

Changes in Christian Asceticism: 1) Other worldly, not in the cynic reduction in diet to get more pleasure for minimum cost, but simply maximum exclusion of pleasure. 

2) Obedience to Authority, in which the "frankness" (parrhesia) of the cynic, becomes speaking truth before god = openness of heart.  It also relates to God's Frankness to us in both truth and manifestation of his love. 

Platonism makes the "other life" the basis for the "other world" (Truth depends on the otherness of these things).  This becomes the basis of the Christian view of heaven, until Luther makes working in one's vocation sufficient for the receipt of Grace. 

Emile Durkheim blamed suicide (three types) on Society not the individual: 

"Altruistic suicide" where the individual feels they have failed the group to which they belong (fall on your sword, shoot yourself, jump from office block; student failing to get high enough grades) because that group has demanded to much of them. 

"Egoistic suicide" where the individual feels abandoned by their social group.  This tends to be where social ties are weakest (urban, industrial, protestant, professional; rather than the opposite) 

"Anomic suicide" where sudden loss of values because person has ceased to believe things that are accepted by the rest of the group.  Loss of faith and sense of purpose and values. 

Each of these is seen by Durkheim as a failing by the collective, rather than the individual. 

The same could be said of crime, education, science and the arts; that these things are not driven by remarkable individuals, but by remarkable societies. 

Those which set priority on sport (Sparta) ideas (Athens) conquest (Rome) art (Renaissance) innovation (industrial revolution).  

Durkheim does not suggest that everything is down to Society - he accepts that the remarkable people will only come from special few who have achieved self-mastery, but they depend on a Society that brings them forward and gives them opportunity.   

He does believe that stimulating individualism by praising individual for their success (rather than society) will only enlarge egoism, as people become increasingly miserable when surrounded by increasing abundance. 

Society is to blame for creating the cult of the individual, when it should have accepted its role as replacing God as the centre of religious practice. 

Durkheim is the opponent of Utilitarianism and individualistic interpretations of behaviour. 

He writes instead of "the collective conscience" "collective responsibility" and the !absolute autonomy of Society"  These he sees as the main determinants of individual behaviour and the driving forces of both tradition and change. (much of what he describes we would now call "cultural" but that suggests something solid, whereas for him it is Society that is solid, whilst the culture is constantly changing) 

(Some problems with Durkheim's analysis of suicide: 1) Cities have more suicides because people with problems end up living in them.  Anomie can be a failure of individuals to engage with social groups as well as social groups unwillingness to engage with them.  Professionals have higher rates of suicide because they have more to lose and greater access to poisons. 

2) Balance of the mind a) those who fail to kill themselves often start a new life  b) at another time they would not have attempted suicide. 

Casting the net wider: We could see Thatcherism as the polar opposite of Durkheim: her famous "no such thing as Society" and belief in individual competition as the driver of change, which keeps prices low, enables choice and rewards hard work and ability.  (Durkheim might describe all this as a type of Society, where economic acquisition is god, and all those who follow the rules will serve the general good.  But in fact his idea of society is very close to the Socialism of Proudhon and Rousseau, with Science as the long term guide to the rules which will make humans ethical and fulfilled.)  They would agree that those who break the social rules must be controlled, as the alternative is Hobbes "state of Nature = the war of all against all" corruption, war and anarchy. 

A clearer opposite is perhaps provided by Buddhism, where the search for enlightenment is an individual path, and service to Society is a by-product rather than the main objective. 

A similar ideal is provided by Foucault, where we see the desire of society to control "Discipline and Punish" has its roots in sado-masochism (as described by Marquis de Sade). 

Foucault's ideas of treatment for mental illness start with gaining independence from physical desires (although he refers to the stoics and cynics rather than Buddhism). 

However like Durkheim, he believes that changing ideas will lead to social change. 

In contrast for Karl Marx, social change is driven by change in technology, which changes the relations to the means of production, communication and exchange.  In fact the social change brings about changes in ideas: for example class consciousness is driven by increasing concentrations of people (urbanisation as cause of suicide increase!)  Although he does believe that those in the know - Marxists - will lead the social change, because they understand the process.  Again in contrast to Durkheim, he believes that abundance of material goods will lead to the victory of the working class, and the end of mental illness. 

