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DID YOU DO ALL THE READING? Yes, I did all of the reading

IS THIS YOUR OWN ORIGINAL WORK? Yes it is.

1. 1. Skeptical Manifesto, Viruses of the Mind, and The most Precious Thing we have.
I feel that the ideas in “Skeptical Manifesto,” “Viruses of The Mind,” and “The Most Precious Thing We Have” to be very interesting in establishing the viewpoint of the skeptic, and how it relates to debunking mysticism.  The core value of the skeptic is to always be wary outrageous claims.  

Physics Behind Four Amazing Demonstrations, Skeptical Inquiry Applied to Religion, and Critical Thinking Field Guide

I found “Physics Behind Four Amazing Demonstrations” to be a fascinating website, which explains how some of the common tricks are done without dismissing them as “magic.”  In “Should Skeptical Inquiry Be Applied to Religion?”  I found it to be an interesting article, but would argue that most people would care little whether or not the claims of their religion can be validated.  The “Critical Thinking Field Guide” provides a litmus test to see whether or not a certain claim is false, and provides the basic information needed for skeptic thinking.

David Lane's "Why I Don't Eat Faces" neuroethical argument for vegetarianism
First, I'd like to start off by saying that I am not a vegetarian 
and do not ever plan on becoming one. However, I would like to point 
out that I have nothing against vegetarians and respect their 
opinions as long as they are logical and well thought. On that note, 
I would like to point out a few things that I really thought was a 
bit much from Lane's arguments.
One of his first arguments was regarding the reason why we don't 
eat humans- "Thus as humans we have no overriding tendency to eat
other human beings, primarily, I would think, because we can
empathize with their 'pain.'" He tries to make the connection that 
if we realize that animals feel pain, then we should empathize with 
them as well, and not eat them. I somewhat agree with this opinion, 
but I really don't think that humans completely empathize with each 
other's "pain." If we did, then there would be no wars, murders, 
hunger, etc. I think that we don't eat each other because it is not 
accepted by most societies on earth. There are societies, such as 
those of the indigenous people of New Guinea who are infamous for 
their acts of cannibalism.
I don't agree with Dave's statement that- "In certain cases we 
have a resistance to eating animals, particularly if they show higher 
brain functions (dolphins and apes immediately come to mind)."
Again, I think that societies are the influential factors on what 
we eat. I am not aware of many societies that thrive on eating 
dolphins, but apes are a delicacy all over Africa. When was the last 
time you have seen rat on the menu of a local restaurant? They can 
be found in many places in Asia. Rats are not well known for their 
cognitive abilities, but pigs are. Pigs are ranked as the smartest 
animals after humans, apes, and dolphins. I really don't need to 
mention how we feel about eating them. 
I Quote- "There's a live cow outside your door right now. 
Go 'french kiss' with him/her. That is, suck the juices off the cow's 
moist tongue. Do it for about ten minutes." I find this to be 
ridiculous. When was the last time you sucked on an orange tree? Or 
when you slobbered on a banana peel?
Here is an interesting point that Dave made- "I personally find it 
both ironic and sad that as humans we can denounce the horrors of the 
Holocaust (one of the greatest crimes ever perpetuated by humans 
against humans) at countless conferences, while at the same time 
enjoy eating a steak while we discuss Auschwitz. The blinders are 
everywhere and we do not see past them." We don't purposefully kill 
millions of animals just for the purpose of their own demise. I also 
find Lane's observation of irony to be ironic. 
Most people don't know it, but Adolf Hitler was a vegetarian. Just 
because you don't eat animals doesn't mean you aren't capable of 
engineering something like the holocaust.
Other than those few points, I find Lane's arguments to be 
interesting and insightful.
    Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals 

 I never found Nietzsche’s work to be the easiest to read, but when you 
really read Nietzsche, you find some things that are controversial to 
this day. Regarding the Genealogy of Morals, I find it interesting 
that Nietzsche regards philosophical thinking as a product of 
instincts, or as he put it, "conscious thinking of a philosopher is 
secretly guided and forced into certain channels by his instincts."
Nietzsche is also heavy-handed regarding his opinions of other 
philosophers, especially regarding the truth: 

"They are all advocates who resent that name, and for the most part 
even wily spokesmen for their prejudices which they baptize "truths" -
and very far from having the courage of the conscience that admits 
this, precisely this, to itself; very far from having the good taste 
of the courage which also lets this be known, whether to warn an 
enemy or friend, or, from exuberance, to mock itself." 

