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Bruce Shatz July 22, 2003 Tape Transcript and Notes 

(about 17,000 words)

Schatz: The problem with the second interview was that I went into such detail that to boil it down you lose the point. At the beginning of the 2nd interview you made a couple of suggestions about what could be talked about and I ignored them completely. There is a way to cover, more lightly:

1. How you could use Zen to do infrastructure

2. How you could use infrastructure to do Zen

So let me show you the “movie script approach” to this story. Three dramatic points that could be presented in different orderings.

1. East West Books in the early ‘80s. Zen was popular then and, browsing through Zen books I had the impression that Eastern religions would eventually be useful to something because they had been useful to physics. I’d flip through them but mostly they didn’t make any sense to me. So mostly I looked at the covers, and I picked up one that I really liked. It was called The Zen Koan, and I had no idea what koan meant but I sort of knew what Zen meant, so I turned to the back cover and, in those days, it said something like: “A thousand-year-old system developed to move people beyond words and concepts to direct interaction with reality.” And I looked at that and I said, Wow, this is hot stuff. I have to buy this book and put it on my shelf and wait until I’m ready for it. Being an infrastructure person, I was collecting things that I knew I would eventually need even though I didn’t need them now. (In the other transcript there’s a nice description of why it was hot stuff). But the basic reason why it was hot stuff was that it was a system, a well-defined training system that you could put people through. It was a regular process, so I knew that I could copy it with a computer system at some point. I knew a lot about words and concept, at least in the linguistic sense, and I knew that for some period of time people that worked on information infrastructure would be obsessed with words and concepts just because they couldn’t do them yet. This would take a long period of time, but at some point you would have to move beyond that, and then you would need a different metaphor, a different set of processes to copy. And this was the first, and it still may be the only, statement that said, “We know how to do this. We not only know how, but we regularly train people to do this.” That was a revelatory moment. If you’re constructing a movie, that’s the flashback. 

Note: at that time Schatz was a full-time researcher working for Bell Laboratories in New Jersey. He lived south of Manhattan, and on weekends he took day trips to New York, and one of the things he’d do is go to bookstores and look through random topics.

He mentions that he used to try to write movie scripts but he couldn’t make believable people. He was more interested in all of the structural stuff. 

Flash forward. He’s in Kyoto, and figures out what koans are. (Refers me to the 2nd t-script but says there’s not enough there about what you would do with koans once you figure out what they are.) And figuring out what koans are is not the same thing as being able to sit zazen well, or being able to solve any koans. Understanding the nature of them, the purpose and what you do with them is not the same things as being enlightened.

W: What is it, then?

Let’s push that question until later.

Then you have to do “the present” (no. 3 in the movie script). You ask, Why are you here in Kyoto studying Zen and informatics? And the dramatic scene from the transcripts is the part about Musashi vs. Ivanhoe. It illustrates what are the two points of view about how you make up things. It’s a metaphorical story. This will work for KJ readers, but not for students in my class, where I need to use Maslow’s pyramid (see much more on the latter below). 

The point is, religion is mostly about being one with something. But Western religion is mostly about being one with God, and Eastern religion is mostly about being one with the world. Western religion is mostly “do these ten things” and Eastern religion is mostly “lose your self and adopt all of these points of view at one time.” So they have a different character. If you look at them more closely they’re much more similar than that. There’s a section in The Zen Koan called The Ten Commandments and it list the commandments of Buddha and they’re almost exactly the same as those of Moses. And that’s a little weird because they didn’t come from the same parts of the world at the same time. There’s something in there about basic human psychology. But none of this negates the fact that Eastern religions are mostly about doing something to you, and the Western ones are mostly about believing in some external system. So if you’re trying to make cyberspace and be one with all of the world’s knowledge the natural place to look at is the religions where that’s the standard behavior, and those religions are things that came out of Buddhism. 

W: When you say “things that came out of Buddhism” what do you mean?

If you look at the basic processes of Buddhism that you’re supposed to follow — how you’re supposed to behave if you’re a Buddhist — those are ones that spend a tremendous amount of time on, How do you lose your attachment? How do you look at multiple points of view at the same time?, and How do you become one with the world as it is, rather than as you internally wish it would be? Western religions aren’t concerned with that. The point of the Ivanhoe -Musashi story is that these are two famous warriors that are on the ends of that same kind of spectrum. (More about these two men as examples of their societies, how Ivanhoe’s second choice was to be a priest, and Musashi’s family were priests.) But the short version is that religion did not affect Ivanhoe’s fighting at all, but it was essentially all of Musashi’s fighting. Religion and fighting were separate for Ivanhoe, and for Musashi they were the same. And that’s a fundamental difference which for this purpose (Schatz’s work)  is important. It’s not a moral judgment, it’s an engineering concern: if you wanted to move beyond words and concepts to become one with all of the world’s knowledge how would you go about it? You would copy whatever you could out of people who already did that, copy existing examples. All infrastructures do that.

W: Becoming one with all of the world’s knowledge is a whale of a notion. At the moment people are at the stage of doing a lot of Google searches, and most of them are amazed at how much knowledge is available at their fingertips right now. But as we talked about last year, folks like me are hitting the limits of this approach and saying, “I wish I could do the sorts of things that are written about in your papers.

In my study at Kyoto University I’m thinking about how you do subjective searches, ones that take into account what the point of view of the author was, what the purpose for writing it was. In other words, you don’t do a search about the war in Iraq. You do a search of the war in Iraq from the point of view of someone who lives in Iraq and believes the Iraqis should do whatever they want, run their own government. The documents found might have the same words as those of an American who believes the Americans should be able to take whatever they want from Iraq, but they wouldn’t mean the same thing. So the searcher would want to capture the point of view as part of the searching.

The breakdown in search which hasn’t quite happened yet but which is the nature of the discussion which we have sort of been sneaking up to is, “How can you search from all points of view at the same time?” Right now what you do is there’s a bunch of words in the documents and you search for those. So we’re stuck at words. And in the research labs we’re working on context. But in fact there are millions of different ways of categorizing the world. And each of those produces a different way of viewing essentially the same set of facts. The nice thing about what I’m caricaturing as the Eastern point of view is that those points of view are all equally valid, and you use whichever is appropriate. Actually, what they say is, ”None of them is valid and you shouldn’t pay attention to any of them. You should just pay attention to what is actually happening.” That sounds pretty vague, doesn’t it?

W: Yeah, it really does!

But I can say much more concrete things. They don’t say them. It turns out that what the realization about the koans is, what the koans guys do is they don’t pay all that much attention to the actual koans; the words in the koans are not that important. What they are basically trying to do is beat the attachment out of the monks. The monk comes in and says, “Oh, this is a hard-to-understand phrase, but here is a way of thinking about it. And the roshi, the Zen master who’s trying to train the monks, says, (WHACK!) “That’s not right.” Or usually they look at the monk and don’t say anything, and if he doesn’t leave right away they whack him. So the monk goes away and sits for another day and then comes back the next day with a totally different view. WHACK! And after about a year of that they sort of get the feeling that none of the points of view have any merit to them, which is the point. It’s not that all of those points of view aren’t valid for certain purposes. The reason the roshi is doing this is he’s trying to put the monk into a state of mind where he realizes that all of the points of view are arbitrary, and therefore he’s able to get beyond being fixated on a particular one or a particular purpose. In Buddhism that’s called “the great doubt.” (See file “Three Pillars of Zen” in the computer) It’s tied up with other philosophical issues, but from an engineering standpoint it’s about “all the points of view are arbitrary.” The realization about the koans had to do with not analyzing the koans but the process.

Let me make the first attempt at answering the question that I think you’re actually asking, and if that’s not understandable, etc….