Freud saw no social solutions.  For him personal dysfunction is hard wired into us by evolution.  It is not that certain sexual practices are forbidden but rather that we have failed to understand our sexual drives which lead us to break social taboos.  Through psychotherapy we gain self-understanding so that we can fit in with society. 

Robert Ardry took up a similar stance in his book "The Territorial Imperative", another hard wired drive from evolution which causes violence over borders at an individual and group and national level.  We can mediate between two sides, but have to accept that neither can give up their drive for territory. 

To belong to a society is to accept rules of that society.  In a nation these are laws, with judicial enforcement, police, prisons and so on to segregate and control those who break rules. 

But in subsets of the state (groups, classes, associations, clubs, institutions, sects, cults).  This applies especially to criminal and revolutionary groups. 

For most groups and nations the ultimate threat is exclusion from the group (exile, rejection, sent to Coventry: or where power is draconian, exile by death - though exile from simple societies often meant death, as an individual could not survive alone).  All penalties are based on some level of exclusion of suffering to the body.   

But for most people most of the time, it is not fear of punishment for breaking the rules, but fear of disapproval for failure to meet the expectations of those with high tatus within the group  (often officious domineering individuals with a strong belief in their ability to see things in black and white - the less reliance on written rules, the greater the dependence on those officious persons, but with a greater tendency for splits within the group.) 

In affluent capitalist society groups may be assessed on the basis of their likelihood to lead to new close relationships.  Thus a place of work, a club, or association my be joined as a means to the end of making new friends, as a safe space in which to assess others for closer relationships, or as a place where closer relationships can be avoided because general transient superficial sociability or even working alone, is preferred.  In simple less affluence social groups, membership may be driven by economic necessity. 

Climbing back on again 

Falling from my brother's bike, my leg caught 

In the spokes and stopped our further progress. 

Fallen from angels stairway, Jacob sought 

Esau's forgiveness for stolen success. 

The pain of a brother's fall is not bought 

By what we spoke, nor silenced by excess; 

But as when Jacob, with the angel fought, 

Falls are gateways to forgiveness access. 

The Sins of the Parents 

Eve's desire to divide good from Evil 

Led son Cain to kill his brother Abel. 

How could she stop a bad boy at Table, 

When she herself had stolen God's Apple? 

Your parents now dismiss this old Fable: 

Protected children become a Rabble. 

Heritage Open Days 

Historians open a Pandora's box 

To tempt or satiate the curious 

Who pass through doors, usually shut with locks, 

And enter a world of the numinous: 

No instant answers, joys, bullies or shocks, 

No machines, no internet spurious;   

Only the presence of the human fox 

Cunning, slaving, seeking, ever conscious. 

Letter to EDP 

Today's news indicates a new low for the city council; placing hurdles in the way of Britannia Café's  excellent work in preparing prisoners for release, because so many members of the public have shown their support by visiting and enjoying the café; is stunningly stupid, and goes against all that Labour has stood for in the past.

     Africa 

Sweet corruption, like a child's hand 

Held out for coin, not enterprise. 

All human races from this land 

Scattered and grew up to surprise 

Their childlike forbears, who still stand 

And watch their properties demise: 

Intercontinental thieving band 

Take metals, power and sunrise. 

Schweitzer, Gandhi and many saints 

Bring medicine, peace and teaching, 

But youth and anger are complaints 

Unprepared for rapid waking. 

AIDS and Aid complicit to taint 

Nature's rich smile of white teething. 

Africa, the very word paints 

Visions of good life forsaking.

Mistaken Perceptions 
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A fleet of seagulls appear to bombard

Two buzzards, or are they just prey:

The improbably dragon fly's demand

That we should watch its fine display.

Thus with beggars we deceive ourselves

By giving when they ask for "change":

The unknown beauty of their lives dissolves

In workless days, addictions strange.

White Refugees:
The sad South Africans miss the sunshine;

Their white skin unused to white snow.