Despite the fact that I find Nietzsche to be a bit pretentious and 
conceited ("To understand it as morphology and the doctrine of the 
development of the will to power, as I do - nobody has yet come close 
to doing this even in thought - insofar as it is permissible to 
recognize in what has been written so far a symptom of what has so 
far been kept silent."), I must admit that he does have some 
interesting theories regarding morals. It is obvious that he had an 
extreme distaste for morals (he called himself an immoralist) because 
they hindered the growth and development of stronger individuals 
, which would prevent the human race from growing stronger. Overall, I 
find Nietzsche to be interesting, but I don't agree with everything 
he says.
      Morality of Anti-Nature

Not only did Nietzsche believe that morals worked against the laws of 
nature, because the held back the more virtuous people, but he also 
believed that violation of morals as viewed by the church would give 
those "who are too weak-willed, too degenerate, to be able to impose 
moderation on themselves" a hostility against their "passions" as he 
put it.
Nietzsche also claimed that "the spiritualization of hostility" 
to be a great triumph over the Church. "Almost every party 
understands how it is in the interest of its own self-preservation 
that the opposition should not lose all strength." Nietzsche explains 
this is because "The price of fruitfulness is to be rich in internal 
opposition; one remains young only as long as the soul does not 
stretch itself and desire peace." He explains that the Christian 
desideratum, "peace of soul" is actually a misunderstanding of what 
man really desires: 

"'Peace of soul' can be, for one, the gentle radiation of a rich 
animality into the moral (or religious) sphere. Or the beginning of 
weariness, the first shadow of evening, of any kind of evening. Or a 
sign that the air is humid, that south winds are approaching. Or 
unrecognized gratitude for a good digestion (sometimes called 'love 
of man'). Or the attainment of calm by a convalescent who feels a new 
relish in all things and waits. Or the state which follows a thorough 
satisfaction of our dominant passion, the well-being of a rare 
satiety. Or the senile weakness of our will, our cravings, our vices. 
Or laziness, persuaded by vanity to give itself moral airs. Or the 
emergence of certainty, even a dreadful certainty, after long tension 
and torture by uncertainty. Or the expression of maturity and mastery 
in the midst of doing, creating, working, calm breathing, 
attained 'freedom of the will.'"

Nietzsche also makes the distinction between good and bad morals. He 
calls good morals "natural morals" which are dominated by the 
instincts of life. Bad morals are "anti-natural morals" 
which "turns, conversely, against the instincts of life: it is 
condemnation of these instincts, now secret, now outspoken and 
impudent."

Finally, Nietzsche views those who think that man should be as he put 
it "such and such" (something greater than he actually is) to be 
foolish. He notes that there are a diversity of people, "Reality 
shows us an enchanting wealth of types, the abundance of a lavish 
play and change of forms—and some wretched loafer of a moralist 
comments: 'No! Man ought to be different.'" Nietzsche concludes "But 
we ourselves, we immoralists, are the answer."

     Critique of “Gentle Godlessness”

I loved it. I found O’Brien’s writing to be straightforward and 
pithy enough to get his point across, but not too much that it leaves 
the reader disappointed because his points have been over-
simplified. I also loved the fact that he took this topic with much 
care, because it is one of a delicate nature. His points of view 
regarding theistic as well as atheistic positions were another 
remarkable think about his writings. I, being a natural skeptic, am 
an agnostic. I don't subscribe to any belief or disbelief in God, 
because there is little evidence that suggests either way. The 
number one thing I find most irritating, is an overly simplistic view 
of atheism which is held by some people. I suppose a universe 
without a God would be extremely more perplexing than one with a 
supreme being.