The way you get a perfect search system is, it’s not fixated on any point of view. No matter what point of view you establish, it’ll come up with another one for you, and then you can try that one. So it’s all points of view at once. That sounds like it’s just restating the Buddhist one but that’s a well-defined technical statement because of . . . well let me just try to say it straight and see if it makes sense. The way you do information retrieval  is you take whatever the things you’re searching, like documents or other things, and you represent each one of those with something. Like, Google represents a document as a bunch of words. More sophisticated ones make up a vector of numbers. A vector is just a set of numbers with commas between them, it’s like multiple dimensions, and that’s how you describe it. So if you had a vector of your health, some of it’s about what your parents were like, and some of it’s about what parts of your body are hurting, and some of it’s about the kind of activities you can do. So the vector, and when people write it they usually use parentheses (he writes this down (see)): f1, f2, etc. This is how computer guys talk; they make feature vectors, and the features are f1, f2, f3 and dot-dot-dot. So if it was about health, these first couple might be about the organs, and these next couple might be about the family, and these next couple might be about the social support. So each of them is a number that is measuring something, like how much your stomach is hurting. The way information retrieval works is that all the world’s knowledge is just a bunch of things. So here you have a computer that has a bunch of documents and a bunch of pictures and a bunch of actual people, so it has things — we usually call them objects, actually  — and each one is represented with a vector. And when you do a search you say, “I’m interested in this object; show me other ones that are like that.” And so if they happen to be documents you’re trying to find ones that are sort of on the same subject. If they happen to be people you’re trying to find ones that have the same health problems. But the reason you were able to do that is you were able to capture in a numerical way, a mathematical way, what the important features of the object was, and you’re able to compare similar objects. In doing this there are two important mathematical or computer techniques. One is, how big is the vector? Do you need ten features? Current medicine is like ten features. So, do you need ten features or a million? And the other one, in doing the comparison, is how do you weight the features? Do you consider one very heavily? In medicine that happens all the time. They ask you, “Does your heart hurt?” You say, “Yes.” And they say, “OK, you’re going to have a heart attack; we’ll do something.” And so they don’t pay attention to any of the other ones: Did you just lose your job? That’s probably why you heart hurts. Or did you have a fight with your family, or are you feeling overly stressed? They’re not going to look at these features. So, a certain point of view has an easy mathematical definition. My dad is a mathematician and he would pale at calling this a mathematical definition, but it is these two things: how big is the vector, and how do you weight the features of the vector? This creates the viewpoint. So the doctor that’s looking at that as your heart is a pump has the viewpoint that the important thing about you is your physical body. And because of that he can treat some things very easily and other things he can’t treat at all. The viewpoint that (your heart problem) is  the social pressure around you isn’t in his view at all. And if that has a stronger effect on your heart’s behavior then his viewpoint is not helpful. 

My note: so a Zen-like approach would force the doctor to drop his attachment to this viewpoint and open himself to others — which could save his patient’s life. But how do you re-engineer a doctor’s responses?

What the roshi is doing is criticizing each viewpoint as it comes up. The roshi who’s working with the koan system with the monk trying to enlighten him. 

W: The monk keeps coming in with a different feature of the vector and the roshi is knocking them down. 

That is correct. If you take the Mu koan, from the first set, “Does a dog have Buddha nature?, and the master said, “Mu (no).” And the monk spends a lot time focusing on dogs and how dogs behave, and that’s not the point at all and the roshi whacks him each time. And then the monk gets the point that it’s not about dogs, but all sentient beings. And the roshi whacks him for awhile. And then the monk gets the point that it’s really about himself, that as a personal spirit that’s trying to be enlightened, and the whole thing is metaphorical. Then they concentrate on why did the roshi say yes or no. And the textbooks are very compressed, like the Mumonkan: they try to use as few Chinese characters as possible because it shows its beautiful poetry, but the original dialogues that they’re taken from are much, much longer, in fact you can really see the point-of-view switching because the monks sit there and ask 20 or 30 questions, and the master, sometimes he answers no and sometimes yes, and sometimes maybe he refuses to answer at all, even though a monk keeps asking the same question in different ways — you know, how can I be enlightened? The reason for the master’s behavior is that he’s trying to point out with words that all of those are perfectly good answers, or all of them are perfectly bad answers, but neither of those is the point: the point is you’re not supposed to fall in love with a particular answer, you’re supposed to realize that you should just look at the problem directly. 

That has a well-defined mathematical sense: You don’t want to pre-weight the vectors. That’s the most common way of doing it. The reason you are an expert is that you have a certain way of looking at it, and you say, I’m going to measure the heart, and now I know what you’re like, or I’m going to ask you three questions and then I know; I have a certain way of rating or categorizing the world that’s very effective. And as soon I’m in a situation where that does not explain most of the phenomena, then my expertise can’t function.

W: So in a concrete case, such as a heart ailment, it’s a matter of knowing what all of the possible features of the vector would be, and then also whether you are weighting any of these features?

In the pure Buddhism sense, no attachments are acceptable. No point of view is acceptable because it’s arbitrary. So it is genuinely the case that the roshi will sit there and keep whacking the monk until they reach a point where they can’t decide anything, and that’s it. That’s not the same. . . see, they’re in an artificial world where you can behave like that.

W: OK, so if I am a cardiologist and not a monk, what is the non-attachment going to mean for me? Does it mean that I give up all of my opinions as a medical professional?

If you had true non-attachment that is what it would mean. That is why no cardiologists are Zen masters. Or if they are Zen masters, they do it as a separate activity. 

W: But for example, with the health monitor that is coming, is it going to be a non-weighted vector?

Actually no, it can’t be because as you said perfectly, every actually occurring, practical situation is a concrete view. There are some things that are true there and aren’t true there.

W: So then are we talking here in parallel to the Zen idea that the ego is a necessary fiction that allows us to do our laundry and get through life? And therefore weighted vectors are a necessary fiction that allows a doctor to deal with the vicissitudes of someone’s heart problem?

Yes, that is exactly right. So the lesson for infrastructure, or for decision-making, or for doctors, is that there are many points of view that are perfectly valid, not just a single one. So there is a lesson here for the cardiologist. 

W: So the cardiologist doesn’t throw his black bag out the window; he says, “I need to be more open-minded about my approach to medicine.”

He says, “I’ve measured your heart as a pump, and it’s perfectly normal in this population but you still are short of breath and can’t function. There must be another cause. I’ll expand my feature vector to other features, and look at other things going on in your life — your diet, your exercise, your social support, and recognize that in your case those are more important than the physical ailment.” So that there are multiple viewpoints. In practice, in any person’s life they hit a finite number of situations or circumstances as they go through life. And in fact in the entire history of the world with all the people that have ever lived and all the sentient beings, there’s only a finite number. And so the infinite number is some religious ideal, it’s not an actually-occurring circumstance. But the point that many is different than one is a very valid point. Multiple points of view are important and bigger vectors give you more choices.

W: OK, so now we’re talking about a cardiologist and his or her own mental framework. But how does this relate to the spiritual infrastructure? Is it time that we go to your set of goals? I’m understanding how doctors who are interacting with computer systems engineers could be positively influenced by Zen. Who transmits that wisdom to them is another question. But what I am seeing is how one aspect of the electronic infrastructure currently known as The Net or The Web could be designed in such a way that it would reflect Zen wisdom and thereby be enhanced by that..

Yes, that is the nature of the subject.

W: Which is one of the goals. And since you’ve worked so long in this medical field on the health monitor system that is one subject that you’ve now talked about with some concreteness. I would like to get to that level of concreteness or beyond on the other goals. (Turn tape off, then back on.) OK, let me just sketch this out again: A patient comes to one doctor who has a set of vector features. That doctor decides, based on having seen this patient several times and treating her, and doing lots of tests, he decides that there is a test that he could run, based on her symptoms, for pancreatic cancer, but for reasons of her having the wrong insurance that wouldn’t cover this test, so she’d have to pay a lot of cash for the test, plus what he thinks is the small probability of a positive result, he decides not to run the test. It turns out that had he run the test, he would have discovered pancreatic cancer, which was discovered by another doctor who ran it as a standard precaution because he was in a big hospital, disconnected to billing, and wasn’t considering her insurance situation. 

That shows several things. The one it shows most profoundly is that statistical averages are different than individual people. The flaw in the first doctor, if it was a flaw, was that he had a great deal of information, a big vector about the person, but he did not have a big vector about the test. He knew how much it cost, and that on the average it produced little information. What he didn’t have was a detailed population analysis, with many smaller groups of people, as to how effective that test was in different populations. He just knew, across everyone it finds, say, one in 100 cases. If the way that medical procedures were tested is in small groups over large populations then he might well have been able to match this person that he knew a great deal about into a smaller group and known that there was a reasonable possibility of the test being effective. But for him, the price/performance ratio hadn’t flipped over. The problem is, he had a vector which appeared to be bigger but that in fact might have been smaller. The most seductive feature of large vectors, or health monitors, is that you don’t look at any average situations. You only look at particular situations. You have (in the data base?) enough detailed information about all of the people who have ever been tested by all of the tests, which lifestyle they had among a million different lifestyles, that you can make a custom diagnosis just for that one person based on actual ground information.

W: Ground information?

I’m trying hard not to use mathematical language. What it means is the way that almost all information is handled today is like the way that the words are handled — a test is run on a million people and they list a single number that says how many people cancer was detected in. And that’s all that’s known about the test. You know how much it costs and what percentage of correct things it finds. What’s not known is the percentage of correct things it finds for this particular person, which is actually what you want to know. Not all possible people, but a woman of this age with this degree of stomach trouble who lives in this kind of society and has this kind of parents who had pancreatic cancer at a certain age — that’s a very different type of number about a much smaller subset. Ideally what you’d have is an identical case, but the hope is that you can sample enough cases so you a very similar case. You’re not comparing them to an average human. The breaking down of categorization is the thing that Buddhism tries to do — getting beyond words and concepts. You assume that having pancreatic cancer or not is a well-defined question, and whether being an average person or not is a well-defined question. When you ask, it costs this much to test or not, you’ve made a set of distinctions that were so deeply in your assumptions you didn’t realize they were there, and those are critical assumptions for most complicated decisions. And that’s the real value of what I’m going to try to defend in the spiritual infrastructure: that it will give you many more choices than you have at present, so that you can make a more informed decision or a more rational decision, or a decision closer to the actual world as it is, with the hopes of being less arbitrary. Obviously it’s not possible in any actually occurring situation to have perfect information, or to have an infinite vector.  What you’d want in the case you described is, you’d want this to be the second time the person’s lived, and the first time they already ran the test on the person, and you saw what happened. That would be perfect information, and it can’t occur. Now, in Buddhism it can occur, because there’s not a fixed world. Shakyamuni Buddha was like Martin Luther: he was tired of all the priests making too much money from the sutras and so on. And he was a devout Hindu (‘cause that was the big religion) who started another version of Hinduism that didn’t do that, that concentrated on the pure (regime?). So all of the basic things in Buddhism were actually in Hinduism, and in Hinduism there’s this wheel of life, so reincarnation is a typical thing, and it’s perfectly possible to go through the same thing several times and to do different things each time, and so you can have perfect information. That was a little facetious and probably off the subject. 


