Tjiniman Murinbata and Charles Whitehead

Why Consciousness Conferences Are
Not Really Getting Us Anywhere

A Stone-Age Anthropologist Explains

In 1998 | asked my friend Tjiniman, who is a stone-age hunter, to give us his
non-westernper spectiveon‘ Tucsonlll’ (Murinbata& Whitehead, 1998). Most people
thought | just made Tjiniman up and the whole thing wasintended asa joke, and he has
spent thelast two yearswor ry ing about this. Sncethen he hasgained amod est BScin
Social Anthro pol ogy, thoughinmyviewtheexaminersfailedto appreci atesomeof his
lessobvi ousinsights, and he deserved a higher mark. Henow hasa better under stand-
ing of us white people and our ways, and thisis his sec ond attempt to make us seethe
truth. Hedid ask meto edit histext and take out any thing that white peo plemight mistake
for ajoke, but in many caseshe accused me of cut ting the best bitsand made me put them
back in. | had to add the notes and references because Tjiniman thinks all ideas come
fromthe ancestors and no one should claim credit for them—CW.

Tucsonissetinagrand country, sur rounded by desert and mountains, with much bush
meat and other good things. There are wild pigs and black bear and everything the
heart couldwishfor, but | soon learned that aman can not hunt inyour country, for you
have no women who know how to accept meat. When | begin my for mal oration, they
turn their backs and walk away most rudely, and when | offer them the choic est por-
tions of kid ney fat, they break into arun.

Y oupeo pleknow that incest iswrong, but you havefor got tenwhy itiswrong. Itis
wrong for the same reason that ahunter can not eat hisownkill, for all ani malswere
human once (e.g. Over ing Kaplan, 1975), and incest tooiscan ni bal ism, and if weall
eat our own blood therewill be nothingleft to exchange, nei ther part nersin mar riage
nor meat (Lévi-Strauss, 1969; Knight, 1991), and exchange is the basis of al human
societies (Mauss, 1925). Even warfare and revenge exchange like for like, and no
war rior canlivewith out prow essand fame.

Tuc sonisagreat city of wallsand con crete and motor cars. There are broad walk-
ways with no people walking in them and public spaces with no children playing.
There is no one to read the notices, which say ‘No skateboarding’. Some white
anthropologists have described the way | think as primitive, emotional, concrete-
operational, primary process, child-like, or pre-logical (for example, Boas, 1911,
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Lévy-Bruhl, 1926; Taylor, 1963; Hallpike, 1979). But | have now studied your sci-
enceand found wordsto describetheway you think, whichiscul tur ally-induced sec
ondary autism. Y ouvalueobjectintel li genceover socia intel li genceandtech nol ogy
over thearts; you teach your chil dren the three Rs much too young when they should
beplay ingand learning to be con scious and you do not believe any thing you can not
see, touch, or measure. Even your old men dress up like John Lennon because they
don’t know who they really are.

Someof you laughed when | described‘ TucsonI11” asarit ual, but I now know that
asci entificconfer enceistheexact oppo siteof arit ual, for rit ual aimsto carry every-
one back to the begin nings of time and the truth of all things (Eliade, 1949) but sci-
ence aims at what you call ‘progress’, which as | understand it means to get further
and fur ther away from thetruth. But it must eventu aly fol low agreat cir cleback to
thebeginningagain so | do not know why you white peo ple haveto takethislong and
laborious detour.

Among my own peo ple no onelaughsat any onewho seemsto beigno rant or fool-
ish but only at those who are con ceited, or who try to take power that is not given to
them by others (Boehm, 1993; Knauft, 1991; Erdal & Whiten, 1994). Those are the
oneswho aretruly fool ish because we can not live except through each other. That is
what youwhitepeo plehavefor got tenandwhy you havesuchanti social customs. Y ou
do not exchangetokens of human ity when you meet such asarm pit sweat and you sell
food through automats' which denies humanity twice over. But what shocked me
most was the iron bedstead in my hotel, which forced me to sleep in the car park.
Since| for one have no wish to lose my soul and be azom bie, | never leep near any-
thingmagnetic.