     The “Communist Manifesto”

Bottom-line: I completely disagree with Marx. He made points that 
are true to history, specifically regarding class struggle, but his 
solutions to this problem are deluded at best. Let us not look at 
Marx's solutions, but the results of his ideas, for the only way to 
see if something works is to examine its examples as they are put 
into practice. 
Under true communism, all people would live equally, no rich no 
poor. All property would come under the ownership of the state, and 
the end result would be no class struggles. With harmony among the 
people, the state would then whither away, because government would 
no longer be necessary. However, as we all know this didn't happen 
in Russia, China, Vietnam, North Korea, or Cuba. What happened were 
revolutions mired in violence that all resulted in socialistic 
dictatorships. Marx didn't take human nature into account when the 
concept of communism was created. He didn't realize that when men 
come into power, especially dictatorships, they are reluctant to give 
it up. Hence, no true communist government has ever existed, simply 
socialistic editorships. Socialistic dictatorships are brutal 
regimes where all creative outlets are controlled by the government, 
and the people have little or no rights. The only true opiate of the 
masses is the propaganda perpetuated by dictatorships.

     Analysis of “The Demon Haunted World”

I found this book to be extremely interesting, but a bit slow at 
parts. Overall, I found that Carl Sagan had made some good points 
especially regarding UFOs and stating the position of science in 
relation to pseudo-science. I also found his critique of the 
American school system, as well as explaining how most Americans are 
scientifically illiterate. A must-read for skeptics.

2. Marx would argue that Max Weber was incorrect in his about how the upper class came in power.  Marx would also disagree with Weber’s idea about how the upper classes remained in power.  Marx would argue that the upper class stays and remains in power because of its ability to control the means of production within a society.  Despite the fact that the proletariat would outnumber the ruling class, the ruling class would remain in power not only because it controlled all means of production and the major resources of a country, but also because it controlled the social and legal structures designed to allow the ruling class to remain in power. 
3. Weber would argue against Marx’s idea that the ruling class had come to power because their ability to control the industrial capabilities of a country.  Weber would also disagree with Marx’s theory that the upper class would remain in power because they would create a system designed to suppress the masses.  Max Weber would argue that there are three types of authority that allow the upper class to come to power: The rational, traditional, and charismatic authorities.  Weber would argue that that the upper classes remained in power because of the traditional authority (monarchs for example).

4. To be as pithy as possible, I will try to sum up O’Brien’s arguments without using quotes (finding them in the website would be extremely difficult).  I think that O’Brien did an alright job in explaining why God doesn’t exist (but there are faults for any argument.)  So I will point out his best arguments, and still point out the weaknesses in them.
Of many points, O’Brien argued that God created the Universe in ways that would defy the laws of physics.  For example, how could something be created out of nothing?  But this argument is flawed because it doesn’t account for the fact that it is GOD.  God is supposed to be an all-powerful being; he doesn’t have to obey the laws of physics because he created the laws of physics (or so I’m told)*.  What if God created the Universe out of something larger, something external that would not violate the conservation of matter?

O’Brien makes the other argument of God being good and righteous: If God is good and righteous, then why is there so much evil in the world?  This question has become a very tiresome one on behalf of atheists, (and it will be addressed here, as well as in question 12) but the answer is simple:  It is God’s will.  Who are you to question God?  What if God doesn’t care, what if it is part of his plan*?

*Notice how I arranged these two arguments in such ways that they are irrefutable.  It is almost impossible to argue against the existence of an invisible man who can do anything he wants (mighty convenient for religion).

5. Although I haven’t read Nietzsche stating his position on Darwin anywhere, I think it would be safe to say that Fredrick Nietzsche was a staunch Social Darwinist.  But, Nietzsche was a different kind of Darwinist.  He believed that the more advanced humans (“super men” I believe) were held back by morality as instituted by the Church.  These morals were created for the purpose of controlling the people.

In simplest terms, bad morals (as opposed to good morals which are “natural morals” dominated by instincts) are anti-nature because they impede natural selection, which would allow the more advanced humans to become the dominant people, and the weaker humans would then die out.

6. Humanism:  “A doctrine or attitude concerned chiefly with human beings and their values, capacities and achievements”(Webster’s) Using this definition, a humanist would be one who subscribes to these beliefs.  

Using this definition, Marx could be described as a humanist because he was concerned chiefly with human beings, their values, capacities and achievements.  For example, Marx was obviously an atheist, so he was concerned with the affairs of God, or other supreme beings.  What’s more is he was a major student of the values of man.  Marx created theories about how and why people the class system arose, and what had perpetuated the existence of the class system.  Marx was also consumed with the capacities of the human species because he created the theory for a type of government, and the capacities of men to create and implement it.  Marx was also concerned with the achievements of man.  Particularly, Marx was consumed with the achievements of the proletariat against the bourgeois.

