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Foreword

	



	"The way you are going, 

	is not the eternal way.

	The name you are using, 

	is not the eternal name."  

	— Daodejing, Chapter 1

	



	I need to begin with an admission. In my earlier work, particularly in Siddhartha and the Storytelling Monkey, I built a framework for understanding human consciousness that I believed was honest. I drew on neuroscience and evolutionary biology to argue that the permanent Self we call "I" is not a conscious pilot inhabiting an unconscious organism — that it is, rather, the hum of the machine itself. That when the electrical circuitry of the brain changes, the so-called permanent Self changes with it. I offered proprioception — the body's direct, pre-narrative report of the present moment — as the way out of the cage of story. What I did not do, and what I am now honest enough to acknowledge, was engage with the hardest question of all. I had heard of the hard problem of consciousness. I understood it in passing. But I was so absorbed in deconstructing the Storytelling Monkey through materialist science that I did not pause to ask what materialist science itself cannot explain: why does any of this feel like anything? Why is there something it is like to be you, reading these words, right now? Why are you not simply a biological machine processing information in the dark? No one has answered this question. Not convincingly. Not yet. And so I find myself returning to write this book — not to correct my earlier work, which I still believe is largely sound, but to take it further. To follow intellectual honesty all the way to the edge of what can be known, and then to stand there without flinching. Without filling the silence with a comfortable story. Because that silence — that gap between the neural map and the felt territory — is, I now believe, the most important territory in human experience. It is where the Storytelling Monkey runs out of road. It is where the Daodejing begins. It is where every genuine tradition of wisdom, stripped of its cultural costume, has always been pointing. In my clinical work as a Fascia-Puncture practitioner in Ho Chi Minh City, I spend my days with bodies. Not with souls or spirits or energy fields — with tissue. With the liquid matrix of connective tissue that runs from the crown of the skull to the soles of the feet, holding not just the physical structure of a person but the accumulated stories of their life. Tight shoulders from unexpressed anger. Shortened chest muscles from years of feeling low. A chronic restriction in the lower back from a story that goes: I must hold on. There is unfinished business here. The body keeps its own records. And those records are not separate from the mind that wrote them. They are the mind, made flesh. This insight — that the division between physical and mental is itself a story, one of the Storytelling Monkey's most successful fictions — is the thread that runs through everything that follows. We are not a mind inhabiting a body, or a body accidentally generating a mind. We are one continuous, interconnected web of process. And understanding this, really understanding it — not as a concept but as a lived experience — is what this book is about. Part One deepens the science of the Storytelling Monkey, this time with the hard problem held honestly at its centre. Part Two brings the philosophy into the raw territory of a real life — my own, and those of the patients who have trusted me with their bodies and their stories. Part Three offers practice: not spiritual prescriptions, but specific, grounded techniques for quieting the Monkey without muting it entirely. Because we need it. We simply need to know what it is. Along the way, I will share wisdom from the Daodejing — which remains, for me, the most intellectually honest metaphysical framework ever articulated. And I will return again and again to the Web of Life: the fascial network that is not a metaphor for interconnection, but its literal biological reality.

	I hope you are ready for a deep dive into the fluid matrix of existence. 

	  

	The river is already moving. We are already in it.

	  

	Let the honesty in these pages lighten your journey.

	  

	Steve Brandl

	  

	Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

	



	

	

	



	

Part One - The Monkey and the Mystery

	The science of the self, and where it runs out of road

	Everything that follows in this book rests on the six chapters of Part One. So before we begin, it is worth being honest about what they are and what they are not. They are not a summary of neuroscience. There are excellent books that summarise the neuroscience of consciousness, and several of them appear in the References at the back of this one. What these chapters attempt is something different: to follow the science of the Storytelling Monkey as far as it honestly goes, and then to stand, without flinching, at the point where it stops. That point is real. It is not a gap that more research will eventually fill. It is a structural feature of the territory — a place where the third-person vocabulary of science meets the first-person reality of experience, and the two cannot be made to fully coincide. The philosopher David Chalmers named it the Hard Problem of Consciousness. I think of it simply as the gate. Every genuine tradition of inquiry has stood in front of it. The honest ones admit they cannot open it. They can only point. Part One builds toward that gate. Chapter by Chapter, we lay the foundations: how the brain builds a self from prediction and pattern, why the story always arrives after the fact, how language carves the world into categories that then mistake themselves for reality, why comfort is the enemy of honest inquiry, what happens neurologically when the self temporarily dissolves, and finally — in Chapter 6 — what remains when every available scientific explanation has been taken as far as it can go. A word about a phrase you will encounter at the close of every chapter in this book: What the body knew. This is not a summary. It is an acknowledgement. The body's intelligence precedes the Monkey's narrative — the tissue holds what the mind has not yet articulated, the organism knows what the story is still working up to. In naming what the body knew, I am not concluding the chapter's argument. I am pointing at what was present before the argument began. Part One is the map. Parts Two and Three are the territory — or as close to it as words can reach. Let us begin where the Monkey begins: with a story about itself.