| could prove my point with any num ber of presentationsat Tuc son 2000. Onthe
one hand you havethe cog ni tiveand neu ro sci ence camp, who mainly think that peo-
ple are self-sufficient computing machines, and on the other you have the
phenomenologists and Buddhists, who also think consciousness is private even
though Gopnik and Meltzoff (1994) have shown that it issocial, and who believethey
can discover ‘pure consciousness without third-person reflectivity (Mead, 1934).
Y ou must have noticed that when any onetalksabout ‘ purethis’ or ‘ purethat’ they are
alwaysmen, or womentalk ing men’ slan guage, and what they arereally talk ing about
is menstruation. Now | confess my own people are guilty of alie, for in our secret
men's societies we justify our dominion over women on the grounds that men are
better women than women are.” That is, wemenstruateproperly insyn chrony through
subincision of the penis (Knight, 1991) and thisis purity as opposed to the men stru a
tion of womenwhichisdisgust ing and takesplaceinisolation huts. Weiso latethem
like this because if we did not they would start to menstruateprop erly againand get
back all the sacred flutesand rit ual power whichwereorigi nally theirs(cf. for exam-
ple, Strathern, 1988). That iswhy women’ sblood isboth pol lut ing and sacred aswell
as the blood of kinship, canni bal ism, Christiancommunion, or meat you havekilled
your self (Knight et al., 1995).

Noanthropol ogistwoulddiscussany thing out of itssocial contextandanthropol o
gistsknowthatall the* higher reli gions' suchasBud dhismandphenomenol ogy arose

[1] Based onaKwakiutl infor mant of Franz Boas, cited in Lévi-Strauss (1967, p. 44)
[21 TjinimanborrowedthisphrasefromLionel Simms, Dept. of Soci ol ogy, Uni ver sity of East London.
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withthecity stateand early nation stateswhen men werenot just domi nat ingwomen
but other men as well. Even shamanism, because it ended the days when everyone
passed freely between the worlds, hides a good deal of inequity. Hindu cosmology,
out of which came Buddhist meditation practice, isagrandjusti fi cation of thecaste
system, which turnsmeninto slavesand women into prop erty even of their own sons,
and allowsBig Mento pretend they can createthem selveswith out owing any thingto
their Mothers. They deny con scious nessto the Mother of usall with the princi ple of
Prakriti (RamakrishnaRao, 1998) and insult their Motherswith the doc trine of Maya
which claims that Mother Earth Hersdlf is a delusion. Alchemistsin Europe and the
Middle East, following in those same misogynistic footsteps, tried to make babies
without Mothers by masturbating into baby-shaped alembics (Needham, 1980).
Western sci ence hasamisanthropic ori gintoo— onegroup of men, Enlight en ment
scientists, seizing the power to dominate everything from another group of men, the
hierarchy of the Christian Church (Jordanova, 1980).

So Christof Koch® can point out that certain processes in the brain are conscious
and cer tain oth ersarenot, and fail to seewhat thistellsus. Namely, that if you havea
brain pro cesswhichisof no potential inter est to any oneexcept you it can not be cort
scious. As Milner (1998) and Goodale (1998) noted during ‘ Tucsonlll’,egocentric
vision isuncon scious, and only the kind which isuseful to usall iscon scious.

Kevin O’ Regan® gaveamost inter esting demonstration of change-blindnesswhich
revealed how unconscious we are of visua changes which are with out social mean
ing. But fromthishedrew theinfer encethat visual consciousnessisitself agrandillu
sion. In fact, ‘grand illusionism’ was the only signif i cant new trendat Tuc son 2000.
When peo plestart deny ing every thing, itisasuresign that they arenot really get ting
any where. Thetheory of Maya was an early exam pleof grandillu sionism, and ook
what acover-up that was. Sowhat isthe point of try ingto under stand con sciousnessif
you're not? In fact, several times | found myself wondering if The Invasion of the
Body Shatcherswasreally adoc umentary andall thepeo pletalk ing about con scious
ness arejust trying to hide the fact that they’ ve been body-snatched.

The most interesting thing | learned at ‘ Tucson 2000’ is that schizophrenics can
tickle themselves. In contrast, | guess that autistic people cannot be tickled at all.
Auutisticsdonot rec og nizetheagency of oth ers, whereasschizo phrenicsaredrowned
inoth er ness, being other eventothem selves. Doesn’t that tell you what thefunction
of con sciousnessis? Sev eral speak erstried to guesstheanswer tothisquestion using
what passesfor com mon senseamongst west ern ers; mak ing deci sions, planning, and
all those other ego centricthings. But autistic peo ple, who aretrapped in egocentrism,
lack reflective accesstotheir memoriesand can not plan for thefutureeither (Gopnik
& Mdtzoff, 1994), so awareness does not become useful until it becomes socially
reflective, andit can not becomereflectiveunlessit already exists, soit could not have
evolvedinaDar winian manner couldit? That’ saproblemfor you Tucsonitesbut not
for thefivethou sand other cul tural groupsin theworld who takethe nor mal view that
awareness was there from the beginning.

