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What the Bleep Do You Know?

There are several themes in the film to keep in mind. These themes can be used for discussion the night of the film or to write on for those who watch on their own. If you are writing answers because you did not attend the film, please answer one or more of the questions with a two-page response. You have until the date of the next film to submit your responses. 

While watching this film, please keep the following questions in mind: (be good critical thinkers a.k.a. bullshit detectors.)
-     Without a firm understanding of Quantum physics, is the average viewer able to assess the accuracy of the science being presented?
-     Does it matter who the speakers are, i.e. what their credentials are regarding the ideas? (If you knew who they were during the film would it change your view of their ideas?)
Questions for reflection/ or to write upon:

1.   Some of the ideas presented in the film provide a way to bridge the world of science with that of spirituality. Do you think that adds to the allure of the film? (Does it touch on a desire that many people have?) What are the problems that are associated with such a goal of linking these two realms of human interest?
2.   There are many claims made by speakers in the film. Did you find any that were absolutely ridiculous? Did you find any that you “felt” were true? (What was it about the ideas that made them fall into those two categories?)
3.  What are the dangers about mixing half truths of science with non-scientific ideas that aren’t supported by data/evidence or reason?  In order to accurately assess the claims made in the film, what kind of knowledge do you need to seek out?
4.   Marlee Matlin’s character uses the “insights” she gains to throw away her antidepressants. In a confusing way, the film is saying that we ought to trust science, i.e. the insights gained by an analysis of scientific research, but only in one area and not others. Does this seem contradictory? What do you think of her decision?

5.   There are many wild claims made in the film about our ability to affect reality. Do any of these correspond to your experience? Think of the young boy playing basketball, or the Chiropractor who says he “plans” his day to have the universe show him that it’s all a result of his creation.
6.  University of Oregon quantum physicist Amit Goswami says in the film: "The material world around us is nothing but possible movements of consciousness. I am choosing moment by moment my experience. Heisenberg said atoms are not things, only tendencies." Is it reasonable to respond “Okay, Amit, I challenge you to leap out of a 20-story building and consciously choose the experience of passing safely through the ground's tendencies?”
7.  Masaru Emoto is the “scientist” who supposedly photographed water with words taped to the jars. Depending on the word, the water was supposed to be affected.  (And it is shown that the “good” words make pretty crystals, while “bad” words produced chaos, unattractive crystals.) The implication was that since we are composed mostly of water that words can affect us as well. What kind of thinking would we need to apply to evaluate the claims? Since Dr. Emoto published his findings in a book, and not a peer reviewed journal, what does it say about the validity of his findings? Does this even make good nonsense?

