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Coming In and Going Out


  Despite excited predictions that technological innovation will usher in artificial wombs and everlasting life, it is still true that every human being is born from the body of his or her mother and every human being dies. No one chooses to be born, and although some people decide to die, many of us would prefer not to. Beginnings and endings, life and death are not simple concepts. When “life” begins has long been a philosophical question as well as the subject of ferocious political debate. What constitutes “death” is also unclear, although once a corpse begins to putrefy, all doubt vanishes. Nevertheless, every mammal begins in maternal space. And yet, this obvious fact, that a fetus, something every person once was, is physically connected to its mother and cannot survive without her, has played a relatively small role in mainstream philosophical and scientific thought about what human beings are.


  Innumerable books have been written about why and how the idea of the autonomous, self-governing, free man who shapes his own destiny came about in the history of the West. Many of them are concerned with how historical ideas shaped the consciousness of whole populations and remain with us still and, further, whether the humanist ideal, generally understood to have started with the Renaissance (named, of course, after the fact) and culminated in the Enlightenment, is good or bad or a bit of both. Mostly, such books have little or no use for biology. Although it is assumed that biological realities exist—how could one be swayed by an idea without a mind and body to receive it?—the material intricacies of living things are often left out of the story.


  But biology, too, relies on concepts, concepts of life and death, of beginnings and endings, and of a creature’s borders. Skin forms a border covering a human being, who is made up of billions of cells. A bacterium, on the other hand, is a microscopic, usually single-celled organism that consumes nutrients, multiplies, and becomes a colony with its own morphology (form and structure) and movement. Science is about making good models and creating borders that divide nature into comprehensible bits, which can then be classified, named, and tested. Sometimes classifications and names lose their relevance and scientists adopt a model with new designations better suited to their needs. Distinguishing one thing from another is essential, however. Sometimes isolating a thing is difficult. Sometimes its borders are not obvious. It is interesting in this context to discover that scientists know little about the placenta, which has been variously described in recent years as poorly understood, underappreciated, and even as “the lost neuroendocrine organ.”1 Of course, when a person, thing, or bodily organ is assigned the status “unfairly ignored,” it usually serves as a flag to alert us to the fact that the times have changed. The placenta is a borderline organ between mother and fetus. It is a composite structure, sometimes described as a fetomaternal organ, because it develops from both the mother’s and the embryo’s tissues. It occupies a between space inside maternal space.


  The placenta delivers nutrients and oxygen to the fetus, disposes of its waste, gives it immune protection, produces the hormone progesterone, and contains two blood circulatory systems, one for the mother and one for the fetus. Its multiple functions are the reason one embryologist referred to it as “the third brain” in gestation.2 The human gut or enteric nervous system—stomach, esophagus, small intestine, and colon—has gained the moniker “the second brain,” so brains showing up in one part of the body or another, as it were, are currently in fashion. The placenta develops only in women and only in pregnant women, and it is a transient organ. When its job is over, it is expelled from a woman’s body after the baby is born. Hence the term “afterbirth.”


  Since the scientific revolution, “divide and conquer” has been a route to understanding, but much depends on the divisions that are made. I ran across an intriguing sentence in a medical school lecture, “Physiology of Normal Labor and Delivery”: “The mechanical steps the baby undergoes can be arbitrarily divided, and, clinically, they are usually broken down into six or eight steps for ease of discussion. It must be understood, however, that these are arbitrary distinctions in a natural continuum.”3 The physician tells us, albeit awkwardly, first that what happens to the infant in labor and birth consists of mechanical steps but then undermines his own statement by asserting that those same steps can be divided into arbitrary ones. If the mechanical steps are arbitrary and truly don’t reflect the natural continuum, which, as a continuum, resists the very idea of any and all “steps,” then the words “mechanical steps” are the wrong way to introduce the sentence. The “steps” are conveniences used to carve up an ongoing indivisible process, so it can be talked about more easily. It is not hard for a person to get lost in bad prose, but my sense is that the author’s language reveals not just his ambivalence about where to draw lines between one thing or “step” and another but his desire to make sure his medical students understand that there is a difference between the categories used in medicine and the dynamic processes to which they refer—in this case, labor and birth.


  Language counts, and language is continually generating metaphors. For example, how is a placenta like a third brain? Samuel Yen, who coined the phrase, argued for the placenta as a complex mediator between the mother’s brain and the immature fetal brain, a short-lived go-between brain with startlingly sophisticated capacities for regulating the fetal environment. The language used to describe what the placenta does include words used for “the first brain,” as well as for other bodily systems: “messages,” “signals,” “communication,” and “information.” It is not absurd to ask where the idea of “the mind” comes in to all this systemic signaling. Although it is odd to think of an organ like the placenta as something like a mind, it is less odd to think of it as something like a brain—another elaborate, hugely complicated, still not well understood physical organ. When the brain ceases to function, even when your heart is pumping and your lungs are working, doesn’t your mind go with it? Are you dead? Or does all “communication” of various kinds, all biological motion, have to stop before a person is truly dead and begins to decay?