	



	

	 


Chapter 1

	



	"Without desire, one recognises the miracle. Full of desire, one recognises only the desirable."   

	— Daodejing, Chapter 1

	




    The Storytelling Monkey, Revisited


	Why the Brain Lies — and Why That Is Not the Whole Story

	Let me start with something the previous book got right, and then something it missed: your brain did not evolve to show you the truth. It evolved to keep you alive long enough to pass on your genes. These are not the same project. In fact, they are sometimes in direct opposition. A brain optimised for survival is a brain that prioritises speed over accuracy, pattern over proof, and useful fiction over honest observation. This is what I called the Storytelling Monkey — the evolutionary software running inside the skull that generates a continuous, plausible narrative of who you are, what the world is, and what you should do next. The Monkey is not a bug. It is the most successful feature in the history of biological life on this planet. Without it, you would not be reading these words. Your ancestors who told the best stories about the rustling in the grass — There is a predator there, run — survived to reproduce. Those who waited for conclusive evidence became lunch. We are the descendants of the paranoid, the pattern-seeking, the fiction-builders. This is worth sitting with. You are not a rational being who occasionally makes emotional mistakes. You are a storytelling organism who occasionally manages to be rational. The rationality is the achievement, not the default. The story is always the first response.

	The Architecture of the Monkey

	In Siddhartha and the Storytelling Monkey, I drew on neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga's split-brain research to show how the left hemisphere of the brain acts as an Interpreter — a module whose job is to construct a coherent narrative of the self, even when the actual cause of behaviour is hidden from it. The story it generates always arrives after the event. But it feels, from the inside, as if it came before. We are all doing this, every second of every day. We act on biological impulse, fascial tension, environmental trigger, and unconscious pattern — and then the Interpreter drafts the account of why 'I' chose to do that. Chapter 2 will go deeper into how this mechanism actually works. For now, the essential point is this: the Monkey is always narrating backward, and it is always convincing. Since writing that book, I have encountered a framework that deepens this insight considerably. Neuroscientist Anil Seth, in his remarkable work Being You, proposes that the brain is not a passive receiver of sensory information but a prediction machine. At every moment, the brain is generating its best model of what is likely to be happening — based on past experience, internal state, and expectation — and then comparing that model against incoming sensory data. What we experience as "reality" is not the raw data. It is the model. It is the brain's best guess, continuously updated, endlessly revised. Seth calls conscious experience "controlled hallucination." This sounds provocative, but it is precise. When two people stand in the same room, they do not experience the same room. They each experience the room their brain has predicted — shaped by memory, emotion, attention, and the particular history of the body that stands there. The room outside is the same. The room inside is always unique. Always a story. This framework explains something that puzzled me in my clinical work for years. Why do two patients with objectively similar fascial restrictions report such radically different experiences of pain? Because pain, like all experience, is not a direct readout of tissue damage. It is the brain's predictive model of threat. Change the model — change the story the nervous system is telling about the body — and the experience of pain changes with it. Sometimes dramatically. Sometimes in a single session.

	The Monkey's Most Successful Story: You

	Of all the stories the Monkey tells, the most persistent and the most convincing is the story of the Self. We move through life with an unquestioned conviction that there is a "pilot" behind the eyes. A permanent, coherent "I" who owns the body, directs the thoughts, and continues from moment to moment unchanged. We call this the Self, the soul, the person. And it feels absolutely real. Neuroscience tells a different story. The neurological case of Phineas Gage remains one of the most stark. In 1848, a railroad worker in Vermont survived the passage of a large iron rod through his frontal lobe. Physically, he recovered. He could speak, walk, and work. But the man was gone. Before the accident: responsible, measured, well-liked. After: impulsive, profane, unreliable. His colleagues said he was "no longer Gage."