But the real difference between science and religion, or between infrastructure and Zen if we’re doing it that way, is that science is concerned with making a particular decision based on whatever information there is, while religion is concerned with the truth, the pure reality. And those two don’t ever quite meet. The classic description is the multi-sided polygon: You have a circle and you have a polygon (see drawing). The more sides you add to the polygon, the smoother it gets. And the question is, does the polygon ever become a circle? That’s the real difference between science and religion, or between infrastructure and Zen. The mathematical answer is, in “the limit” they’re identical. When you get an infinite-sided polygon because you are computing the circumference, as the number of sides goes to infinity the polygon becomes a circle, and so in “the limit,” which is a well defined mathematical concept we do theorems about, they are the same. And in any practical sense, in visual perception, at some point they become indistinguishable. If you show either of them to people they’ll say, “That’s a circle.” It isn’t really a circle; in fact if you look at it under a fine microscope you can see it isn’t really a circle. People and science live in the perceived world (Note: isn’t there a contradiction here: ‘people’ perceive a circle while scientists perceive a polygon with their extended perception.) I’m trying to make a philosophical point by only doing the psychology. In the perceived world, circles exist, and a multi-sided polygon is a circle. In the pure abstract world they’re completely different, not the same thing at all. And a good Buddhist will absolutely deny that that thing is a circle. It might look like a circle. But they know if they go in to the roshi and say it’s a circle the roshi will whack ‘em. As the roshi should, because his point is it doesn’t make any difference how many sides you put on that thing. It’s still not a circle. And it doesn’t make any difference how many points of view you get. They’re still all arbitrary. You’re supposed to realize that circles and oneness are the goal, that in the ultimate reality they are not the same as the perceived reality. So the infrastructure guys, they march in science, trying to get closer. And if you go to a real Zen master like Fukushima, he’ll whack you, or if he’s being polite he’ll smile at you, but he knows you’re doing something foolish because he knows you can’t get there. If you go to someone who lives in the real world like Jeff Shore, who is an absolutely devout Buddhist who’s been through the whole koan sequence — and whose brother is a psychiatrist, an MD — he knows what science is and isn’t, and he knows they [religion and science] are different, but he doesn’t consider science foolish. It’s just not the same. So he and I can have a discussion about this, and I keep saying, “Look, I’ll switch the points of view when I keep going closer.” And for a while, he’ll give me the standard party line, and then eventually he’ll break down and say, “ Well, they’re just not the same way of viewing the world, and so what you’re saying makes perfect sense but it’s not the same. And achieving inner peace within yourself is not the same as having different points of view.” On the other hand, from a scientific point of view, I can watch a movie and it looks like the people are moving; I believe in the persistence of vision. I can look at a circle in a magazine and it looks like a circle to me, and I know perfectly well that if I look at it under a microscope it is a multi-sided polygon. But it looks like a circle to me and I will treat it as a circle. If I am a doctor treating someone who doesn’t seem happy or healthy, I’ll keep trying things until I find something that makes him happy or healthy. I’ll just try not to get stuck on one point of view — this is the only way of doing it. In other words, enlightened but practical. 

So the problem with spiritual infrastructure is that people who have it now will deny that any spirituality is gained (through the version Shatz envisions being built into the Web). 
W: People such as Jeff Shore or Fukushima-roshi?

Yes. Because they believe in the pure infinite, only. Well, what I want to say is, the chauffeurs didn’t like it when people began driving their own cars because they believed people wouldn’t drive as well, but they didn’t say that what they would be doing wasn’t driving. They didn’t have a philosophical point of view  about this. But the doctors do say that. They say, “What you’re doing vis a vis health monitor. . . they feel threatened economically, but they also believe philosophically that MD’s can treat health and nurses at home can’t, even though they are artificially defining what health is. From their point of view they are correct: nurses cannot do heart surgery. But a nurse at home can keep somebody out of the hospital, and a doctor can’t. 

W: This is a discussion about scaling, on one level.  

Yeah, but when the infrastructure rolls through and ordinary people can be 90% of what the experts can be, the experts don’t like it. And the experts often say, “They can’t do it as well as I can.” But they usually don’t have a way of saying that people aren’t solving the problem. (As the Zen people do say?) Maybe that’s too strong a distinction. 

(I talk here about recent NYT article re how cosmetics firms are scaling customized products that use technologies heretofore only available through MD’s.)

Yeah, I think the point I was making is probably off the topic. Doctors don’t like computers doing medicine and they don’t like nurses doing medicine because they’re doing medicine.

W: They’re using an awful lot of computers to do medicine these days.

I mean doing it at home by yourself. They don’t want people to do their own stuff. And Zen masters in Japan that run big temples don’t want people in America who don’t run big temples and who treat laymen to be called Zen masters, because they have a certain definition for “Zen master” and these guys haven’t done that. They don’t meet the standards. And they certainly don’t like the idea that everybody could get 1% enlightenment if they run this computer program every day.

W: Why do you say 1%, when I imagine you’re talking seriously about much more than 1%?

I don’t have any way of measuring it.

W: But if we call it 1% it makes it all sound insignificant.

Well, the usual statement is the 80-20 rule, which is you have to produce 80% of the functionality for 20% of the cost. And if you do that then you can get a big niche. But I don’t know how you measure spiritual enlightenment in that respect. It’s easier to do with cars, because the goal is getting from one place to another, and that’s a fixed performance; you can measure the cost for doing that. If the person has to drive, or if the chauffeur drives, in both case you get to the other end. 

W: It’s all quantifiable.

But if you count the pleasure of the driving experience or the stress on the person, or the quality of the driving — quality measures, not just quantity — then they’re still quite different, and so that’s why I think I was wrong before. Because, when the chauffeurs say ordinary people can’t drive, they’re correct, by their definition of driving. In the same sense that if Fukushima says American roshis aren’t roshis, he’s correct. But that doesn’t mean that those other people aren’t filling a huge niche. There’s a reason there’s hundreds of them. And there’s a reason there will be millions of the little “roshi-in-a-box” because there’s a big need for them. The sticky point about spiritual infrastructure is deciding when you have it.

W: Roshi-in-a-box is an image that just struck me as a good title.

I do not wish to appear facetious, but I have seen the product which is called Doc-in-a-box. It’s a kiosk that sits in shopping malls and you go up and talk to it, and it talks back to you. 

W: They have these in shopping malls?

Oh yeah. In the east in America, right now. It’s not very good. It can only respond to 20 or 30 things you say, and it gives 20 or 30 standard answers. And if you ask things that aren’t in it, you can pay more money and it cuts through to a video link of a real doctor who’s sitting there, whom you can talk to. It’s exactly the same technology that I did a big project on at Bellcore 20 years ago. There are short video segments of a real person talking to you. There’s continuous speech understanding and you’re talking, and it’s picking up phrases, and if it hits one of the phrases for one of its canned video segments, it shows you that one. So if you say, “I’m really depressed about my boyfriend,” you get the depression segment. If you say, “My stomach hurts a lot this week,” you get the stomach one. It’s actual amount of intelligence, its feature vector, is very small, but its perceived intelligence is fairly large, because it’s in a situation where people are inclined to want to believe that it’s giving them good advice. It’s much better than a horoscope. It’s slightly customized.

W: You said there’s a direct link to a real doctor — if you pay more money. Is he sitting in a room waiting for a camera light to switch on?

Yes, and he’s linked to, say, a hundred kiosks in shopping malls all over New Jersey.

W: When did these appear?

According to my doctor friend who used to run a clinic in New Jersey they appeared in the late ‘90s.

W: And they’re still there?

According to him, yes, when he went back he said they were still there. It was like you could put in $5 and talk to it for 5 minutes. It’s not different in character than having a paramedic in a grocery store that you can talk to. (We get into legal details about why the latter doesn’t exist but the former does: it’s classed a “ for information purposes only”  and has a large disclaimer. ) 
W: While medicine and religion overlap in some ways, they are regulated much differently. So, whereas there’d be a disclaimer for Doc-in-a-box, there might not be one for roshi-in-a-box. 

No disclaimer would be necessary. It’s not regulated in any sense. Anybody can open a church. The only sense in which it regulated is for tax reasons. (Example of Scientology losing tax-free status. . . off topic). 

