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Why Con scious ness Con fer ences Are
Not Really Getting Us Any where

A Stone-Age Anthro pol o gist Explains

In 1998 I asked my friend Tjiniman, who is a stone-age hunter, to give us his
non-western per spec tive on ‘Tuc son III’ (Murinbata & White head, 1998). Most peo ple
thought I just made Tjiniman up and the whole thing was intended as a joke, and he has
spent the last two years wor ry ing about this. Since then he has gained a mod est BSc in
Social Anthro pol ogy, though in my view the exam in ers failed to appre ci ate some of his
less obvi ous insights, and he deserved a higher mark. He now has a better under stand -
ing of us white peo ple and our ways, and this is his sec ond attempt to make us see the
truth. He did ask me to edit his text and take out any thing that white peo ple might mis take
for a joke, but in many cases he accused me of cut ting the best bits and made me put them
back in. I had to add the notes and ref er ences because Tjiniman thinks all ideas come
from the ances tors and no one should claim credit for them — CW.

Tuc son is set in a grand coun try, sur rounded by desert and moun tains, with much bush 
meat and other good things. There are wild pigs and black bear and every thing the
heart could wish for, but I soon learned that a man can not hunt in your coun try, for you 
have no women who know how to accept meat. When I begin my for mal ora tion, they
turn their backs and walk away most rudely, and when I offer them the choic est por -
tions of kid ney fat, they break into a run.
 You peo ple know that incest is wrong, but you have for got ten why it is wrong. It is
wrong for the same rea son that a hunter can not eat his own kill, for all ani mals were
human once (e.g. Over ing Kaplan, 1975), and incest too is can ni bal ism, and if we all
eat our own blood there will be noth ing left to exchange, nei ther part ners in mar riage
nor meat (Lévi-Strauss, 1969; Knight, 1991), and exchange is the basis of all human
soci et ies (Mauss, 1925). Even war fare and revenge exchange like for like, and no
war rior can live with out prow ess and fame.
 Tuc son is a great city of walls and con crete and motor cars. There are broad walk -
ways with no peo ple walk ing in them and pub lic spaces with no chil dren play ing.
There is no one to read the notices, which say ‘No skate board ing’. Some white
anthro pol o gists have described the way I think as prim i tive, emo tional, con crete-
oper a tional, pri mary pro cess, child-like, or pre-logical (for exam ple, Boas, 1911;
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Lévy-Bruhl, 1926; Tay lor, 1963; Hallpike, 1979). But I have now stud ied your sci -
ence and found words to describe the way you think, which is cul tur ally-induced sec -
ond ary autism. You value object intel li gence over social intel li gence and tech nol ogy
over the arts; you teach your chil dren the three Rs much too young when they should
be play ing and learn ing to be con scious and you do not believe any thing you can not
see, touch, or mea sure. Even your old men dress up like John Lennon because they
don’t know who they really are.
 Some of you laughed when I described ‘Tuc son III’ as a rit ual, but I now know that
a sci en tific con fer ence is the exact oppo site of a rit ual, for rit ual aims to 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 ‘prog ress’, which as I under stand it means to get fur ther
and fur ther away from the truth. But it must even tu ally fol low a great cir cle back to
the begin ning again so I do not know why you white peo ple have to take this long and
labo ri ous detour.
 Among my own peo ple no one laughs at any one who seems to be igno 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 oth ers (Boehm, 1993; Knauft, 1991; Erdal & Whiten, 1994). Those are the
ones who are truly fool ish because we can not live except through each other. That is
what you white peo ple have for got ten and why you have such anti so cial cus toms. You 
do not exchange tokens of human ity when you meet such as arm pit sweat and you sell
food through auto mats1 which denies human ity twice over. But what shocked me
most was the iron bed stead in my hotel, which forced me to sleep in the car park.
Since I for one have no wish to lose my soul and be a zom bie, I never sleep near any -
thing mag netic.