They say how safe they feel, but really pine

For homes of birth and all they know.

Their England is a hundred years ago;

A confident people teaching

Other races how to build, make and grow,

No apologies,  no melting.

Trump 

Every News programme will refer to you: 

Never good, always opinion, not true. 

For we must learn to hate. 

Today you cut the funds to Palestine. 

Poor terrorists accept this as a sign 

Zionists control their fate. 

Yesterday you were to bring in world war: 

Korea would send their bombs to every shore. 

But doom-mongers have to wait. 

Tomorrow it may be migrants, or trade; 

Russian plots, FBI, or tweet parade: 

Old claims or new they create. 

But at least they do not dismiss his face, 

His past, his popularity, his race. 

He's cash for the fourth estate. 

Patricia Dunker "Hallucinating Foucault"  (Bloomsbury 1995) 

page 27 Fiction = "beautiful, unauthentic and useless, a profoundly unnatural art, designed purely for pleasure.  Telling lies, a strange obsession, a compulsive habit.  Similar to being a homosexual, beautiful and useless, potentially perfect pleasure"  ( For me most fiction fails to be beautiful, often because it is authentic, in the sense of being a person writing from their own experience, and thus being obsessive and compulsive, but rarely well expressed.  As fiction is often more effective in changing the way people think - far more successful than factual writing, which rarely gets below the rational "so what!" to reach the emotional inner self - I cannot accept that it is useless.  Even if it was "designed purely for pleasure" it would be still be useful, as pleasure is surely a major reason for being?  Obviously fiction is by definition not true in a literal sense, it is poor stuff if it fails to have a deeper truth.  It is certainly natural, as telling stories is as old as language, and may even pre-date the spoken word.)  Statements of this kind do appeal to me, especially as they are clearly muddled, and mainly mistaken. 

This is a story told by a woman, using the voice of an unnamed man, who is doing a doctorate at Cambridge on a imaginary French novelist, Paul Michel, who supposedly wrote novels to illustrate the ideas of the great French Philosopher Foucault (Foucault's first names are 'Paul  Michel').  The researcher is in love with the novelist in the way that the novelist was in love with Foucault, yet only the woman and Foucault actually existed.  The improbable death, by owl, is symbolic, but too far fetched, as is the link between the writer and the girl who later becomes the student's lover; rather like Foucault's philosophy, which is far fetched and obsessed by sex.  The book is partly trying to imagine what kind of a novel Foucault might have written - so it deals with Foucault's central ideas; but it is also giving expression to the relationship between a writer and those very special readers, for whom the writer becomes a kind of god, an obsession, a romance, a desire that cannot be satisfied.  Dunker is not for me that kind of writer (nor is Foucault) but she may be for others.  I do not think it is a good reason for writing, as it suggests a deliberate desire to tantalise, tempt and raise questions for which the writer is unwilling or unable to supply answers. 

42 "It is not unusual for Schizophrenia to be very disturbed, very violent" (It is my experience that that is very unusual -someone with Schiz is no more likely to kill or injure than anybody without that diagnosis.) 

45 "they are incapable of loving" (rubbish) 

65 "my most intense memories date from my childhood.  I expect that is a universal phenomenon" (not for me, nor for many people I have known.) 

92 "Madness is a greater form of suffering than any other disease"  (mad people giving birth or suffering a kidney stone or many other physical pains, would not agree - this is Romanticism).  "the stench of urine" in the mental hospital, indicates to me that it should be closed down - I have only come across it in badly run homes for the elderly, not in mental hospitals. 

116 Claustrophobia, as s symptom of Schizophrenia?  (People who are confined against their will tend to dislike/ fear it, regardless of diagnosis, and most people who suffer claustrophobia are not schizophrenic, and Schizophrenia is just as likely to result in a fear of wide open spaces, especially after many years of confinement in an institution.) 

"writing is itself an act of violence, perpetrated against reality, because we do not believe in the stability or reality"- this is very French philosophy, as they love to use words metaphorically, but to me there is no similarity between hitting someone and trying to overthrow the way that people tend to think about something, but to conflate the two can encourage argumentative people to be physically violent, because they cease to recognise the difference. 