7. Alright, after some searching, I’ve got a fairly good answer… “A Holon is a part of the universe which is complete and consistent in itself, but is also an necessary integral part of a greater system which encompasses it.”  For example, the atoms in my body are all holons, those atoms, when grouped together, form cells.  These cells are all individual holons, and those cells create the integral parts of my body, which are all holons, these different parts form me (the physical “me” at least).  This argument is similar to your pretext/text/context argument.  The pretext could be considered the simplest form, the “fundamental” level of things (despite the fact that there is an even more fundamental level.  Using the example of the book, the letters would be the pretext, but those letters are comprised of cells, and those cells, etc., etc.).  Although Lane’s argument for pretext/text/context is good for certain analogies, as well as explaining how reductionism can be a hap hazardous approach towards science, it isn’t as all encompassing as the Holon argument.  As Wilber was quoted “Holons, holons, and more Holons.”  Simply put, Holon’s go on forever, subtext/text/context is a limited, but useful approach.

8.  The neuro-ethical argument for vegetarianism is an argument for vegetarianism that includes many arguments for vegetarianism.  Some of these arguments include the moral implications of eating meat, as well as the “licking the cow” argument about how disgusting eating meat is.  As well as the arguments regarding the pain and suffering of animals during slaughter and the conditions in which they are raised.  

My strongest argument against vegetarianism is that we, like all creatures of this earth are carbon-based life forms.  We, as humans, are not beings that should be set apart from other living creatures.  Among all other living creatures exists a food chain, and humans have their part in this chain (my favorite food chain diagram was in the TV show “the Simpsons”, were all of the animals in the diagram were directly eaten by man).  My point is that other animals fed on our ancient ancestors.  Animals still eat people today (that is much more rare now).  We as humans are part of this meat-eating food chain (we are biologically equipped to eat meat; incisors are good for ripping flesh).  To remove us from this food chain is arrogance.

9. The Strength in Crick’s statement that “We are nothing more than a packet of neurons firing” is that it is fundamentally true: this type of reductionism is a view that explains the fundamental happenings of the brain.  Recalling a memory, calculating a problem, interpreting what is viewed with the eyes, are all neurons just firing off. 

 However, the weakness in Crick’s argument can be related to Lane’s pretext/text/context argument.   As stated with the book analogy, the pretext is extremely necessary for understanding the content of the book itself.  But, if the book is simply read at the pretext level, it makes no matter what kind of useful information is in the book, because it would be impossible to understand it.  Much like reading letters from a book, the firing of millions of neurons is gibberish, unintelligible pretext that is useless, unless you understand the text and context of which it comprises.  Only after you study the text (the brain), and the context (the person), can you truly make a statement about whom, or what we really are.  

10. Astrology is the belief that the positions of stars planets and other stellar bodies have an effect on human affairs.  This belief is stupid (for the lack of a better word—ludicrous maybe?) to say the least.  For example, the horoscope is based upon the aspect of the prominent constellation of stars at the time of a person’s birth.  First of all, the idea that a group of stars light-years apart from each other, viewed light-years away from Earth, at a certain angle dictates the happenings of your life on any given day is beyond stupid, it is egocentric too.  Moreover, of the hundreds of millions of other people who share the same horoscope, the belief that every single one of them will have the same day is almost as dumb.  However, astrology could be considered entertainment for some people (not me).  Astrology can be viewed as a pseudo-science because it claims to have a scientific exactitude, but has no concrete evidence to support its claims.  I think pseudo-sciences are so-called not only because people instill beliefs in them, but because they also ride on the back of real sciences.

11. Using the skeptical frame of mind is quite easy when one holds no emotional attachments to certain issues.  But after the events of September 11, 2001, it is hard not to consider any issue involved with the incidents of that day without emotions.  Needless to say, with an emotional issue such as this, it is difficult to view the closely linked “war on terror” without judgment becoming clouded.  To critically analyze the war on terror, one must dissect the reasons why it was started, the reasons why it can be viewed as a failure, and the reasons why it can be viewed as a success.

The war on terror obviously started due to the events of September 11th, and the result was the attack on Afghanistan.  The reason why the attack on Afghanistan was warranted was because the US government claimed that it had evidence proving the relationship between Al-Qaeda and the terrorist attacks.  After quickly finding out that the perpetrators of the attacks were members of Al-Qaeda, the US sought to extradite and imprison the members of the terrorist group.  The Afghani government would not allow extradition, hence the attack on Afghanistan.