 I could prove my point with any num ber of pre sen ta tions at Tuc son 2000. On the
one hand you have the cog ni tive and neu ro sci ence camp, who mainly think that peo -
ple are self-sufficient com put ing machines, and on the other you have the
phenomenologists and Bud dhists, who also think con scious ness is pri vate even
though Gopnik and Meltzoff (1994) have shown that it is social, and who believe they 
can dis cover ‘pure con scious ness’ with out third-person reflec tivity (Mead, 1934).
You must have noticed that when any one talks about ‘pure this’ or ‘pure that’ they are
always men, or women talk ing men’s lan guage, and what they are really talk ing about 
is men stru a tion. Now I con fess my own peo ple are guilty of a lie, for in our secret
men’s soci et ies we jus tify our domin ion over women on the grounds that men are
better women than women are.2 That is, we men stru ate prop erly in syn chrony through 
subincision of the penis (Knight, 1991) and this is purity as opposed to the men stru a -
tion of women which is dis gust ing and takes place in iso la tion huts. We iso late them
like this because if we did not they would start to men stru ate prop erly again and get
back all the sacred flutes and rit ual power which were orig i nally theirs (cf. for exam -
ple, Strathern, 1988). That is why women’s blood is both pol lut ing and sacred as well
as the blood of kin ship, can ni bal ism, Chris tian com mu nion, or meat you have killed
your self (Knight et al., 1995).
 No anthro pol o gist would dis cuss any thing out of its social con text and anthro pol o -
gists know that all the ‘higher reli gions’ such as Bud dhism and phe nom en ol ogy arose 
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with the city state and early nation states when men were not just dom i nat ing women
but other men as well. Even sha man ism, because it ended the days when every one
passed freely between the worlds, hides a good deal of ineq uity. Hindu cos mol ogy,
out of which came Bud dhist med i ta tion prac tice, is a grand jus ti fi ca tion of the caste
sys tem, which turns men into slaves and women into prop erty even of their own sons,
and allows Big Men to pre tend they can cre ate them selves with out owing any thing to
their Mothers. They deny con scious ness to the Mother of us all with the prin ci ple of
Prakriti (Ramakrishna Rao, 1998) and insult their Mothers with the doc trine of Maya
which claims that Mother Earth Her self is a delu sion. Alche mists in Europe and the
Mid dle East, fol low ing in those same misogynistic foot steps, tried to make babies
with out Mothers by mas tur bat ing into baby-shaped alembics (Needham, 1980).
West ern sci ence has a mis an thropic ori gin too — one group of men, Enlight en ment
sci en tists, seiz ing the power to dom i nate every thing from another group of men, the
hier ar chy of the Chris tian Church (Jordanova, 1980).
 So Christof Koch3 can point out that cer tain pro cesses in the brain are con scious
and cer tain oth ers are not, and fail to see what this tells us. Namely, that if you have a
brain pro cess which is of no poten tial inter est to any one except you it can not be con -
scious. As Milner (1998) and Goodale (1998) noted dur ing ‘Tuc son III’, ego cen tric
vision is uncon scious, and only the kind which is use ful to us all is con scious.
 Kevin O’Regan4 gave a most inter est ing dem on stra tion of change-blindness which 
revealed how uncon scious we are of visual changes which are with out social mean -
ing. But from this he drew the infer ence that visual con scious ness is itself a grand illu -
sion. In fact, ‘grand illu sion ism’ was the only sig nif i cant new trend at Tuc son 2000.
When peo ple start deny ing every thing, it is a sure sign that they are not really get ting
any where. The the ory of Maya was an early exam ple of grand illu sion ism, and look
what a cover-up that was. So what is the point of try ing to under stand con scious ness if 
you’re not? In fact, sev eral times I found myself won der ing if The Inva sion of the
Body Snatchers was really a doc u men tary and all the peo ple talk ing about con scious -
ness are just try ing to hide the fact that they’ve been body-snatched.
 The most inter est ing thing I learned at ‘Tuc son 2000’ is that schizo phren ics can
tickle them selves.5 In con trast, I guess that autis tic peo ple can not be tick led at all.