W: So how do we get to the concrete infrastructure?

OK, so what you want is the direct argument. .  .  see, what you wanted was both directions: the science to religion and the religion to science. You wanted how you can use ideas from Zen to make infrastructure better, and that’s the natural direction of this conversation because that’s what I do. But you asked in the other direction, repeatedly, about how to bring more spirituality to everyday life. Suppose there was one of these things (roshi-in-a-box). When you wanted to search, you sat down and had a dialogue with your computer and it determined what your search-query was, so to speak. And it went off and did a search, and some stuff came back. And nowadays it’s your problem to decide what to do next. But what if (programmed in) there was a way of the computer saying, “OK, switch what viewpoint you’re looking from, and I’ll give you a different set of things, from a different point of view, about this topic..” 

W: Now we’re talking about interacting with artificial intelligence. 

I’m reluctant to use that term because then you have to deal with the word intelligence. I’m going to try to deal with the word spirituality but I’d rather not deal with the word intelligence. You have something which can present different points of view to you, different kinds of answers. You ask one set of questions and it gives you one set of answers . . . 

W: You’re describing a software system. . . 

Yes, and in one sense it is like what the artificial intelligence systems do, in the sense that they don’t always do just one thing. They do different things depending on the situation.

W: Ok, so you’re facing this software, in whatever form it is, whether you’re talking to it or typing, whatever, and somehow it’s communicating back to you, presenting to you points of view that you haven’t considered.

So it’s switching through it. You say, “My stomach hurts,” and it gives you the doctor answer, the nurse answer, and then it gives you the faith healer answer, and the roshi answer, and the Uncle Albert answer. The same information is there, but it’s looking at it in different ways, so that if it’s only showing you a few things, it’s showing you different things each time. The reality isn’t different, the set of factual information that’s being retrieved is the same in total, but the ones that you’re perceiving, which is only a small fraction of those, are different, because there’s a different cut on how to weight them. 

W: And the software is sophisticated enough that’s it’s not just plucking out a few key words from you, it’s actually operating on a more semantic level and understanding what you’re presenting to it.

Yes, and there is a way of doing that in the general case which is not as good as the dialogues in Kurzweil, but which is much better than Google. That’s the nature of the thing. So part of the reason I hesitate when you say artificial intelligence is you’re thinking of that dialogue in Kurzweil where you start to say something (to the computer) and it interrupts you because it knows what you want to say, like what I’m doing with you. It is not possible in our lifetimes to design mass infrastructure which will be that good. But it is possible to design ones where you do a search and some things come back, and you have a switch, and another set of things come back, and another, and another. And in each one of them, if you are thinking about it, they’re not just randomly giving you more things; they’re giving you things from a different way of viewing what all the world’s knowledge is — from a different weighting of the feature vector, if you like that description.

(Less relevant stuff not transcribed about a baseball rating system he discussed with folks here yesterday)

W: The biggest difference I see between what you’re describing and what we have now is, I go to Google and I attempt to define certain parameters, if I am searching, and then I get a listing, maybe thousands of documents, in which case I only look at the most relevant ones at the top, and then in looking at them, I begin to see that there are areas of concern, like for example, if I am researching the topic of same-sex marriage for a debate on that subject, I start to notice that there are human rights issues, taxation issues, inheritance issues, and so on, and I can then begin to focus in on those. One thing I could do is type in “inheritance” in Google’s “search within results” and I’ll get documents where that word occurs. But as you’ve said, many documents may deal with inheritance yet never use that actual noun. As things stand now, you have to be intuitive, imaginative, have a head full of synonyms and be lucky to boot. But the moment you add a search term that limits your search you may be cutting out a lot of material that is useful to you. It’s very laborious and hit-or-miss, a clumsy way to get what you want.

You want to “be one” with all of the world’s knowledge. 

(Then I babble on and shut off the recorder for awhile)

W: Is that interaction I had on the Internet (how I got in touch with writer Mary Waters on the Net), is the infrastructure you’re envisioning going to make that sort of things more natural, accessible to more people, easier?

The answer is, yes it will, at some point in the future. Ten years from now, there will be some health infrastructure (on the Net) but it may not be widely available enough for you to use it in Japan with your current medical insurance. Certainly your daughter will have it as a routine part of her medical care well before she reaches your age, because doctors are too expensive to handle all the things that need to be done. That one won’t be 10 years, but it certainly won’t be 20. It’ll be within your lifetime. 

W: And we can concretely say that the way the health monitor system develops would benefit from the influence of Zen Buddhism.

Uhhhhhh….for the purposes of this discussion the answer is yes. Although Zen Buddhism is not the only philosophical system that has that same point in it. But for the purposes of this article the answer is yes.

W: But I am not exclusively focused on health monitor.

The only reason to use health is it’s easy to explain. The vectors in everyday life are all…health doesn’t touch everything in life, but it touches a lot of things. If you have a way of capturing a big vector for everything going on with a person, and everything going on with all the knowledge, then you could start to have this kind of system. And we’re at the point where we can envision such a thing being real  — I mean actually occurring in practice — but it doesn’t exist now. So it’s not just health; it’s basically everything: all decisions, all information. 

W: Which is why it would be a roshi.

Eeee-yes. I was tempted, in cutting the transcript, to throw all the health stuff out, since it got onto discussions which weren’t straight on the path to roshis and spirituality, and to just start in the way that those courses of mine start in. (Shows me his course outlines.) See, the course starts in by asking, how are we going to make the information infrastructure as good as the science fiction  books about cyberspace? How are we going to make cyberspace? All people talk about is they jack into the Net, they plug into something and now they’re one with all the world’s knowledge and whatever they want just comes at the right time. They don’t say how it happens; they just say it happens. And so, that’s all about reducing this distance between the user and the knowledge as much as possible.

W: We’re looking at the page that’s called Intermind.

Being one with all the world’s knowledge means reducing the distance to zero, as if it’s in your own mind. (My note: this presumes that all the world’s knowledge is actually there on the Net.) If there was a way of doing that, then you would have this thing called Intermind, the global mind. Just like the Internet today reduces the distance between you and some file somewhere. It doesn’t really reduce it to zero, but from your point of view, you push a button and it appears. If you thought of a problem and the answer appeared, or you thought of a problem and suitable knowledge appeared, that would be the same thing. And in the science fiction books that’s what happens. And you see all these flashy colors, and then something happens: you become enlightened (laughter)! And so, from the computer end of things, if you want to reduce the distance to zero, you go off and copy something that talks a lot about reducing things to zero. That is what Zen Buddhism talks about, so that’s why you copy Zen. The second page went back the other way (from Intermind to the other page).  Suppose you agree, then, that Buddhism in general and Zen in particular is your metric for spirituality. So, a Zen master is enlightened. That’s the assumption. You’re not allowed . . since we’re going to talk about how to go back the other way (from there), you have to assume that that’s an appropriate end-point. So you can’t now argue that the roshi isn’t as enlightened as the bishop. You have to agree that the roshi is an example of someone who is enlightened, and then ask, what are the features of this enlightenment that you’re trying to go back the other way on (work backwards from?)? If you wanted to have spiritual infrastructure, and make everybody enlightened, since this is a scientific discussion you need an agreed definition of what “enlightened” is, because this is the goal you’re seeking to achieve. And once you agree to choose Buddhism in general and Zen in particular as the metric for spirituality there are certain things within that formal system which constitute enlightenment. And those are the things which, going back the other way, I’m going to try to say how you would try to make the computer system achieve. Did that make sense? (talks more but already clear enough) The main things that Buddhism talks about. . . it has these specific things that you’re supposed to achieve. And the main one is to lose. . . I used to know all 25 but now I’ll only list the main ones . . .  this is Buddhism in a nutshell. . . Buddhism in a nutshell is: life is suffering, get used to it. So that basically it’s about how to become awake, or enlightened, so that you don’t suffer. I don’t want to really say that . . . so that . . 

W: So that you don’t focus on yourself?

So that you don’t focus on yourself. See, it’s really not about avoiding the suffering; it’s about seeing what the reality is, so that you realize what suffering is. 

W: This is what Epstein means by “going to pieces without falling apart” in his book.

