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Chris Clarke

Introduction

What does it mean, to know? Consider these quotations ...

My mother would get up early. She would go outside and stand
there a long time. Then she would say, “Vehsih yehno nah ha ooh.”
That means, “The caribou are just under the mountains over there,
and they’re coming.” Everyone would get excited. (Norma Kassi)!

Not only do we know more about the universe, but our understand-
ing is deeper, and the questions that we are asking are more pro-
found. Still, our understanding of the origin and evolution of the
universe has not yet caught up with what we know about it. (Wendy
L Freedman)?

Then in the distance I began to see ... the physical cosmos and the
underlying constitutive forces that built the universe and sustain it.
... Ilearned by becoming what I was knowing. I discovered the uni-
verse not by knowing it from the outside but by tuning to that level
in my being where I was that thing. (Chris Bache)?

The sapiential perspective envisages the role of knowledge as the
means of deliverance and freedom, of what the Hindu calls moksa.
To know is to be delivered. (Seyyed Hossein Nasr)*

These are about very remarkable, and very different, ways of know-
ing. They seem to go beyond the knowing of our more ordinary life,
which is concerned with familiarity with people and places, the
ingrained ability to perform various tasks, or our accumulated learning
about the consequences of our actions. The wisdom of Norma Kassi's
mother, an elder of Gwich’in Nation, of Yukon, is intensely practical
and born of a lifetime of living close to nature. The knowledge of the
cosmologist Wendy Freedman is derived from measurements from sat-
ellite observatories orbiting the earth, coupled with the full intellectual
apparatus of modern theoretical physics; it is vast but seemingly
remote from our lives. The vision of Chris Bache, seen in the trance of a

[1] Kassi (1996), p. 75.

[2] Freedman (2003).

[3] Bache (2000).

[4] Nasr (1989), p. 309; quoted in Ferrer (2002), p. 127.
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psychedelic state of consciousness, claims to deliver similar cosmologi-
cal information, but through direct awareness with no instrument other
than the body-mind. And the knowledge dealt with by Sayed Hussein
Nasr, knowledge of the ultimate nature of all existence, is attained
through the long refinement of consciousness taught in traditional
meditative spiritual paths.

Is it right to call all these ‘knowing’, as if it were a question of a single
human activity applied to different areas; or are they so different that it
is misleading to use the same word for all of them? Do they fundamen-
tally differ from the more pedestrian knowings of everyday life, or is it
more a matter of degree? What do we mean when we assess the particu-
lar claims of each as ‘right” or “‘wrong’?

For over a thousand years, and in many cultures, attempts have been
made to answer these questions by appeal to a hierarchy of ways of
knowing — an ascending chain of types of knowledge, each superior to
the one below. At different times, science or religion have each claimed
the pinnacle of knowing, the knowing at the top of hierarchy in terms of
which everything else, whether theoretical or practical, could be
derived. A famous modern example of this on the scientific side is Fran-
cis Crick’s Astonishing Hypothesis that the whole of life and mind can be
explained in terms of biochemistry and the interactions of neurons. An
alternative claimant on the spiritual side might be Ken Wilber whose
collection of writings® gives a pinnacle place to the sort of spiritual
knowing being described by Nasr. Both these examples have come in
for trenchant criticism, as well as enthusiastic praise. In the light of the
new discoveries surveyed in this book, it now seems necessary to
explore ways of knowing in which there is no boss-knowledge, no
supreme ruler at the pinnacle.

Our aim in this book, therefore, is to consider the possibility that
many ways of knowing need to be recognised alongside each other,
without a hierarchical structure of superiority one to another, to exam-
ine different ways in which this can be so, and explore the consequences
of this for how we might live our lives. There is a need to proceed both
boldly and skilfully. Within systems that have an order of superiority
between knowings there is a vital distinction between those where the
higher ways negate and replace the lower, and those where the higher
ways incorporate and then go beyond the lower; a distinction between
the malevolent strict hierarchies and the benevolent holarchies, as
Wilber terms his own system of levels that incorporate the lower ones.
Boldness is needed in order to expose the injustices that have been per-
petrated by the dogmatic wielding of hierarchical power. Skill is

[5] E.g. Sex, Ecology, and Spirituality (1995).
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needed to understand the gradations of benign and malevolent ver-
sions, and be always alert to the tendencies of benignly inclusive
schemes to slide over into the camp of their authoritarian hierarchical
cousins.

