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Thank you for the invitation to speak to you today. It is a great honour to be
here at the Shogyo-ji Temple again.

Last time I spoke here, we thought about a city which had made a massive
transformation in its focus, from being a city troubled by a massive homicide
rate to a city of aspiration and trust between its citizens. However, I was
always troubled by the question “why did they have to have such a troubled
period before they could make the transformation?” Is this a necessary
feature of human progress?

This is not the only example. In 1942, in a period of great anguish in the UK
during the Second World War, the Government published a thought-piece
about education for the next generation, and another about health for the
whole of society, not just the wealthy. These subsequently turned into Acts of
Parliament in 1944 for education and 1948 for health which transformed the
quality of living for the population of the country after the end of the war,
continuing to today.

It is too early to tell whether we have made similar learnings from the Covid
pandemic (I fear we have missed the opportunity, but maybe it is not too
late...). And the climate catastrophe is another trauma that we are still living
through. This last example is a case of whether we can move to improve
anything before people have come to terms with a trauma.

I would say that the problem is not climate itself — this will do what it
will do - but people’s response to each other in the context of a changing
climate. But can people improve life for society as a whole without a trauma
beforehand?

H

glljll

AHEBHEEWEEZEHONES TIWVET, BCIEITFICHHE
W le &, REERICEVWET,

HiIEC CTHEHLEE TRV L Eldid. MABMFOZHIC
WEEN T, fRFETLOEHEMELZBELEHTHANLE KE
{EFZRTTZERNCONWTEZIL L., LM LAEWDE, T
ZTOXS BEREZRAZREBRL TN, ZEIR SR >T2D
M2 EVISRBWICHEDENTWE Lz, THUIANBOERIC AT
TR DOTLE O M ?

COXIEHNEIMICEDD T, 1942 £, 5 XM F K F D
AF) ATCE. FOENOE mhIc, BURFDRHROHEICDOWNT,
XIMEBRNR T TR HE2EROMEICONTER L XEE
HRELE LI, TNHIEZDOE. 1944 FOHEE L 1948 FEOIRE
He LTI N, BEBOEROEFOEEZKELE X, BHEEI
BHXCTHE B ZHG T TVET,

Faa ANV ADISY Ty e, e EMNFEOF T %
B EIDEFREINDEEA B ZTOREZRLTLE -
DTREVDEFELTHERITH, TRESFEZWVHAELNTEA
""" )o TULT, XURDEHD 7z, BN GESITHERL TS
D FZUTY, TOREZEOHNZ. TNRPDFZUXEZTANS
HIC, I ZWETEENESI ] EWVSRETT,

Hid. FERXIEZTDE D TIE AWV EHNH I —5UR I &R D
FRICETETL &S5 —ARYDOREIX, 2T 25UEDHFHTAL
MEWICESHEGIMEVNS T ETY, TR, ALKBEFZUSZ
RS 5 C & MMRBROEFRZUET LI ENTELDTL &
S



R X

One person who looked at human motivation was Abraham Maslow. In the
1930s he was curious about what might drive human motivation (this was
the period of the Great Depression in the United States): why do people do
what they do?

To explore this, he went and lived with the Blackfoot tribe, an indigenous
people who followed the bison herds in the Great Plains of western North
America. What motivated them in making decisions on behalf of their
community?

Well, there were two principles. The first was that they considered the effect
of every decision on the quality of life of future generations, typically to the
seventh generation. This meant that decisions were made in a timeframe of
up to around 200 years in the future, with the ‘measure’ (if this is what you
could call it) as the quality of living (not “life”, so the quality of ‘how they
will be able to live’ rather than just that they might be alive) of the seventh
generation yet to come.

The second principle was a bit more complicated. This was that their
decisions had to maintain a balance between four core worlds. Their
decisions had to make a balance between the physical, cognitive, emotional
and spiritual worlds of the people across those seven generations.

So “how they will be able to live” was actually “how they will be able to
balance their physical, cognitive, emotional, and spiritual motivations.
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Maslow was captivated by this idea. Suddenly motivation was not about
making money or saving time or being famous, but about how to balance
physical, cognitive, emotional and spiritual motivations.

So, being an academic, and because this is what academics do, he wrote a
paper to explain this.

However, he felt that the publishers would refuse to publish it. The reason
was that his concept had been derived from an indigenous tribe, and the
prevailing culture amongst north American publishers was that they did not
think it was appropriate to spread such ‘indigenous’ ideas.

He therefore adapted the paper to remove the references to the source of the
ideas, and the paper was eventually published some years late, in 1943.