8. Comment on the following from a review of the film: “People who espouse New Age philosophies are not generally known for their knowledge of modern science or their respect for critical thinking. Ironically enough, though, when it comes to quantum mechanics, everything seems to change, and they embrace it wholeheartedly. Given half a chance, many of them have something to say on the subject. But what New Agers really seem to like about quantum mechanics is all those alleged bizarre effects that they mistakenly believe can be appropriated to support their views on the nature of reality and the cosmos.”  
9.   Comment on the following from a review of the film:  “The fact that the science is being distorted and sensationalized here is not at all surprising. What puzzles me the most is that by making quantum mechanics the heart of the movie, the filmmakers have fallen prey to a crude form of reductionism which is usually regarded as the enemy of New Age ways of thinking. By focusing so much on basic physics, the filmmakers do not seem to realize that they are shooting themselves in the foot. One moment they talk about all kinds of emergent phenomena, such as global consciousness, that go far beyond the reductionist worldview. The next moment they seem to suggest that the physics of fundamental particles explains human behavior! Even if we grant that quantum mechanics tells us that particles can be at two places at once-which, of course, it does not-how can one then assume that such bizarre effects work their way right up to macroscopic dimensions with no attenuation in order to determine human behavior? As many scientists and philosophers now realize, even if matter is fundamentally governed by the laws of quantum mechanics, this does not entitle us to suppose that chemical and biological phenomena will follow those same forms of behavior. This is to say nothing of even larger leaps such as the question of whether human behavior is dictated by the laws of physics.” 
10. Several of the speakers more or less say that “You are God!” Sounds comforting doesn’t it. If I am God I am in charge of all that happens. It also has the following consequence: anything bad that happens to you is ultimately your fault since all of your reality is up to you. (If this is literally true then why wouldn’t the scientists wearing glasses fix their eyes?) Are these claims attempts to seduce the viewer into accepting the claims as true by appealing to a certain conceit within humans?
11. The film does raise some good questions: Why are we here? What is real? Is there a God? Are we responsible for ourselves? It also has some interesting ideas as to the chemistry of addiction and emotion. Where might we look to find better, more comprehensive answers to these questions?
12. Does it affect your thoughts about the film to learn that the three writers / directors/ producers are students of Ramtha?  Here’s a quote from a reviewer “It wasn't that I was offended by the film's ideas. It's old New Age thinking, spruced up with the gloss of scientific theory. What the #$*! Do We Know?, which one of its makers has described as "a film for the religious left," should be up front about what it is. If it wants to credibly offer an alternative to the American Judeo-Christian model of religion, it should do so without a disguise. Of course, if it did that, it might turn some people off—which, of course, is exactly how cults work. They recruit by pretending to be something they're not.” What are the ways in which this film disguises its funding and intent?

13.  One of the speakers, JZ Knight, claims to channel a 35,000 year old warrior-being named Ramtha who lived on the “…long-gone continent of Lemuria.” This being pontificates on modern scientific concepts. (Also “he” speaks in English with an inconsistent Indian accent.) 
 On the Ramtha website it says of Ramtha that he”…conquered the physical world and death. He has taught that he realized a way in which to take his body with him to a level of mind in which his true essence as consciousness and energy could remain fully conscious, be completely free and unlimited to experience any and all aspects of creation, and continue to make known the unknown….The fact that he is no longer limited to his physical body allows his consciousness and energy to interact with the physical world in other forms. He often refers to himself as being the wind pushing the clouds, for example or as being the morning…”
Some questions:
a.) What is the likelihood that Ramtha knows anything about modern physics?

b.) Why believe that this being understands modern physics correctly? 
c.) Do you think that this being actually spoke English 35,000 years ago?

d.) Is there any evidence that such a continent exists?
e.)  If the claims about “Ramtha” are true, then how does any of the quantum effect relate to him? Subatomic physics relies on there being some measurable effect. Either he is physical, to move the wind, or not.

\

People who espouse New Age philosophies are not generally known for their knowledge of modern science or their respect for critical thinking. Ironically enough, though, when it comes to quantum mechanics, everything seems to change, and they embrace it wholeheartedly. Given half a chance, many of them have something to say on the subject. But what New Agers really seem to like about quantum mechanics is all those alleged bizarre effects that they mistakenly believe can be appropriated to support their views on the nature of reality and the cosmos. 

It therefore comes as no surprise that the makers of a recent New Age movie making its way across the country decided to inject a massive dose of quantum mechanics into the film's storyline. What the #$*! Do We Know!? is packing them in. Many people who have seen the movie are already claiming that it has changed their lives. I tried to go to one of the first screenings in Los Angeles and was turned away because it was sold out. So what is this movie that uses quantum mechanics to change people's lives? 

Filmed largely in Portland, the movie is a hodgepodge of all kinds of crackpot nonsense dressed up as modern science. The film oscillates between interviews with a number of so-called experts (especially in physics) and a rather flimsy storyline involving a deaf woman, played by Marlee Matlin, who is being encouraged to wake up and see life's full potential. A young basketball player who has taken it upon himself to enlighten her repeatedly asks her how far down the rabbit hole she wants to go. 