That’s exactly the right point. In my lecture (in the US) I actually said that I’d walked by the Church of Christ, Scientist, and it always has a nice, pithy theme for the week, and the theme that week was “how to avoid everlasting torment,” so I started out with that and that seemed like, “avoiding everlasting torment” is something that everybody would like to do. And the Christian answer is, “Do these 25 things and you will avoid it.” But the problem is nobody believes that anymore. They tried those and they didn’t work — well, nobody knows about “everlasting” but they didn’t work at least in the short run. But the Buddhist answer is, “Get used to it.” So, if there’s everlasting torment, that’s the way it is. There’s no way of getting around it. So, the way you become awake is to lose attachment. You’re not supposed to become stuck about a certain point of view. And there’s three different ways that it’s often said, which seem to be equivalent if you look at them closely. One of them is multiple viewpoints. That’s the least common one, but the one I usually use because I’m a search guy. That’s the one we’ve been talking about. Attachment is if you have a particular way of classifying the world; if you do that, then you’re attached to it. If you switch, so that’s what the roshi’s trying to do, is get them to change that. The two ways it’s usually talked about aren’t that. One of them is about losing self. And the other is about. . . (tape side ends.) So Buddhism in a nutshell is “life is suffering” and the approach to suffering is you’re supposed to become enlightened, awake, lose the attachment to the self, so then you can view the reality of the world. And they talk about that in great length. Directly looking at the multiple viewpoints is an uncommon one. It’s much more common to either talk about losing your self, so not a particular point of view, or achieving oneness. You hear a lot about achieving oneness, and that’s actually the same thing but from the other direction. You’re here and here and here and here — you’re at all of the points of view at the same time. And the enlightened ones seem to do both of those at the same time. So if you ask them about themselves you don’t get any answers because they’re channeling the world directly. And if you ask them to express a point of view they either give no answer or they give many answers at the same time, or they do what the Zen guys do, they give some concrete thing right in front of you to show you should look directly at the reality.

W: So then what is the difference between multiple viewpoints and achieving oneness if achieving oneness is having multiple viewpoints at the same time?

Yeah, the reason we don’t usually see this one is that they’re actually the same. All three of these are the same. They’re different ways of expressing the same thing. If you asked, how could you merge into the world? well, you have to disappear, and the world has to go into you, and all the parts of the world have to go in at the same time. So it’s sort of like three different stages of the same thing. I like the multiple viewpoints because it’s an easy way to explain the computer parts. But the religion people, Buddhist people don’t talk about it so much; they sometimes talk about it, it’s just not very common. But they very commonly talk about losing self or achieving oneness, and they sort of intermix them. When people talk about literature they very commonly talk about the multiple viewpoints, like the grand climax of essentially every Herman Hesse novel — he was a popular novelist when I was a college student — is the person whipping back and forth between all of their personalities, and kind of laughing at themselves for thinking that’s all of them. The end of Steppenwolf’s like that, the end of Siddhartha’s like that, they finally . . . Steppenwolf’s so proud of himself for having thought that he’s really two people, he’s the wolf and the person, and at the end he’s whipping back and forth between hundreds or thousands of different persons that he could be or was, or had already been, and realizing that those are only a small segment of the ones that he really could be. So in literature you see this sometimes but in the religious literature you don’t see it too much. It must be a modern timesharing thing. But these two you see a lot. So you often see statements like “all is none.” Or “everything isn’t anything at all.” And in literal words, almost all of the koans are one or the other of these (two). There’s a bunch of them about “you don’t really exist, and if you impose your viewpoint you’re missing the point.” The classic distinction is the Mu koan. The monk is asking, “How can I become enlightened?” and he is told, “Mu,” which means “no.” And in the full version, the original dialogue that was recorded, he asks, “Why can’t I be enlightened? Can’t all sentient beings be enlightened? Aren’t I a sentient being?” And he asks about the dog. And he’s told it’s because the dog has “karmic delusions” — he can’t be enlightened because he’s too attached to things. That’s the longer version, and it is mostly about how not to impose yourself on reality. And this long koan process is that each time you give an answer that shows that something that you are thinking about is giving you a certain way of thinking, the roshi whacks you. Mostly what the process is about is not imposing your points of view on reality. This one is the other one, the kikan koans, and are about “what’s the world like? The understanding ones. And these are like the oak tree one. They ask, “What is Buddhism?” And they are usually asked in return, “Why did Bodhidarma come from the west?” Bodhidarma was the Indian guy that came into China to spread Buddhism. So, “What is Buddhism?” And the answer. . . there are a hundred answers but they’re all something really concrete. So the classic one in the Mumonkan is Joshu’s answer: “that oak tree right there.” And in the longer version the monk says, “Don’t teach us by pointing to objects, tell us the real truth, the internal answer.” And then he again points to the oak tree. And what he’s trying to say is it’s everything at once and pay attention to what’s in front of you. If you ask all these abstract questions, there aren’t any abstract answers. So, if this is Buddhism in a nutshell, then you can do all of that with computer infrastructure. You can create a system that, whenever you have a viewpoint, the system switches it for you. You can’t adopt a single one for yourself. 

W: So there can be a software system which is designed to deflect you from having any particular point of view. Or to provide you with alternative points of view?

It’s more the second, because it’s real goal isn’t to make you enlightened in the pure sense; it’s to make you enlightened in this particular situation. If it really was doing the pure enlightenment, it would be like the endings of the Hesse novels. Every five seconds it would switch your point of view. And what would happen in practice is that after five minutes they would all start to flow together and you wouldn’t be able to remember what all the points of view were. So what it would do in practice is, it would do a couple of them. But this is the nature of the defense of this system, since it’s not a (Zen) sitting (meditation), the answer to the question, “How can you bring spiritual infrastructure to the masses by using computers? How can you make a spiritual infrastructure in the Net?” And the answer to that question is, you reveal the underlying principles of the thing you’ve identified as spiritual, and you approximate those as best you can, in the practical sense. So this process is no different than the chauffeur one with automobiles, or the health care one with doctors; it just bothers people more — it might bother KJ readers more — because your deep inner self is somehow more . . . you’re more attached to that than to how good a driver you are.  Of course, the roshi will never think you’re enlightened no matter how many points of view you take, or how much it whips away your self. 

W: But it’s more practical: people who barely have the time to tuck their kids in at night don’t have time to sit through the entire Zen koan sequence. What you are proposing seems to be something that, within a manageable amount of time and energy, could take them beyond points of fixation. 

What a classical Zen guy would say is, “What you should do is sit in zazen. And if you do zazen for an hour, you’ll be much more enlightened.” And the problem is, that doesn’t work.  

W: Epstein (or was it Hagen?) doesn’t think it works either. He talks in his book about how you can sit and sit and sit and get nowhere if you’re not actually doing what you’re describing here.

The point of sitting isn’t sitting. It’s the change of mental state. 

W: Sitting is only one of the technologies that have been engineered for this purpose.

That’s why the meditation manuals that Jeff Shore writes are much more to the point for this kind of discussion than the ones that are classical in Zen literature. Because he says the point of sitting is you’re trying to achieve a certain physical state which is known to help you achieve a certain mental state. 

W: This gets at one of the criticisms people have brought up when I discuss this. People say, “But Zen is a physical thing, it’s the total body, and from the body changes come the changes in the mind and heart. So how would interacting with a piece of software get you there?”

Ah! It’s the mental focus that’s the important feature, and it is true that for 3,000 years the only known technology, if you will, for mental transformation has been starting with a physical meditation of some sort. It could be lotus position sitting, or lying down, or walking, but the physical and the mental are tightly tied. If the Net . . . currently they are still tightly tied because it’s a focus question, more than anything else. The purpose of the breathing and of the posture is to relieve you of external distractions and to focus your attention on the thing you’re trying to do, like solve the koan, or become one, or whatever it is. If there are other physical activities which maintain that same focus, then in fact the same mental state can be achieved. Runners often achieve it, or basketball players. Pilots often achieve it, or chauffeurs, or expert race drivers. It’s also true that expert Net surfers achieve the same mental state as well. It’s tied to the physical body, certainly, it’s sitting in a certain posture and having a lack of distractions, but it’s not the, not necessarily, I don’t know if people have the same body measurements with video game experts as they have with meditation experts to see if their heart rate is well-regulated. But it wouldn’t surprise me. It’s a physical state in which the mental concentration is very focused. That’s the purpose of it, and the people with bigger vectors that do the zazen traditional meditation like Jeff Shore are not fixated as much on particular styles as on particular effects. Jeff says sitting on a bench is perfectly okay but keeping your back straight is important because you’re going to do it for a long time and if your body starts to hurt you become distracted. The steady breathing is important because again, you’re trying to focus your attention on achieving a certain mental state. 

W: Presumably the software could provide the same advice and guidance?

It could. It depends entirely on . . . (silence)

W: What if it had a feature for watching and listening to you, for monitoring your heart rate?

That’s entirely possible. What I wanted to say is, what’s hard or easy is a local custom. The meditation is a feature of, well, people used to sit routinely sit with legs folded for long periods of time, and in Japan and other Eastern cultures people still do that sometimes. But we’re in a generation now where people routinely stare at computers for long periods of time and they don’t get tired. Their eyes don’t hurt, their backs don’t hurt, in fact those same people, if they sit with their legs folded they do hurt. It’s a question of training, but the purpose of the physical part is the mental preparation. In fact, Jeff and I had a long conversation, and the upshot was: no one solves problems in zazen; it never happens. The purpose of the zazen is to regulate the mind into a certain state, train the focusing so that sometime when you’re wandering around and stimuli are actually coming in, you’ll flip over and be able to solve something. 

(short break for restroom visit)

W: You were just telling me that you’re still aiming to go back and sit again with the monks at Tofukuji when you can get up to an hour, and that you’ve been sitting with Jeff Shore. 