[3] Intheend-of-conference panel discussion.
[4 JK.O'Regan, ‘ChangeBlind nessand theVisua World asan Out sideMemory’ (Abstract 221).
[5] C.Frith,‘TheControl of Action and the Experi ence of Agency’ (Abstract 130).
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| must say | enjoyed the ayahuascatalks® becauseayahuascaisegal i tar ian. Itissub-
ver sivelikethe Internet, becauseit makesknowl edge avail ableto usall and not just
privileged expertslikeshamans, academics, and secret gov ern ment agents. But apart
fromthat | did not seetheprog ressthat sci enceissup posedto achieve. If confer ences
arereally about prog ressthen you would expect al the peo plewho gave plenarieslast
timeto give plenariesthistimeto show how much prog ressthey have made. Theonly
ones | recognized were Vittorio Gallesi” and Stephen LaBerge® but despite the
impor tanceof social mir ror ingand learning through dreams, they got stuck incon cur-
rent sessionswherenot every one could get to hear them. So apart from ayahuascaand
schizophrenicstick lingthemselves, al wegotintheplenarieswasgrandillusionism,
first person perspectives, Buddhism, and such-like, which are pretty much al the
same thing.

Two years ago | suggested that if you carry on with transcendentalism and the
re-enchantment of science you might bring the Rainbow Snake back to life® but |
thought | madeit clear that you can not do thiswith out alot more social per for mance
such as the Zombie Blues or Michael Winkelman and Barbara Crowe’s shamanic
drum mingwork shop. | sup poseitisastepintheright directionthat cog ni tivesci en
tistshavestarted talk ing about embodi ment andintentionality™® but al they aregiving
ussofaristheautistic body, the body that does not know what song and dance arefor,
that can not engagein make-believe, take partin asacredrit ual, or under stand Lit tle
Red Riding Hood and Snow White. Therewasno mention of social mir ror ing per for-
mance apart from one paper by my friend Charles™ and even hewasjust another talk-
ing head.

Since learning that ‘ Tucson 111" was not aritual | have been to your churches and
they are mostly about talk ing headstoo, and no one crosses between the worldsthere
either, so | began wondering what is your truth that you keep going back to. Then |
real ized that you have pri vaterit u alswhich you doinyour homesand these are about
televi siongunfightsand recreational drugs. Butinstead of mak ing your drugssacred
aswe do you criminalize them so they are all about gun fights too. In fact, wherever
anyone tries to cross between worlds you have a gun fight, so it seems you want to
keep every onestuck insidetheir headsand never experi encetruth like usreal human
beings.

One night in the car park the black bear came and took me out of my body. | was
drawn up to the sky by athread until | came face to facewith God. God said ‘Oh, it's
youagain, and | said 'Y ou know why | am here.” Then God put down hishunt ing gun
and took off his hat (cf. Katz, 1982), which | have never seen him do before, and

L.E. Luna, ‘TheVari etiesof the AyahuascaExperi ence: A Multi-Cultural Phenomenologica Explo-
ration’ (Abstract 372); B. Shanon, * TheCogni tive-Psychol ogical Study of Ayahuasca’ (Abstract 370).

V. Gallesg, ‘ Thelntentional Brain: Agency and Motor Representation’ (Abstract 166).
S. LaBerge, ‘Smooth Tracking Eye-Movements Discriminate both Dreaming and Perception from
Imagi nation’ (Abstract 252).

Therearerain bow snake mythsthrough out Australia, Africa, and South Amer ica. Therain bow isa
bridgebetween heaven and earth, and since snakes shed their skins, they rep re sent death and rebirth, or
the pas sage between the worlds (Eliade, 1951).

[10] Reviewed in Jour nal of ConsciousnessSudies, 6, Nos. 11-12, 1999.
[11] C.WhiteheadandR. Turner, ‘ IsRole-Play aDefault Statefor Human Con sciousness? (Abstract 281).
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invited me to sit with him. * Tell them to study the five thou sand people,” God said,
“and then they will know how peo plethink and behaveintherea world, andwhat itis
they really need to explain. But even thiswill not tell them every thing, becausethere
are no more human beings who use their mindsin the old way, in the days when peo-
ple spokethelan guage of ani malsand knew no work, hun ger, disease, or death. The
best any one can do is study the peo ple who do not read or write.” We sat for awhile
and watched the beautiful game animals who roam around God’ s ranch house in the
sKy. ‘Isthereany thing else? | asked. ‘ Thereis,” said God, ‘but it will turntheir ideas
of timeand spaceinside out and back to front, and they arenot ready for that yet.” Sol
have now told you every thing God told meto tell you.
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