An examination of the film's pedigree helps explain its peculiar approach. The three directors are students of Ramtha's School of Enlightenment in Yelm, Washington, which is run by New Age channeller J.Z. Knight. Knight claims to channel a 35,000-year-old warrior from ancient Lemuria named Ramtha (aka "The Enlightened One"), who dispenses wisdom through her. Ramtha's followers are said to include many people from the entertainment industry, such as actors Linda Evans, Don Johnson, Shirley MacLaine, and Richard Chamberlain. Knight herself appears in the film as one of the talking heads, and even holds forth on the subject of quantum mechanics. 

Knight, who's been channeling her prehistoric alter ego since the 1970s, is paid as much as $1,500 by those who attend retreats held at her school. 

I want to focus a little on the science, because this is where I believe the film is at its most disingenuous. Each of the physicists interviewed trots out a sound bite or two about how quantum mechanics supposedly shows that objects can be in two places at once, that matter is mostly empty space, or that all parts of the universe are deeply interconnected. The existence of a reality that's independent from the human mind as usually understood by scientists, or indeed by any rational person, is repeatedly assaulted to the point of being mocked. In addition, we are assured that when Columbus arrived on the shores of the Americas, the natives could not actually see his ships because it was beyond their paradigm of what could exist. 

The fact that the science is being distorted and sensationalized here is not at all surprising. What puzzles me the most is that by making quantum mechanics the heart of the movie, the filmmakers have fallen prey to a crude form of reductionism which is usually regarded as the enemy of New Age ways of thinking. By focusing so much on basic physics, the filmmakers do not seem to realize that they are shooting themselves in the foot. One moment they talk about all kinds of emergent phenomena, such as global consciousness, that go far beyond the reductionist worldview. The next moment they seem to suggest that the physics of fundamental particles explains human behavior! Even if we grant that quantum mechanics tells us that particles can be at two places at once-which, of course, it does not-how can one then assume that such bizarre effects work their way right up to macroscopic dimensions with no attenuation in order to determine human behavior? As many scientists and philosophers now realize, even if matter is fundamentally governed by the laws of quantum mechanics, this does not entitle us to suppose that chemical and biological phenomena will follow those same forms of behavior. This is to say nothing of even larger leaps such as the question of whether human behavior is dictated by the laws of physics. 

Reductionism works in principle but not in practice, even though all the branches of science are interrelated. If you want to perform a certain chemical reaction, you ask a chemist. You do not ask a quantum physicist, although, in many instances, the quantum physicists may have some very helpful things to say on the matter. If you want to study biological organisms, you do experiments on the biological scale instead of renting time at the local particle accelerator. The breakdown of strict reductionism has become common knowledge among scientists, and yet Amit Goswami, John Hagelin, and Fred Alan Wolf, to mention just three from the film, have not caught up with this way of thinking about science. They prefer to remain within the old-fashioned paradigm that supposes that everything is indeed nothing but physics. This is not entirely surprising, given that each of them earns money writing books about popular physics laced with allusions to Eastern mysticism and the "really big questions in life." But now their knowledge of quantum mechanics is even allowing them to become movie stars and, better still, in a movie that is changing people's lives! 

After dazzling the audience with dubious pronouncements from quantum physics, the storyline returns to Marlee Matlin's character, who is having an ever-increasing number of mind-expanding experiences, culminating in her realization that she no longer needs her prescription pills and that she can toss them into a lake. What a pity that the appreciation of modern science shown by New Agers is restricted to the more esoteric parts which are seen as supporting their worldviews. Meanwhile, something as beneficial (and mundane) as modern pharmacology is viewed with utter contempt to the point that people are effectively being told to throw away their prescription drugs and to cure themselves by waking up to the real meaning of life. 

Sun-Sentinel/June 2, 2005 
By Nick C. Sortal 
Fall in love with a movie and you might coax a friend to see it again with you. Or maybe buy the DVD. 

Unless the movie is What the Bleep Do We Know!?, a New Age film that uses quantum physics to argue that we can create our own realities. That calls for a weekend conference, with the semi-documentary's nine scientists and mystics, and its star, Marlee Matlin, addressing the patrons. 