Other people then picked up “Maslow’s idea” and explained it as a hierarchy.
They took the examples of what Maslow called “motivation” and called it
“need”, and instead of a balance, they presented it as a hierarchy: first you
had to satisfy the need of shelter, food, water etc., then you could start to
satisfy, one after the other, the needs for personal safety, love, esteem and
“self-actualisation”.

This is now commonly referred to as “Maslow’s Hierarchy”, and presented
as a pyramid, with physical needs at the bottom and self-actualisation at the
top. So the whole central concept of “balance” and equivalence between the
four concepts had been lost!
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Maslow’s circle of balance had been supplanted by a pyramidal ordered
hierarchy.

They were rediscovered in 2021, when Teju Ravilochan discovered some
unpublished papers by Maslow.

To me, this sense of balance is crucially important. How do we create a
world in which people can be helped to make this balance and thus thrive in
their whole being? What does that mean for the built environment around us
or the mobility system that enables us to move around it?

As always, of course, a balance is really a transitional state. We sometimes
achieve balance but then we lose it.

Music can provide an example. Music, in any culture, moves from a state of
dissonance to a state of consonance. We call this kind of sequence “harmony”.

Music without dissonance would be very tedious and we seek to have
dissonance in order to resolve it into consonance. The longer we can delay
that resolution, the more powerful it becomes when it eventually arrives.

If we only have dissonance without consonance of course that becomes
stressful. Our hearing system knows the world is changing all the time and
the brain takes a constant sound as a threat (or something to be ignored). It
therefore seeks change and is always seeking to identify the dissonance and
resolve the consonance, or to identify “the new sound”.
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Walking is another example: we put ourselves out of balance and then place
one foot in front of the other in order to try to restore it. Walking is really a
sequence of “controlled falls”.

Interestingly, our vision system works in the other direction. It assumes that
the world remains constant and is bothered about change. This is why a
movie film works.

It is not of course actually a moving image: it is a sequence of static images.
But the brain notes that the vast majority of the images in two successive
frames is identical in both. Just a tiny part is different, and it detects this. We
call this change “movement” — why we call them the “movies”. But actually
it is static. An illusion.

Together, hearing’s search for change, and vision’s search for constancy add
up to a very smart alert system: you can hear the tiny snap of a twig in the
distance and then look to see what caused it: is it a lion coming to eat me or a
monkey running away?

So how do we maintain this balance?

I was struck by the Dazu carvings in China. Here is a set of carvings
which were intended to try to explore and resolve the differences between
Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism.

This caused me to think about the balance between focus and breadth. We
need to have a wide view in order to seek balance, but we also need focus to
find it.
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I think this combining nature of seeking balance is why it is so temporal. The
searching is more important than the finding in terms of maintaining balance.
This is as true of making music as it is of walking and I suppose of living.
Why?

To answer this question, I created a laboratory where we could study in detail
how a person interacts with the environment and the activities they undertake
in order to understand their world. This is called the Person-Environment-
Activity Research Laboratory (PEARL).

In PEARL I can start to look for answers to this question. There is a
relatively new theory in neurological biology which considers how the brain
works. It is called “Active Inference”.

What Active Inference says is that the brain is a predictive, rather than
reactive, organ. It is trying to predict what is going to happen in the next few
milliseconds so that it can enable you to survive.

Its predicting is based on two components: Lived Experience and Incoming
Sensory Information.

The brain does not see or hear anything: it just receives electrochemical
signals. It says (sort of!) “what happened next when I last had these signals?”
and then responds to that, maybe by releasing a hormone like Cortisol or
Dopamine.
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Basically it is making a guess, or what we would call a “perception”. “Given
my Lived Experience and these signals, I think it is a bus”.

It tries to minimise the difference between what the senses are telling it and
the reality of the actual world so that its own model of the world becomes as
close to the actual world as it needs in order for you to survive.

It is usually wrong of course, but it is constantly receiving new signals so it
can try to correct itself. And you carry on surviving.

This of course is part of you maintaining your physical, cognitive, emotional
and spiritual balance. Each of these worlds communicates with your
brain which then tries to manage creating and maintaining that balance,
recognising that it can only achieve a wobbling effect.

I imagine it as standing on a wobble board whilst trying to do something
else. In the end we stay more or less upright, but it requires activation in
order to achieve that sense of balance — which is of course that dynamic
ever-changing state.

So when we build the world we are living in, we need to help the brain make

those decisions. This is, if you like, the material end of the laboratory work I
do.
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PEARL enables me to build worlds inside it (that was the brief I gave the
architects, and in the main they succeeded in providing me with that) so that
I can see how people respond to changes in those worlds.

Of course, I am really building illusions — but after all that is just what the
brain is doing, so I am really creating a series of illusions to match how the
brain might be imagining a world so that I can see how it, and the person
surrounding it, is responding to the illusion.