130 is Paul Michel's power over the research student: a) the power of a story over a reader?  or b) the power of the mad over those who care about them? 

 
 "Convergence" by Peter Watson (Simon Schuster 2017)
 

Scientism, in the sense of arguing that everything can be explained in terms of biochemical or subatomic events (315).

Watson cannot accept that ideas may change patterns in neurology and lead to changes in the world (like creating an atomic explosion, which in turn changes subatomic particles).

But if I had been taught science as history, as this book does, I would have found it far more interesting and accessible.  The story behind the great scientific discoveries of the last few hundred years, is well told, and this in turn makes the discoveries themselves more understandable, and I recommend this as a history book, albeit a very biased one.

 

1850 Entropy "all the heat in the Universe is going to cool down"  Thus 1912 Continental Drift, by which land masses move very slowly because of the upsurge of hot larvae from the earth's cooling core, a process that is essential for understanding 1859 Evolution, which now turns out to be all about genetic changes, but was then understood in terms of the changes those genes bring about.

 

I was particularly interested in the contrast between neutron-electron relations and star-planet relations.  Electrons maintain precise order they cannot just revolve round their "sun" in any old orbit as the planets in our solar system, nor can they collapse into the centre as occurs amongst the stars.  Stars are themselves powered by the nuclear explosions occurring according to the great E=mc2, at least until they turn into a Red Giant, which becomes a White Dwarf - a small star will then fade (entropy) into a Black Dwarf (no racism or criticism of vertically challenged folk intended) - or if larger into a Supernova, which throws out material including Neutrino Stars (Pulsars) and Black Holes (Quasars).

 

A Singularity occurs where matter is infinitely dense, so that the laws of Physics no longer apply.  Economics appears to me to work by the same process: there can be no accurate prediction because laws do not apply; as making money is all about manipulating markets in order to buy when cheap and sell when expensive; so persuading others of a particular prediction is beneficial when it brings down prices so that you can buy cheap, or sends up prices so you can sell at a profit.  If ordinary business is based on trust, and shared information, with controlling laws to protect the consumer and worker; then Economics occupies that "Singularity" where none of this applies.  (There can never be any knowledge of what occurred before a singularity -it is a kind of atheist creation myth!)

 

Similarly, Dark Matter and Dark Energy are concepts used to explain why there is so little matter in the Universe, a tiny proportion of what there should be, if the laws of Physics as currently understood mathematically, are to make sense.  The maths provides practical predictions for everyday events in our solar system, but when we apply it to the Universe it only works if there is all this stuff we cannot locate, discover or prove the existence of.  Personality Disorder is an explanation of socially unacceptable behaviour: why does this person have so little "normal behaviour", when they appear as human as the rest of us, and apparently have nothing wrong with their brains.  The effect of their existence on the human species is huge, but we cannot actually prove that they are ill (the normal laws of psychiatric illness do not exist).

 

Watson's understanding of cultural differences places him on the extreme edge of Social Anthropology, as he follows Chomsky in believing that there is a "deep Structure" to all language, and by extension, to all culture.  He believes this deep structure reflects basic human biochemistry, and thus all culture and language have developed as a result of the "Natural" ordering of chemicals.  In contrast most Anthropology is about the Divergence of language and culture, brought about by humans struggling to make the tools which will best serve their needs (including latterly, Science).  And Natural Selection makes clear that huge diversity is essential if some species are to survive natural disasters.  Even a hugely successful order of species (Dinosaurs) may be wiped out in a mass extinction, but other species will survive, who may not have done, if Dinosaurs had continued.  Convergence of Culture (Monoculture) is recognised to be a bad idea in agriculture, and in human culture for this reason, and Anthropology is all about enabling us to see the value of apparently less successful tribes.

