
I will briefly take up the most pro-
found question implied in Dr. Czura’s
statement, which is the mind-body du-
ality, first articulated by Descartes. I
don’t think any modern scientists still
believe in a mind–body split. With the
advances of neuroscience in the last 40
years, as emotionally disturbing as they
may be, we now must accept that the
“mind” is not some nonmaterial and
mysterious essence, but it is in fact
nothing more than the 4 pounds of ma-
terial neurons in our skull and the
chemical and electrical communication
between them. In my view, conscious-
ness, “I-ness” and the “self” are all illu-
sions—particular sensations created by
the electrical and chemical activity in
our brains. We can use drugs (chemi-
cals) to enhance or diminish the synap-

tic connections between neurons and, by
doing so, we are able to alter memory,
emotion, awareness and many other
properties we associate with conscious
being. Even at the level of individual
neurons, biologists have demonstrated
how a single sensory neuron becomes
“habituated” to a stimulus repeated too
many times and stops passing on the
signal to a motor neuron. I recently in-
terviewed Professor Robert Desimone,
director of the McGovern Institute for
Brain Research at the Massachusetts In-
stitute of Technology and a leading
brain scientist, and he and his team
have discovered that the act of “paying
attention” (that is, noticing some stimuli
and ignoring others), a fundamental
part of what we call “consciousness,” is
physically manifested by the synchro-

nized firing of a group of neurons. The
rhythmic electrical activity of these neu-
rons rises above the background chatter
of the vast neuronal crowd. Undoubt-
edly, such synchrony and its converse
will someday be controllable by drugs
and external electrical signals. We are
totally material.

Given the perhaps depressing
thought that all of the mental sensa-
tions we experience as consciousness
and self are purely material conse-
quences of our material neurons and
their material chemical and electrical
activities, where does that leave us?
How should we live? We still feel pleas-
ure and pain, whatever its source and
whatever its reasons. I know when
something makes me feel good and
when something makes me feel bad.
And by pleasure and pain, I do not
mean merely physical pleasure and
pain. I include the intellectual, the artis-
tic and the emotional. Personally, I have
come to the same conclusion reached by
the philosopher Jeremy Bentham two
centuries ago. I want to live in such a
way to maximize my pleasure and min-
imize my pain. I cannot do anything
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about the fact that I am nothing but a
bunch of atoms and molecules. But I
can act in such a way to maximize the
well-being and happiness of those
atoms.
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