From this I can begin to understand the kinds of illusion we need to create in
the environment, and how we might be able to deal with people’s responses
and reactions to it. Can we make a world in which Maslow’s Circle can be
helped to create a better society for those seven generations in the future?

I can give them the illusion of being in a park, or a street, or in outer space,
or a particular building (like a hospital or school) or a moving vehicle (like a
train, bus, or car).

Then I can start to see how their brain responds by measuring the electrical
signals or the blood flows in the brain, or other measures (for example the
heart rate or oxygen consumption).

Then we can observe what they actually do and measure that. Finally, and

most importantly perhaps, we can ask them how they felt, why they did what
they did, and so on.
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Sometimes their answers to these questions match the implications of the
physical, physiological or neurological data, but sometimes they do not. This
is quite deep science, but it is also exactly what art is all about. More about
that shortly.

Doing all of this is really dependent on what we call “perception”.

At least in the west, we tend to confuse “perceiving” with “seeing”, but
really they are very different.

For me “seeing” is the act of my eyes letting in light and enabling the brain
to analyse it. Perceiving is about how I create the illusion that is going to
drive my next act towards continuing survival.

The reality is the perception, and because perception is based on the concept
of lived experience, everybody actually has a different perception of the
world. We each have a different reality.

The brain’s attempts to minimise the difference between our perception and
the actual world means that when several people are confronted with the
same actual world experience, they will tend to perceive something very
similar, although each one will have an important unique element within that
perception: its meaning. If all the perceptions are different, it would seem
that the meanings could also be different.
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These differences mean that as a species Homo sapiens has been surviving
on the basis of different perceptions of the world rather than on the basis that
every individual has the same perception.

I suppose I am saying that resolving the meaning of the meanings is a mode
of survival.

Homo sapiens might be good at this because we happen to have evolved
a genetic framework that encourages what I call the “5 Cs”: Curiosity,
Communication, Collaboration, Cooperation and Creativity.

There is a part of our brain that is excited by the act of greeting someone
unknown to us into releasing a “reward hormone”. We feel better when we
greet someone, not just because it is a nice thing to do, but we feel that it
is a nice thing to do because our brain has evolved to respond to the act by
releasing a “reward hormone”. Therefore we do it more often.

This encourages Sociality, which we can think of as the act of greeting
someone we do not know.

Sociality was important for our survival in past climate and other

catastrophes. When we lose our sense of Sociality, our sense of trying to
understand others, bad things happen.
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The “5 Cs” idea is that our survival depends on our curiosity to find
change, our desire to communicate this to others, work together to respond
collectively to the implications of the change, then cooperate to make it more
likely to be successful, and then create a way of remembering to do this in
future, the creativity.

One of the challenges being posed to us now is the lack of collaboration and
cooperation within the “5 Cs” sequence.

We have a form of “non-cooperative communication” in the form of
social media. This gives us the illusion of Sociality, but actually it is just
stimulating the brain with the illusion rather than the reality.

In PEARL, we create illusions of the world outside and we can see how
people can be convinced. This is because of the Active Inference — the
predictive activity of the brain. It is always having to guess the future and be
corrected by subsequent new information.
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In the case of social media, we believe this pseudo-Sociality to be real and
act accordingly, but actually it is as much of a false illusion as a magic trick
performed by a magician on a stage. Our brains are not good enough at
detecting the difference: the social media magician is very good at deluding
us, and never reveals how their trick has been done!

We might think that a person with dementia might be losing their ability to
understand the world. Maybe that is correct.

But maybe they are understanding a reality that is different from ours. Maybe
their response to their reality conflicts with our sense of what response needs
to be made to the reality that we perceive?

For example, if I convince people that they are in a moving train, their brain
will respond to the sound of the train applying the brakes by moving to resist
the forces of deceleration — even though the train is not moving.

When that preconscious response is exposed to reality, there is scope for
confusion. Some people are curious about it, some find it funny, some feel
confused, and some feel inspired.

It is this realisation of the difference between their perceived reality and the
actual reality that needs to be processed and this is where the creativity is
helpful.
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This is why we have art and music, why they work so well with us — and
why they are so important for society.

And this is why we have a programme in PEARL, led and directed by Sara
Adhitya, to try and understand the fusion between the arts and sciences so
that we can eliminate the artificial distinction between them and understand
and enjoy our perceptions better.

Therefore PEARL is about how we might be able to understand better how
we can help people deal with the flow of ‘pseudo realities’ that they perceive,
and how we could design the world better to help human beings understand
both their own and other people’s perceptions of the world.

In other words, we are researching how we find ourselves and understand the
meaning of what we have found within the context of a social society.

This brings back to how we create society to maintain the societal balance
that Maslow found amongst the Blackfoot people.

Thank you for your attention.
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