Autis tics do not rec og nize the agency of oth ers, whereas schizo phren ics are drowned
in oth er ness, being other even to them selves. Does n’t that tell you what the func tion
of con scious ness is? Sev eral speak ers tried to guess the answer to this ques tion using
what passes for com mon sense amongst west ern ers: mak ing deci sions, plan ning, and
all those other ego cen tric things. But autis tic peo ple, who are trapped in egocentrism,
lack reflec tive access to their mem o ries and can not plan for the future either (Gopnik
& Meltzoff, 1994), so aware ness does not become use ful until it becomes socially
reflec tive, and it can not become reflec tive unless it already exists, so it could not have 
evolved in a Dar win ian man ner could it? That’s a prob lem for you Tucsonites but not
for the five thou sand other cul tural groups in the world who take the nor mal view that
aware ness was there from the begin ning.
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 I must say I enjoyed the ayahuasca talks6 because ayahuasca is egal i tar ian. It is sub -
ver sive like the Internet, because it makes knowl edge avail able to us all and not just
priv i leged experts like sha mans, aca dem ics, and secret gov ern ment agents. But apart
from that I did not see the prog ress that sci ence is sup posed to achieve. If con fer ences
are really about prog ress then you would expect all the peo ple who gave plenaries last 
time to give plenaries this time to show how much prog ress they have made. The only
ones I rec og nized were Vittorio Gallesi7 and Ste phen LaBerge,8 but despite the
impor tance of social mir ror ing and learn ing through dreams, they got stuck in con cur -
rent ses sions where not every one could get to hear them. So apart from ayahuasca and 
schizo phren ics tick ling them selves, all we got in the plenaries was grand illu sion ism,
first per son per spec tives, Bud dhism, and such-like, which are pretty much all the
same thing.
 Two years ago I sug gested that if you carry on with tran scen den tal ism and the
re-enchantment of sci ence you might bring the Rain bow Snake back to life,9 but I
thought I made it clear that you can not do this with out a lot more social per for mance
such as the Zom bie Blues or Michael Winkelman and Barbara Crowe’s sha manic
drum ming work shop. I sup pose it is a step in the right direc tion that cog ni tive sci en -
tists have started talk ing about embodi ment and intentionality10 but all they are giv ing 
us so far is the autis tic body, the body that does not know what song and dance are for,
that can not engage in make-believe, take part in a sacred rit ual, or under stand Lit tle
Red Riding Hood and Snow White. There was no men tion of social mir ror ing per for -
mance apart from one paper by my friend Charles11 and even he was just another talk -
ing head.
 Since learn ing that ‘Tuc son III’ was not a rit ual I have been to your churches and
they are mostly about talk ing heads too, and no one crosses between the worlds there
either, so I began won der ing what is your truth that you keep going back to. Then I
real ized that you have pri vate rit u als which you do in your homes and these are about
tele vi sion gun fights and rec re ational drugs. But instead of mak ing your drugs sacred
as we do you criminalize them so they are all about gun fights too. In fact, wher ever
any one tries to cross between worlds you have a gun fight, so it seems you want to
keep every one stuck inside their heads and never expe ri ence truth like us real human
beings.
 One night in the car park the black bear came and took me out of my body. I was
drawn up to the sky by a thread until I came face to face with God. God said ‘Oh, it’s
you again,’ and I said ‘You know why I am here.’ Then God put down his hunt ing gun
and took off his hat (cf. Katz, 1982), which I have never seen him do before, and
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invited me to sit with him. ‘Tell them to study the five thou sand peo ple,’ God said,
‘and then they will know how peo ple think and behave in the real world, and what it is
they really need to explain. But even this will not tell them every thing, because there
are no more human beings who use their minds in the old way, in the days when peo -
ple spoke the lan guage of ani mals and knew no work, hun ger, dis ease, or death. The
best any one can do is study the peo ple who do not read or write.’ We sat for a while
and watched the beau ti ful game ani mals who roam around God’s ranch house in the
sky. ‘Is there any thing else?’ I asked. ‘There is,’ said God, ‘but it will turn their ideas
of time and space inside out and back to front, and they are not ready for that yet.’ So I
have now told you every thing God told me to tell you.
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