Yes. When I design infrastructure, my approach is to hang out with people that do what I’m seeking to copy for long periods of time, like several years. When I was doing digital libraries I would hang out with librarians, and with telephone systems I’d hang out with telephone guys (engineers?). I’m still doing medicine, and I hang out with doctors. When you’re doing religion you hang out with roshis and priests, and people like Jeff Shore or (Zen painter) Michael Hofmann, who are knowledgeable about those things. What I’ve learned is, in that period I can’t get practiced enough to actually do any of these things. But I can get practiced enough to see what the main principles are, and to try little tastes of the thing. But mostly what I do is I fixate on a few people that have spent twenty or more years doing these things properly, whether it’s being a doctor or a priest, and I try to understand what they’re thinking enough to get whatever I need out of it. So I get a taste of it, because if I don’t, when they tell me something I won’t understand what it is. Because I haven’t seen how hard it is; I don’t know which things are hard and which easy. . .

W: So you picked up the (sumi-e) brush with Michael.

I did a few things. I didn’t do any real painting, but I have a little bit of appreciation for that. I think if I sat with the monks I would feel more like being on the surgical ward that I was (when working with doctors). I’ve done all the standard things up to that point: I did traditional zazen by myself, and I hung around with people that do that kind of thing a lot, and I went once to sit with Doug because Michael wanted me too, and I went to some of the temples that open on Sunday where the public go, and I did one (a sitting) in my small town that was mostly amateurs that have a support group, and I’ve done a couple sessions at Jeff’s house, kind of a private setting. He’s very easygoing about what’s considered acceptable behavior, and he’s personally interested in me for different reasons. But I haven’t done the formal one and I think I’d find that interesting. From secondhand accounts, there’s some weird things that happen that people don’t realize. . . this is off the topic.

W: That’s okay.

I’ll tell you one. One of the things I loved in the transcripts (of our earlier interviews). That was the time when I was giving my talk at Kyodai about what I’d been, and I knew they were all interested in listening, because they’re all dealing with the same thing, they all grew up and they don’t know anything about it. So I gave them the business school version of Zen: how does it work as an organization? One of the things that nobody realizes is, there are hardly any monks, and all the monks except the one that runs the temple, like Fukushima, are there involuntarily. They’re there because it’s the family business to run a small local temple, and the current level of certification for that is you’ve got to go to a Buddhist school as an undergraduate, and then do your two years of postgraduate training at the monastery. And so they don’t want to be there, and they don’t really care about going through koans or anything like that, but the few people who live there permanently know that, and their job is to make it as unpleasant as possible for them. So it really is like boot camp. All of the people that are going through that process are outsiders. The ones that I talk to say, “The senior monks sit there and they whack the hell out of those guys!” It doesn’t make any difference what they do. The senior monks’ job is to make clear to them that no matter what they think they’re whacking the selves out of them. They say they’re doing it to be nice but it’s clear there’s a little bit of a  pleasure (for them) in the process. And so that’d be interesting, you don’t hear about that in Zen. You hear about the Chinese monks that go out in the mountains. That has no basis in present-day reality. So anyway, that helps them understand. There’s a bunch of Zen guys who probably have the same point of view as Michael does. You know, it’s time for the Buddhist equivalent of Martin Luther to pound the 95 things on Zen on Tofukuji, and say, “You’ve lost all of the spirituality; you’re sitting there with all of these involuntary people beating the selves out of them, and helping the tourists when the leaves change, and you’re not bringing any enlightenment to the world — You know, back off and let somebody else that’s paying attention do it! There’s a strong feeling about that in lots of (unintelligible ???) people, even the very serious ones. Not in the ones that went up through the system, like Fukushima, but the ones that are outside the system, even a little bit like Jeff, and the ones that are knowledgeable observers of the system like Michael, strongly feel that way. The system is as rotten as the one in America, but in a different way. So this is mostly a defense to. . . KJ has to hold the true line that Buddhism is good, because in fact . . . 

W: We try not to be ideologues.

No, the users of spiritual infrastructure won’t care in the least about whether it’s certified Buddhism or not, any more than the purveyors of pop Zen in Champaign-Urbana, Illinois care whether what they do has anything to do with Dogen or not. Nor do the people that call themselves roshis in America care whether they’re really roshis or not. From a commercial standpoint they’re fooling the masses, but most of them are genuinely interested in helping people. It doesn’t help people for them to spend twenty years at Tofukuji going through the koan system. That does not address the needs of their parishioners, of their flock. It doesn’t address their needs at all, not in the least. But sitting and concentrating seems to help a lot, and that’s why they have people do it. And if playing video games or surfing the Net helped ‘em, they’d make ‘em do that. They’re very practically-oriented, just like Zen has always been. They’re interested in helping as many . . . they’re interested in helping people. 

W: Not “as many people as possible”. You taught me this. That’s the whole point of the spiritual infrastructure. What we know as formal Zen is extremely limited in terms of the number of people it serves.

It held the hard line about being as pure as possible. All the other forms of Buddhism went down the Jodo path. You know, you repeat the nembutsu over and over again. Because it’s easier. In fact, I talked with someone here in Japan who is knowledgeable about Buddhism in everyday life, I can’t remember who it was, and most of Buddhism is indistinguishable from Christianity in everyday life in Japan. That’s what this person said, I’m not particularly knowledgeable about it. There’s heaven and hell, and a set of rules you follow, and a set of chants you do, and you’re supposed to go to church (temple), and . . . 

W: And the Buddha is the savior.

And the Buddha is the savior. You tithe to the church, or temple. I mean, it’s a different set of names but if you’re laying out a salvation structure, they’re exactly the same. The basic philosophy of Buddhism is quite different than the basic philosophy of Christianity. The organizational structure in practical everyday life, though, is much the same; since the flocks are fairly similar, the clergy are adapting in comparable ways to their needs. From the infrastructure standpoint, though, if you’re (a software designer) copying something, the deep philosophy is important. You’re not reproducing the church; the church already is a central organization that has reached its level of scalability. 

So there is a defense that this (spiritual infrastructure) is genuine spirituality that is more spiritual than existing mechanisms, just like health monitors are better than doctors for a lot of different things. 

(A lull.)

W: The other day on the phone you listed three or four goals that you have. Speaking of nutshells, you really encapsulated each of them fairly clearly. But I wasn’t running a tape or taking notes. If you could try to do that again. A couple of them you’ve made pretty clear hear today already. If I wanted a paragraph that presented to the readers what you’re pursuing, what would be in it? One is certainly this spiritual infrastructure. Another is a well-designed health monitor. Both of these of course involve Zen in ways that we’ve discussed. What am I overlooking?

Well, those are both focusing from the top on the application that’s being achieved — the spirituality or the everyday health. There’s also, from the bottom, there’s pushing the infrastructure technology, getting it to keep getting better. 

W: Which is where we started, actually. When we first began discussing all this, this is what I thought it was mainly about. Where does Zen come in on that? I can see where Zen could improve the quality of a health monitor, and I can see where Zen comes in on the spiritual infrastructure that we’ve been trying to envision, but practically speaking. . . 

No, it isn’t really until you. . . This started with Maslow’s (hierarchical) pyramid of needs, and in the first couple of layers (at the bottom) you’re only talking about physical stuff.  (See images I’ve downloaded into a folder in the Schatz Central)
W: We’re looking at the Intermind page again.

This is the hierarchy of needs of people. So the first couple of bottom layers are all physical stuff, and then middle layers are all information stuff, and the top layers have to do with mind and fulfillment. In terms of infrastructure, we’re (need to define that we: post-industrial civilization?) in the age of the middle, of information. And that’s where I spend my time and make my living: I do information infrastructure. And there’s little Zen there now, but I think a lot about the top layers that we haven’t gotten to yet, which are the logical ones, the spiritual ones, and there, that’s where you do the healthcare (isn’t that physical mainly, or does he mean the mental aspects of it???) and spiritual ones, and there, ideas from religion and philosophy like Zen play a big role. At the higher levels. 

(Another lull.) You see (pointing), this is how I started this lecture on how you do the wisdom infrastructure for spirituality. You look at the Maslow pyramid, and you say, “We want to get to the top one, the love and spirituality.” And you look at the infrastructure, and it goes data, information, knowledge, wisdom, and you are here, just a little bit past the information layer, so if you’re gonna go up to these ones, you’ve gotta start looking at new points of view to copy, that aren’t like the ones you’ve gone (with) before. That’s why you get into talking about “being at one with all the world’s knowledge.” This involves more than information infrastructure. I usually use the word “network infrastructure.” 

W: Yes, that’s much better because otherwise the term “information infrastructure” is self-limiting and it’s a contradiction.

Yes, if it’s “network infrastructure” it can go past information, even though that’s pretty much where we are now. So the evolution of the Net is a very important goal to me, for many, many reasons.

W: OK, so on this page (Intermind?) you are basically laying out how the principles of Zen apply to improving network infrastructure, in the same way that physicists relied upon Eastern philosophy to open their minds to open their minds to the possibilities that were before them. 