 

This is made clear in Watson's contrast between the Aztecs and civilisations in the West that were active at the same time.  The Aztecs depended on a single crop (manioc), which grew far inland in central America.  This kept them from exploring along the coast, or encountering other civilisations, until the Spanish arrived.  They did not domesticate animals, which meant there was no reserve of meat, once the manioc ran out, and famines were common.  Watson claims that their use of human sacrifice, long after their western parallel civilisations had ceased sacrificing animals, was caused by this precarious dependency: the more crop failures, the more human sacrifices.   In other words the culture was driven mechanically by its physical surroundings.  In the same way, western civilisation gave up animal sacrifices (not because of the teachings of Jesus) but because food security was so great that sacrifice was not needed.  To me it is more plausible that a brutal hierarchy used human sacrifice as a method to control the people, and thus missed out on discovering alternative food sources that would have produced food security (the hegemony which produced Stonehenge were no match for the Romans; science and trade boomed thanks to the free individualism supplied by Protestantism).

 

Spontaneous Order (445) is a most intriguing idea: according to ordered morphology proteins inevitably, spontaneously, form cells,  molecules will form themselves into larger structures more often than would occur randomly (which makes development and evolution faster, but this also limits what possible forms of life can develop), and this happens at other levels of analysis as well.  Certainly I would say that people tend to form certain kinds of organisational structures (hierarchies, ritualised relationships, bonded gangs) again and again without any copying or awareness of parallel social structures,  whilst other forms of organisation (more anarchistic) seem out of the reach of all but saints!  This process by which certain patterns of development are followed, seems to apply to stars.  In early Evolutionary theory, the idea that life was "destined" to reach its purpose, in humans, was dismissed early', but this ordered morphology suggests that some things appear destined not to happen, at least in Nature.  Another early Evolutionary theory was Lamarckism, which suggested that something learnt in one generation was then passed on in the genetic code, to the next generation.  This was also dismissed for a long time, but is now coming back in a new form "epigenetics".  

 

Spontaneous order includes "Superposition" (a form of quantum addition which may be used in future computers) "entanglement" (here and there at the same moment) and "quantum tunnelling" (passing through barriers that cannot be passed through) - all processes that are denied by classical mechanics.

 

The book helped me with many simple things, like why is c (the speed of light) squared (E =mc2), because this is a repeating pattern in Nature: at 80mph your stopping distance is not twice what it was 40mph, but four times the distance.  Similarly if you move to half way between your present position and your lamp, the light will be four times as bright.

c squared is in fact 448.9trillion mph, which explains why atomic explosions are so powerful!  270million atoms in a line would be an inch long.  Rutherford split the atom by converting Nitrogen into Hydrogen and Oxygen; which is quite different from an atomic explosion, in which mass becomes energy (I had always conflated the two).

Of course the problem with a book that is stuffed full of scientific facts and historical information, is that the reader may accept the controversial theories, or even miss them altogether, overwhelmed by the plethora of information (almost a symbol of our internet dependent lives?)  So I have tried to concentrate on Watson's ideas, especially the controversial ones.

My conclusion: Science and humanity will continue to Diverge, and this will be good for our long term survival, whereas Convergence would be bad.  We will do this because it is our ability to construct ideas which produces chemical reactions, not the other way round.

 

Thai Boys Rescue (for New Statesman) 

In the cave Plato says we see 

Only shadows of the real world. 

Ideas rather than senses set us free 

To imagine the ideal Forms. 

In the empty tomb Christians say 

Risen Jesus did save the world. 

Those then who follow in His Way 

May rise from dark, to Light reborn. 

Shadows and Christ are both within. 

Everyone we meet is uncurled. 

So let your light not flicker dim 

But shine like tongues of flame each dawn. 

Blind not the Cyclops at the door, 

But as David, cut from Saul's cloak, 

Proof of his power, for peace not war. 

Cast off external darkness' yolk. 

Henry Eighth's Hard Brexit (for Daily Telegraph)
Henry's youthful theology seeks mild

Reform from Rome, yet corrupt church leaders,

Immoral monks and Europe's centuries 

Meddling in British laws and succession; 

Makes him bold, as beavers damming the flood,

So rivers turn to reservoirs of fish;

Science and Empire flourish in the new faith,

Freedom of thought and trade, National pride.