The chapters that follow are grouped into sections which cover the
different aspects of a new vision of our knowing. In keeping with the
spirit of alternative ways, academic analysis and story-telling will be
found side by side. Each section begins with a brief introduction in
which I describe its place in the overall development of the argument of
the book.

First, the social context will be examined, revealing the forces that
have shaped the restricted way of knowing that has become ‘normal” in
the West, and the damage that has thereby been done to individuals, to
society, and indeed to the planet. June Boyce-Tillman, whose study of
music in society has led her to an analysis of the nature of society itself,
categorises the ways of knowing that have been subjugated. This is fol-
lowed by two chapters whose authors have worked closely with people
who have often been repressed because of their way of knowing. Both
identify the experiences involved as mystical, though they usually lie
outside established religious systems (these are considered later). John
Holt describes this from his experience of the role of Art in bringing
about self realisation in those who have been confined to penal mental
institutions. Then Jennifer Elam presents a panorama of the variety of
different spontaneous experiences, continuing John Holt’s account
with a focus on the way in which society, through its narrow commer-
cially driven definition of ‘normal” has labelled these experiences as
pathological.

The approach of science is then entered through the perspective of
psychology, again with two complementary accounts. Douglas Watt
presents the viewpoint of neuropsychiatry, giving a powerful plea for
the rebuilding of the moral framework that has been eroded by the nar-
rowness of both conventional religion and conventional scientism.
Isabel Clarke then describes a cognitive approach that roots the
dysfunctions of self and society, described previous chapters, in the
fundamental nature of the human being, and develops a conception of
knowing thatis based on the divided nature of the knower, ourselves.

The next section, on physics, logic and the pluralistic universe, sur-
veys the fundamental change in our world view that arises if we accept
the validity of alternative ways of knowing. If we are to bring mystical
and subjugated ways alongside the scientific way of knowing, then we
have to make a fundamental revision in the philosophical assumption
that has so underpinned science, namely realism: the view that the
world is simply “there’, outside us, waiting to be passively observed by
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us (or minor variations of this). Until recently there has been no alterna-
tive to realism that has done justice to the actual nature of science. Now,
however, the development of participatory philosophies enable us to go
beyond realism. In this section, Jorge Ferrer presents his definitive ver-
sion of a participatory conception of the world that affirms the funda-
mental place of the Mystery at the core of our experience and at the
same time makes sense of the multiplicity of shores on the ocean of this
mystery. I see this as the first world view that genuinely acknowledges
the experiences of the different mystical traditions and of science. Then
Lyn Andrews gives a detailed account of her own spontaneous mysti-
cal experience, which describes a process of progressive transformation
of life and of progressive growth in understanding following an initial
revelation, leading to a remarkable vision of our place in the cosmos.

Adopting this view requires us, however, to alter the basic logical
structures of our thinking. This is described first by Rodney Bomford,
who demonstrates the power of an enlarged system of logic that unites
mystical experience with the data of psychoanalytic research. Then we
move to physical science in a chapter where I show how this new logicis
further extended by modern physics. I also discuss here the limits that
this implies to the scope of conventional science within this larger
framework. Together these chapters provide the radical conceptual and
intellectual structure that is needed for the new world view and the new
science emerging from the previous sections.

Mysticism is not about feelings or concepts, it is about living. And so
the final section examines the nature of the spiritual path as it is dis-
played by all we have learnt. Drawing on Middle Eastern mysticism,
Neil Douglas-Klotz expounds a mysticism of ordinary life — butseen in
an extra-ordinary way. Next David Abram returns us to the ground of
all our experience and all our living: the recovery of our intimate rela-
tionship with the planet and all its beings, human and other than
human. Finally this central role of the planet is named by Anne
Primavesi as Ecology, in a chapter that sets out a path that integrates sci-
ence and theistic religion within an ecologically based spiritual path
involving multiple ways of knowing.

I close the book with a brief reflection on the relevance of this inclu-
sive vision to our struggling species.