A skeptic can view the attack on Afghanistan as a complete failure because there is no evidence that Osama bin Laden is dead or captured.  The Al-Qaeda terrorist group is still alive and well, and occasionally committing attacks.  Most of the senior officials of Al-Qaeda are still beloved to be alive, and have not been captured.  Finally, some may argue that the attacks have done nothing but scatter a large group of terrorists into many small groups of terrorists.

However, a skeptic can argue that the war in Afghanistan was successful because Osama bin Laden is on the run, or may even be dead.  The optimistic skeptic would assess that Al-Qaeda was severely damaged, and suffered major losses, and they are on the run; they are far too busy trying to stay alive than to plan another attack in the US.

Whatever the case may be, a skeptic can view the war on terror in a positive or negative light.  There is evidence that may support either views of skeptical analysis.  There is also the war in Iraq, which I don’t know if it qualifies as part of the war on terror per se.  However, there are many skeptical arguments that can be made regarding that situation, but I believe requires more time to pan out.  The most interesting questions would be about the weapons of mass destruction that nobody has been able to find.     

12. Rational Mysticism was a great book.  When I first started reading it, I didn’t know what I was getting into.  I didn’t really understand John Horgan’s quest, and what he was trying to find.  After the third chapter, I really got the feel for the book, (which was right about the time he interviews Ken Wilber I believe) which was about Horgan’s quest to find and explain mysticism.  There were several places that Horgan had gone in his search for his answers, and there were several explanations various authorities on mysticism claimed to have.  From the mystical visions through hallucinogenic, meditation, and stimulation of the brain through machines, to philosophical questions about psychedelic drugs, and God himself, Horgan keeps an open mind while searching for the answers.

I didn’t understand the belief that some people put into the idea that psychedelic drugs can induce mystical experiences.  I thought that they induced hallucinations.  But, later in the book, I realized that these drugs may not provide people with mystical experiences, but they provide the pathway that facilitates their pre-existing abilities to create or have mystical experiences.  I finally came to this understanding when the book explained that when the brain is put under certain stresses, sometimes visions occur. (A long session of yoga can drop blood-sugar levels, which would allow some mystical experiences)

I also found the physiological research of the brain and its processes to be interesting as well.  I thought that it was interesting that Newberg and D’Aquili had thought that they discovered the source of mystical experiences from within the brain.  Their research was not completely complete because of certain factors involving the attention of the subjects when they decided when they were at the greatest point in prayer or meditation.  The most interesting thing is that the nuns and meditators of the study had differing brain functions than those of different eastern religions during meditation and prayer.  The most interesting thing I found in this book was the philosophical questions posed about God.

One of the most interesting questions posed was “If nirvana is so great, then why does God create?”  The best answer that I can come up with is: maybe he was bored.  Ken Wilber also said, “maybe God doesn’t want to eat alone.”  Despite the fact that it is nearly an unanswerable question, you can’t help ponder the question.  Another question that got my attention was “If God is good, why is the world such a bad place?” (Continued from question 4)  This didn’t intrigue me as much as the answers did:  “Maybe God wanted to thicken the plot.” “Perhaps God wanted to make life on Earth a bit more exciting.” “That is the penalty of free will.”  The most interesting answer: “God is a perfect being, as such he must create everything perfectly.  Perfectly good, and perfectly bad, and everything in between.”  That answer got me thinking; if God is a perfect being, then he is a paradox.  In order for something to be perfect, it must encompass everything.  So, using this type of logic, God must be good as well as evil, he must be mighty as well as week, and he must be perfect as well as imperfect (which would be impossible even for God).  So, I’ve come to the conclusion that if God does exist, he isn’t perfect.

Finally, I think the book was worth reading, and the lesson it gives in the end may be interpreted different ways but I may have interpreted it differently.  In the end, when he is in the woods with his wife and kids, on a night when he will never be able to see the Moon any clearer, Horgan thinks to himself, “Pay attention!” not worrying about the kids’ safety around the fire, but pay attention to his kids playing with each other, and the bright moon in the sky.  What I gathered from that was don’t spend your life trying to look beyond what is happening right in front of you, appreciate the moment, live your life while you still have it, and damn it, “Pay attention!!!”     