Yes. Once you got to a certain level of depth, you needed a different viewpoint about the world in order to be able to make models that would explain it. 

W: Because you had to embrace paradox. And you couldn’t unless you did that.

Yes. (Physicists discovered) That a particle could be several places at once. That it wasn’t sensible to say a particle is “here” or “here.” If you have box that’s a detector, and ask “Is the particle in the box?” that sounds like a yes or no question, and above the atomic level, in the material world we live in, it is a yes or no question. Either the ball’s in the box or it’s not. Below the atomic world, it’s not a yes or no question. Statistically there’s not an answer to it. If you believe in deterministic philosophy, it really is somewhere, but you can’t tell. Or you could say it’s not anywhere. Functionally those are both the same. 

W: And then there is light, being a particle and a wave at the same time.

Yeah, what I just said was the physics version of these two things. You can say it’s not anywhere, or that it’s everywhere. Statistically it’s not in any one place, when you detect them. That was the observed phenomena. There were lots of experiments that showed you can’t tell where the particles are. If you tried to look, it should be just where it is. So you need a different point of view, and this oneness, awakeness stuff from Buddhism happens to have that point of view. So if you train yourself in that thinking style, you can deal with this set of phenomena. So if you happen to live in a world of information that has so much information that you can’t find a single point of view which enables you to interpret it to where you can make decisions, then you need to adopt a point of view that keeps switching the point of view you have, until you can deal with it.

W: That sounds paradoxical as well.

It sounds paradoxical, but all scientists believe it. Jeff Shore didn’t know any physics jokes because he was trained in religion, so I told him a bunch of physics jokes. And the one he liked best was: the famous theoretician tours the laboratory, and a student comes to him with a graph and says, “Would you please interpret this for me, professor?” And he looks at it and thinks a minute and then he says, “It’s thus and so phenomenon; you should use this equation.” And the student says, “Thank you very  much,” and then he takes the graph back and when he looks at it he’s horrified. He says, “Professor, you were holding the graph upside down!” And the theoretician says, “Please excuse me,” and he takes the graph back, looks at it again and thinks for a minute and then says, “It’s thus and so phenomenon; you should use this equation.” And he hands it back, and the student looks at it and he’s horrified again. He says, “That was the complete opposite of what you said before! Are all the explanations arbitrary?!” And the professor says, “But of course.” And Jeff found that very enlightening in the non-Buddhist sense because, the reason I told it is that physicists know that all the theories are just there, they explain whatever way it is. They don’t have any particular personal attachment to this way rather than this other way. They would like to have it; they hate this uncertainty stuff; they would much rather be certain. But if it’s not, then they deal with it as it is. That’s an acceptable point of view in science forced by the scientific method. 

(We discuss my old J-school prof Jim Spalding’s pea soup advice  and Zen.)

You can’t get to the infinite vectors because they’re infinite. Even the Buddhist guys can’t get there. Fukushima is a pretty enlightened guy, in the Buddhist sense. Shibayama was a more enlightened guy, but he’s dead. And Hakuin was an even more enlightened guy, but he’s two centuries dead. And Buddha, according to everyone, was a really enlightened guy, but he’s twenty-five centuries dead. So what are you going to do? Are there degrees of enlightenment? I tried to have that conversation with Fukushima, and with Jeff, and neither of them wanted to have that conversation. Hakuin is the same era (saint hero?) of Rinzai Zen, or koan Zen, and he lived about the time of the American Revolution. A very dynamic character in Japan. Basically Zen was dying after it stopped being a state religion, and he basically saved it by adopting the words of the common people, by popularizing it in some ways. But he didn’t consider himself as enlightened as Buddha. He said, “In my life I’ve had about 18 big satori and about 200 small ones.” But does that mean there are different sizes of satori? I though there was just one, that you were either enlightened or not. But he made this category of the really big one, and then you’re sort of over the hump and refining it. So who gets to decide if you’re over the hump? It’s not a good conversation if you’re going to go through this. Jeff has gone through a lot more koans than the people that have “roshi” stamped on their heads. Do the computation: there’s 3000 koans, and the average life-span up until the 20th century was 30 years, and it takes 15 years on the average to go through the whole sequence, if your whole time is devoted to it, living in a monastery. And most of the boys became a monk at 15, so they go through the sequence and then they die, or most of them don’t get all the way through it. So are they fully enlightened or not? The line is that Zen is the oral tradition directly from Buddha; that’s its selling point. No sutras, no written bible stuff. It’s the direct transmission of the lamp. Did it fade out once or twice? Did one of the masters, realizing he was dying, really want to have some disciple take over  for him? Remember, they were mostly celibate, so it had to be one of the monks that was hanging around the place. And they said, “Okay, you didn’t do as good a job as I did, but I’ll pass you because I’m about to die and someone has to take over this.  So that’s a tricky thing that’s not to be discussed.

W: But most likely that was the case.

It isn’t evil and corrupt. I got to spend an afternoon once with an archbishop in New York. And I got to spend an afternoon once with a roshi, an abbot. Fukushima’s the head of the whole farm system. And the Tofukuji farm system is about 500 temples all over. That’s different from being the roshi at Tofukuji that’s the trainer. So he’s the head of this whole system, and he’s also the actual teacher of the monks who are living there right now. Those are separate activities, and they needn’t be done by the same person, but they usually are. So he’s a very busy man who is highly placed in Kyoto society. 

W: Who is above him?

No one’s above him.

W: In Rinzai Zen there’s no one above him?

Rinzai Zen has already split into many parts. That was long ago. He’s at the top of the food chain of anything that matters regarding any religious issue. Christianity has a bigger hierarchy; it goes all the way up. The head of all the Southern Baptists still recognizes the Pope as his superior. But there doesn’t seem to be a head of all Buddhists, or of all Zen, or even a head of all Rinzai Zen. It stops organizationally at the major sect level, and sects are considered peers to each other, as far as I know. This is not true in Christianity; it did not split as much. 

W: So Fukushima has no one above him, but who does he have alongside him?

Well, that’s not a completely well-defined question, but the short answer is it’s there used to be five big (Zen?) temple systems. And it’s now, in Rinzai Zen there’s actually 7 or 8 big ones. Most of the central, training temples are the ones. . . see, there’s a hierarchy with a big temple that’s usually in Kyoto, or Kamakura, and there’s many small temples that send their apprentice priests to be trained at the main temple and then go back. They essentially pay a franchise fee, to belong to this. In addition to Tofukuji, for example, there is Nanzenji, which is a different one, and Myoshinji, and so on.

W: It’s okay, I just want to be able to define who Fukushima is for the readers in the piece.

Oh, I understand. What his business card says is that his biggest position is the abbot of the Tofukuji system of 500 branch temples in Japan. And those temples send their boys, post-college to Tofukuji. The whole system is based on a priest father sending his sons to a Buddhist university such as Hanazono University or Otani University, and then after that 4-year degress they do 2 to 3 years of training in the head temple of the entire system, which would be something like Tofukuji or Nanzenji. And the monk that trains them during that period is called roshi. The monk that is the head of that system which is more like a high-level manager, is called an abbot. I don’t know what it’s called in Japanese. Roshi is never translated to English, and it seems like abbot isn’t, to Japanese. (CHECK)

 And it’s very common for the same person to do both of those. It would be as if a university professor who teaches a course but also was director of a major center that requires money-raising and travel. In universities it’s rare for people to do both.

W: Except in Japan.

In America if you become director of a center you stop teaching because you spend all of your time on airplanes and you don’t have any time to teach. 

W: In Japan (we go on comparing…)

So the enlightenment thing is a tricky slope. Poor Fukushima, he knows a lot of the koan stuff, and he used to be able to sit, but now he’s 70 and he doesn’t spend much time with the monks; he just doesn’t have time. But he does personally do all the dokusan sessions in which the monks come in working on the koans. He doesn’t delegate those, so when he’s traveling, which is frequently, there aren’t any. This slows down the sequence enormously. I didn’t get an answer from anyone about the number of koans that a monk who’s there for only two years will do, but I understood from Jeff that it wasn’t a good question to ask.

W: It’s political. 

Yes, you know, they can’t let priests who have never achieved satori or passed a koan go out. 

W: They can’t be seen to do that.

Yeah. You know, you can’t get a college degree without reading and writing, whatever that means, because you’d think they weren’t fully certified.  So he (Jeff?) said that they find some way of passing everyone. It’s a subjective decision, right? 

W: Well, they do with doctors too.

And many other people for the same reason. Their income is dependent on those priests coming through and people thinking they’re more enlightened than the fortune teller down at the corner store. If that all disappears, then. . . So, they’re trapped in their own system. 

So that’s a defense of why there’s some spirituality in all of this (infrastructure).

If you compare the doctor-in-a-box with the roshi-in-a-box, the doctor-in-a-box is mostly about bodies and the roshi-in-a-box is mostly about minds. But there’s some overlap between those.

W: Clearly, because as we’ve discussed, the body is a very important part of achieving enlightenment in Zen and the mind is a very important element in diagnosing and treating physical illness.