	If the Self were a permanent, non-physical entity — a soul separate from the brain — it should have remained untouched. The iron rod should have been irrelevant to the pilot. But the pilot changed completely when the hardware changed. Because the pilot is the hardware. The Self is a process running on biological circuitry. When the circuitry changes, the Self changes. There is no ghost in the machine. There is only the machine — and what it is like, from the inside, to be the machine running. Thomas Metzinger, one of the most rigorous philosophers of mind working today, proposes that what we experience as the Self is actually a "phenomenal self-model" — a representation the brain generates of itself, in order to navigate the world. The critical feature of this model is that it is transparent. We see through it rather than at it. We mistake the model for a direct window on reality. We mistake the map for the territory. Intellectual honesty — the kind that actually changes how you live, not just how you think — begins the moment you see the model as a model. Not to destroy it. You need it. But to stop being entirely at its mercy.

	The Gap the Science Leaves Open

	There is something the preceding framework does not account for — something I sidestepped in my earlier work, not from dishonesty but from insufficient attention. In arguing that the Self is a biological process rather than a permanent soul, I suggested — without quite saying so — that understanding the mechanism settles the matter. That once we understand the neural mechanism, we understand the phenomenon. That consciousness is explained by the hardware. It is not. There is a question that neuroscience, for all its extraordinary achievements, has not answered. Has not even come close to answering. The philosopher David Chalmers named it the Hard Problem of Consciousness, and it is this: why does any of this feel like anything? You can describe, in precise detail, every neuron firing in the visual cortex when you see the colour red. You can map every photon that strikes the retina, every electrochemical signal that travels to the brain, every region that activates in response. And when you have done all of that — when the neural story is complete — you still have not explained why red looks like something. Why there is a felt redness. Why you are not simply a biological machine processing wavelengths of light in the dark. This is not a gap that will be closed by more research. It is a structural gap — a divide between the objective, third-person description that science provides and the subjective, first-person reality of experience. No amount of information about neurons tells you what it is like to be the person who has them. I will go deeper into this in Chapter 6. For now, I want you to simply hold this: the Storytelling Monkey is real. The neuroscience is real. And there is still something that the neuroscience does not explain. Something that points beyond the map, into territory that no story can fully capture. That gap is not a failure. It is the most interesting place in human thought. It is, as the Daodejing has always known, the gate.

	What the body knew:

	The brain predicts before it perceives. The Self is a model, not a metaphysical entity. And somewhere between the prediction and the experience, there is a mystery that honest science has not resolved — and may never fully resolve. This is not a reason for despair. It is the beginning of genuine inquiry.

	



	

	



	


Chapter 2

	

	"Can you let your soul embrace oneness, 

	and thus learn to be whole? 

	Can you calm the deep waters, 

	to reach unveiled clarity?"

	— Daodejing, Chapter 10

	

	The Hardware of the Self

	What the Brain Builds, and What It Cannot Explain

	Let us look more carefully at the hardware. Because if we are going to move beyond the stories the Monkey tells, we need to understand how those stories are built. Not as abstract philosophy, but as biology. As electrochemistry. As the specific, measurable activity of neurons and networks. The more precisely we understand the mechanism, the more clearly we can see both its extraordinary power and its honest limitations. 

	The Default Mode Network: The Monkey's Home

	When neuroscientists began mapping brain activity in the 1990s, they expected to find that the brain rests when not engaged in a specific task. What they found instead was that a specific network of brain regions becomes more active during rest — actively constructing something in the absence of external demands. This is the Default Mode Network, or DMN. And what it constructs, primarily, is you. The DMN is the neural substrate of self-referential thought. It is where the brain rehearses the past — replaying conversations, reconstructing events, revising its understanding of what happened and why. It is where the brain imagines the future — anticipating threats, planning responses, constructing scenarios. And it is where the brain maintains the continuous narrative thread that makes you feel like the same person who woke up this morning, who remembers childhood, who has plans for next year. In short, the Default Mode Network is where the Storytelling Monkey lives. When the DMN

	Gazzaniga's Interpreter: The Monkey's Press Department

	
	Metzinger's Transparent Self-Model

	
	Anil Seth's Controlled Hallucination

	
	What the body knew:
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