The conference's five-city tour hits Miami this weekend. The first stop in Boulder, Colo., drew about 1,000. Among the topics: contemporary spirituality, self-realization and "religion in the quantum age." 

For the movie to still be gaining momentum is itself a victory. It opened in February 2004 at a single theater in Yelm, Wash., playing for six weeks. Then came a short run in Portland, Ore., followed by a nationwide release mostly in art houses in October 2004. 

Word-of-mouth endorsements spread after a marketing campaign aimed at yoga studios, health food stores and religious institutions such as the Unity Church and Religious Science International. It has grossed $11 million and has reached the top 5 on Amazon.com's DVD sales. 

A South Florida high school teacher showed it this spring to his philosophy class, and Religious Science Fort Lauderdale held special viewings last fall. Madonna, Drew Barrymore and Michael Keaton speak of its virtues, and The Institute of Noetic Sciences created a 60-page study guide to cement the movie's messages. 

Now, wishing to dive deeper into what its producers label "the rabbit hole" -- where Alice found Wonderland -- comes What the Bleep, the conference. 

"We're waking up to something very powerful that proves why our No. 1 adult responsibility is to be the gatekeeper of our own mind," says Roz Reich of Hollywood, who will attend the conference. She has studied meditation and healing for 15 years. 

Joe Dispenza, who speaks in the movie about how he molds his day merely by his thoughts, is among the lecturers. 

"This is the beginning to unifying quantum physics, the mind, the body and the nature of reality," says Dispenza, a chiropractor who also studies neurology and brain function. "The most common thing I hear is `I always knew this, but I wasn't able to put it into words.'" 

The crux of the movie: Matlin, a divorced photographer moping through life, sees how a person's mere thoughts can change their experiences. On her climactic photo assignment, she even sees animated neuropeptides (think of the Scrubbing Bubbles in the bathroom cleaner TV commercials) dancing to Obsession to portray their subjects' emotions. 

The movie's talking heads offer their expertise between Matlin's scenes. Many of their offerings aren't that new, with indirect references to: Earl Nightingale, who in 1956's The Strangest Secret essentially said we become what we think; Anthony de Mello, who in 1990 wrote Awareness; and Neale Donald Walsch, author of Conversations with God who, like the movie, describes God as someone who neither punishes nor judges. Some theories of Carl Jung and 1920s German physicist Werner Heisenberg also surface, as well as a summarization of quantum physics similar to that in Bill Bryson's A Short History of Nearly Everything. 

It is the sum of those theories has touched people. Matlin views an exhibit that purports to show a person's thoughts can change the molecular structure of water. Loving thoughts purify it; anger pollutes it. Because the body is made of mostly water, it's not a stretch to believe that you can change your own makeup, the lecturer in the movie reasons. 

Nova High School teacher Kai Ehnes showed the movie to his philosophy class. 

"In philosophy, we don't teach, `Here are some dead guys, let's go through it,'" Ehnes says. "We're sort of at this brink in existence of man where something great is going to come through, and I think this movie points to it." 

Meanwhile, some scientists dispute the quantum physics at the foundation of the movie, and argue that much of what is purported as fact is still unproven. And they point out that quantum physics deals with particles smaller than an atom, so transferring those theories into the world you and I live in is a bit of a stretch. 

"It claims to be about quantum physics, but it makes gross distortions that would make any self-respecting scientist squirm," says physicist Simon Singh, author of Big Bang. "It has duped millions into mistaking pure claptrap for something of cosmic importance." 

Sandra Vega, a post-doctoral assistant in geophysics at the University of Miami, buys into most of the movie, but understands why there are caveats in the quantum physics portion. 

"People in this movie see an application of a science theory that explains a spiritual phenomenon. That's what people like. 

In addition to the science questions, critics also say the movie doesn't clearly disclose a tie to the Ramtha School of Enlightenment, which promotes telepathy and channeling of spirits. The film's three directors are Ramtha students, and one expert who speaks is center operator JZ Knight, who says she channels the spirit of a 35,000-year-old warrior named Ramtha. 