Zen actually takes it name from the physical aspects, from the sitting. (tape side  ends)

Zen comes from a Chinese word that means sitting. (Checked one source, it’s Indo-European and comes from quietude. See dictionary.com and check OED later.)

The two unusual features of Zen as a form of Buddhism are sitting in zazen and that it’s oral transmission; it’s rejecting the sutras. (What about “asserts that enlightenment can be attained through meditation, self-contemplation, and intuition rather than through faith and devotion”?) So, the, it’s uh, roshis aren’t like rabbis because rabbis are people of the book, and roshis are people of the bottom, of the seat! 

W: So, I have a clearer idea of these two applications, so to speak, and now I have a clearer idea that you are in fact looking at the evolution of network infrastructure itself, which includes searching for knowledge, and connecting with knowledge, and that that’s also very much in your mind influenced by Zen Buddhism. All of this is much clearer to me than last time. These are things I was hoping would be cleared up (etc.) So these three, what I didn’t want to do was disconnect any one of them from this set of three. I think keeping in health monitor, doctor-in-a-box, will help people understand.

(We talk awhile about to what degree to include health monitor in the piece, and scalability.)

Scalability is the source of the dispute that Fukushima has with the American roshis. They’re into scalability and he’s into purity, and those pull in different directions. They are both exactly right from different points of view. It may just be that the most positive interpretation on the Fukushima end — and I must confess I’m much more sympathetic to him than I am to those guys — is that he may not be criticizing their altruism but their certification. He’s not criticizing that they’re helping people; he’s criticizing that they’re calling it Zen, of which he has a far more precise and rigorous definition. If I said I’m hawking spiritual infrastructure he may in fact have no — he’s not a computer guy; he hates computers — but he would encourage his flock to use it if they seem to be more content. But if I said, “It’s 90 percent Zen,” he would be enraged by that. That has a very important, pure inner meaning to it, and this one doesn’t pass those metrics. 

W: But we’re talking here about Zen-influenced (see later Zen-inspired) spiritual infrastructure as opposed to Zen on the Net. Is that correct?

Yes. That’s an entirely different question, and that is why someone who is used to computers, like Jeff Shore, has no trouble with it. Because he does not in any sense . . . (consider it to be the same?). We’ve had several intense conversations about, is this really Zen? If I made a virtual reality system which is indistinguishable from Fukushima, and I’ll show you point by point how to do that, would you do a dokusan with it and consider yourself enlightened? Or would your mom, who just wants a little bit of it, consider herself enlightened? That’s absolutely unacceptable to Jeff. He is not offended by that discussion in the way that Fukushima would be, but he says that is not Zen, because Zen is the pure thing at the bottom that’s the infinite-sized vector, in my language. Zen is the one in which the circle and the polygon are not the same. That there is no self; it has no fixed point of view. And this one has a fixed point of view, so it’s not Zen. So the real crux, and I don’t know if you can say this in a way that will make sense to your audience, is, Can you call the limit? “Can you call the limit” is a mathematical phrase. It’s the same use of the word “call” as in poker. You’re sitting there thinking about possibilities, and they say “I call you,” and you have to show your hand. So, in mathematics you can call the limit. And what it means is, you have this long series. . . you have a long vector and you can compute what happens when that’s infinitely long. And you can prove in several well-defined mathematical systems, which are admittedly artificial models, that this number you come up with that’s the sum of the series, or the whole vector, is correct, in that formal system. In religion you cannot call the limit because there’s a truth, there’s an external truth that’s defined by something. It might be God, it might be Yahweh, which is the all-encompassing environment, who knows. But that truth gets to determine the answer, not your formal system. So you cannot prove things about that, because that isn’t in your system — it’s over there. And so you cannot call the limit because there’s an external thing that gets to call the limit. So, you cannot get a spiritual infrastructure that achieves satori, or achieves spirituality, or achieves Zen, because the definition on the Zen side prohibits it.

W: You can’t get one which will be recognized by those people.

You can’t get one that’s as good as their standards. If that’s what you mean by ‘recognize.” I mean, you could say, they went through an equally rigorous system but they didn’t like the roshi so they didn’t agree, and that happens in real life. You know, not the (computerized) definition of roshi, but you know, for example “The roshi at Nanzenji isn’t as good as the roshi at Tofukuji so the roshis that get certified at Nanzenji aren’t real roshis because the trainer’s lousy.” You didn’t mean recognize in that sense. You meant, the Zen guys have a formal system and it’s not the same as the formal mathematics. The religion one is not the same as the science one. They have different standards for truth. In their system only God or Buddha gets to call the limit. I’m being a little bit facetious but not very much. And so by their standards, no one can be enlightened by a computer system. It’s not possible because the definition of enlightenment is somewhere else. Only a roshi can declare someone as having satori. It’s the oral tradition, straight from Buddha, many generations, so only a certified roshi can say, “You have satori.” Anyone else that says they have achieved satori has not achieved satori by that standard. That’s why Fukushima doesn’t like the American roshis. They haven’t achieved satori by his standards. Dekinai. And that would be true of the computer system no matter what it did. It would be an interesting test case: Suppose the system was a robot that looked like a person and sat with the monks for twenty years. Would that be acceptable? But we’re not talking about that yet. That would be a hard one. I don’t think the religious guys can deal with that cartoon in Kurzweil’s book that shows the list, “computers cannot do . . .” and they’re crossing many things off the list, not all of the items but they’ve crossed off chess, proving mathematics and so on. 

So you cannot call it Zen. You can call it Zen-like. I don’t know if that would be offensive or not. Zen is not a licensed trademark. You could certainly call it Zen-inspired. That would be acceptable. That would not be offensive to the out-of-the-greenhouse people like Jeff. I don’t know about Fukushima. I’d be reluctant. 

W: Zen-inspired is a nice phrase, actually. It’s closer to what we’re really looking at.

Yeah. The mathematical term is “–modeled” if you like that. It uses the Zen processes as a model to encode the representation. That’s why (the koan breakthrough was so important for me). I thought (Zen) was based on 3000 individual principles, and that was way too much. The thing that was really enlightening was (to find that) they’re all the same: there’s only one of them: It’s just this process of all of the multiple viewpoints, and once you can do that process, partially, then that’s it. And every single Zen book talks about that. It took me twenty “light” years (since his East West books episode) and two “heavy” years to be able to read that into them. They say it’s just one satori, once you get one koan you’ve got it all. There’s only one thing. 

Did you actually get your question answered?

W: I think I did. This is obviously going to be some process, going through and digesting all of this material. I’ll have to reduce it quantitatively but hopefully not qualitatively.

It is very repetitive.

W: I know that, but sometimes it requires repetition. Maybe that’s why there’s 3000 koans.

Yeah, there’s lots of fine variation that you could talk about. And they go through them in sequence. You can’t skip over them. You sort of gotta get ‘em all.

I have absolutely no preference about what you use or don’t use except there were two or three paragraphs in the transcript that I loved. (Shows me Ivanhoe/Musashi on p. 12.)

I was writing the introduction to this book that I’m working on. I wanted to try to say (goes on here about wealth, health and wisdom and a book he uses in a course, entitled Why Are Some People Healthy and Others Not? See the web archive of this book from amazon.com in the Schatz folder). We spent most of our time in the first transcript talking about Jared Diamond’s book (Guns, Germs and Steel), which is not called Why Are Some People Wealthy and Others Not? but should be. That’s a much better title. And so the topic of this interview is Why Are Some People Enlightened and Others Not? And it’s because they have a spiritual infrastructure and they go through it, and what does enlightenment mean anyway? There’s a whole big section of my book that talks about, what does enlightenment mean, anyway? And what has it meant historically, and what are the features of it, and which ones could you copy? But I’ve never thought about it in this way, and the best health book I’ve read, which is why I use it in the course, because it does do what it says in the title. Because it says that it’s a big long feature vector, or otherwise they wouldn’t ask that question. (See how the book deals with hierarchy and its role in health. Our discussion goes on more here but I haven’t transcribed it. Key idea is identifying what makes people healthy and then trying to shift the population in that direction according to the finding.)

W: In addition to the three points or goals we’ve covered, I also want the article to somehow convey this quest that you are on, and that’s the fourth thing I want to cover.

Why am I in Kyoto. 

W: Spiritual infrastructure, health monitor for the purposes we’ve discussed, influence of Zen on the evolution of network infrastructure, and “cross-disciplinary visionary” — why is he in Kyoto? That may be a lot to bite off for one article, but I think in Kyoto Journal it’s not too much. 

They aren’t that different. There’s lots of phrases that do all of them at the same time. 

(IMPORTANT: We talk a lot about whether to explicitly lay out these 4 in a western style approach or to let them drift in and out in a more eastern-style presentation, ala Tea & Qi. But Bruce makes clear the importance in that piece of the part of the intro that explained why Siao Weijia was born in Russia, and the deep inner circle he was a part of. This explains, for example, why one of his friends would get shown in front of millions of cheering people). 

(End)