  What significance, if any, does the fact that mammals gestate inside another body have for the mind? What does this biological reality have to do with how a mammal develops over time? We are born of someone, but we do not die in pairs. We die alone, although sometimes a spouse, partner, or friend quickly follows his or her beloved to the grave. The old expression for this phenomenon was “dying of grief.” Human beings come out of our mothers and into the world, and we go out from that same world when our bodies shut down in one way or another. Does a mind and the consciousness that accompanies it begin at birth and end at death? Where exactly is the mind located in the body? Is it only the brain that thinks or do other organs think in some way, too? What is thinking? Why are some contemporary scientists convinced that through artificial minds, death can be overcome, not in a heavenly paradise but here on earth? These are old questions without easy answers, but they take me back to the seventeenth century and to some of its famous and less famous philosophers who were hard at work trying to figure out what minds are and what they have to do with our bodies.


  Dressing Gowns, Triangles, Machines, Mind in Matter, and Giants


  Ever since my first reading of René Descartes’s Meditations almost forty years ago, I have retained a vision of the philosopher lying back in a soft chair, wearing a velvet brocade dressing gown and sleeping cap, with slippers on his feet and a pair of spectacles on his nose, which he may or may not have worn, but he made discoveries in optics, which probably explain their presence in my mental picture. He appears to me, not as a flesh-and-blood person, but as a drawing rather like the ones made two centuries later by “Phiz,” Dickens’s illustrator. This image of Descartes is a caricature, one that pops to mind whenever I think of radical doubt. In his First Meditation (1641), Descartes wonders if there is anything he can know for certain. Surely, he writes, he cannot doubt “I am here sitting by the fire, wearing a winter dressing gown, holding this paper in my hands.”4 The philosopher, however, is not at all certain that he is there by the fire. Hasn’t he had dreams of just this sort, he asks, dreams of sitting by the fire in his dressing gown, and felt sure of their reality? Like Plato before him, Descartes was suspicious of knowledge that arrived through his senses.


  After taking a position of absolute doubt about his own existence and everything in the world around him, he guides his reader through a series of arguments by which he reaches certainty, truths that have come to him through a process of purely rational thought. Descartes’s certainty has also been given a picture in my mind, one that comes from the philosopher himself: a triangle, the same geometric figure Plato used to argue for his theory of forms. My triangle is weightless, unmoving, and hangs in the air. No doubt, that is what I saw in my mind when I first encountered the philosopher’s triangle, which plays a part in his ontological argument for God’s existence. “When, for example, I imagine a triangle, even if perhaps no such figure exists, or has ever existed, anywhere outside my thought, there is still a determinate nature, or essence, or form of the triangle which is immutable and eternal, and not invented by me or dependent on my mind.”5 For Descartes, mathematics, logic, and metaphysics are universal, immutable, and therefore disembodied. The mind or soul has a priori or innate ideas, which are not its own products. One could say that for the seventeenth-century philosopher, reasoning and God are bound up together. Mathematics resides in a transcendent space, unsullied by the mortal, sensual body, the one that wears dressing gowns and warms its feet by the fire. In my mental catalogue of recurring images, I summon the triangle when I want to evoke an image of static, timeless, disembodied truth. The idea that number is truth is older than Descartes and older than Plato. In the fifth century B.C. the Pythagoreans taught that number rules the universe.


  Sensation and imagination do find a place in Descartes’s philosophy, but it is only with the aid of our minds that seeing, feeling, touching, tasting, smelling, hearing, and imagining create understanding. The body with its memories, imagination, and passions interacts with the mind, but the two are made of different stuff. The separation of psyche/soma remains a commonplace in contemporary culture. “It’s all in your mind” is convenient shorthand to tell a friend his problem is “psychological” or “mental.” A broken leg, on the other hand, is a “physical” problem, one that may require setting and a cast. But what are thoughts made of? And if they don’t come from our bodies, where do they come from? When I was a child, thoughts about thoughts sometimes arrived at moments when the world suddenly felt unreal to me and I felt unreal to myself. What if I am not Siri? What if I am a person inside another person’s dream? What if the world were a world inside another world inside another world? What are human beings really and how can we know what we are? How is it that we can talk to ourselves inside our own heads? What are words?


  For Descartes, Cogito ergo sum, I think therefore I am, can belong only to human beings. Animals do not think. They are creatures without souls and therefore are made of pure matter, mere machines. According to the philosopher, all matter has extension, which thoughts do not. Matter occupies space and is made up of tiny “corpuscles,” essential particles similar to atoms, but not atoms. Like many thinkers of his time, Descartes was influenced by the ancient atomism of Epicurus and Democritus, for whom the world was composed of atoms, hard bodies of matter moving in a void. Descartes had to distance himself from ancient atomism because it had no room for the Christian God or an eternal soul-mind, and he did not accept the idea of a void. In a letter to Father Mersenne in 1630, Descartes described his corpuscles: “But it is not necessary to imagine them to be like atoms nor as if they had a certain hardness. Imagine them to be like an extremely fluid and subtle substance.6 Unlike ancient atoms, corpuscles are soft. Atoms remain with us, of course, in another form, but it is interesting that the image of modern atoms, too, has changed shape since I was a schoolgirl looking at models of atoms with their neutrons and circling electrons that reminded me very much of the other model I studied: the solar system.


  Many thinkers continue to live with Descartes’s legacy. The questions he asked about the stuff we human beings are made of, our relation to the world, what is innate to us, what is acquired through sensory, lived experience, and whether there are immutable timeless truths continue to haunt Western culture. Most people intuitively think of thoughts as different from bodies. Over and over, in all kinds of writing, both academic and popular, the psychological and the physiological are split. Are they different? Or are they the same? How does a thought relate to neurons in the brain? Was the form of the triangle out there in the universe waiting for a person to discover it? There are people today who believe in the truth of the triangle, who defend the idea that logic and mathematics transcend the human mind, and others who do not.


  Thomas Hobbes, Descartes’s contemporary, championed a purely atomistic, materialistic, mechanical model of human beings and nature. We and the whole universe are made of the same natural atomic stuff and obey the same laws of motion, which means that the world comes to us only through our senses. Hobbes’s materialism proposed a first mover—God kicked the clanking machinery of nature into gear, but exactly what the deity was to Hobbes otherwise is unclear. For him, the human body was a machine, and all thought and sensation were machine-like motions of the brain. In chapter 5 of Leviathan, “Of Reason and Science,” Hobbes portrays human reason as a series of calculations: “In summe, in what matter soever there is place for addition and subtraction, there is also a place for Reason; and where these have no place, there Reason has nothing at all to do.”7 Unlike our inborn senses and memory or the prudence we gain from experience, reason comes to us by way of “industry,” the work of connecting one “Element, which are Names,” to another. Because these name elements are so vital to thought itself, Hobbes is adamant that the language we use should be “purged from ambiguity.”8 Metaphor is especially dangerous and apt to mislead the reasoning person into all manner of absurdity.


  Hobbes, like Descartes, was greatly influenced by Galileo. He took from the philosopher and scientist an admiration for geometry as a true method of modeling the natural world. Reason for Hobbes is a form of step-by-step calculation, by which one understands how one thing is related to the next through cause and effect, a relation that makes prediction possible:


  
    And whereas Sense and Memory are but knowledge of Fact, which is a thing past, and irrevocable; Science is the knowledge of Consequences, and dependence of one fact upon another … Because when we see how any thing comes about, upon what causes, and by what manner; when the like causes come into our power, we see how to make it produce the like effects.9

  


  Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, was exposed to the thought of Descartes and Hobbes because they belonged to the intellectual circle of her husband, William, and her brother-in-law Charles. Exiled Royalists in France, the duke and duchess took great interest in the debates that turned on nothing less than what human beings, animals, and the world are made of. The duchess met Descartes and knew Hobbes. The English philosopher refused to engage her in conversation or correspondence. Margaret Cavendish’s ideas were mostly ignored in her lifetime, but she published twenty-three books, which included plays, poems, fancies, a utopian fiction, The Blazing World, a biography of her husband, an autobiographical work, letters, and natural philosophy. In recent decades her voluminous writings have been reexamined in light of contemporary debates about mind and body. As her natural philosophy developed, Cavendish not only opposed Descartes’s dualism, his belief that mind and body are two different substances, she also rejected Hobbes’s mechanistic, atomistic theory and advocated a monistic organicist view (we are all material but not machine-like), although she distinguished between what she called “animate” and “inanimate” matter.


  Cavendish’s two kinds of matter helped her explain how rocks and people share the same material, how mind exists not as its own distinct substance but as part of the world. These two forms of matter, animate and inanimate, are not isolated from each other but are wholly blended together: “There is such a commixture of animate and inanimate matter, that no particle in nature can be conceived or imagined, which is not composed of animate matter, as well as of inanimate.”10 Her pan-organicism mingled with a form of panpsychism—that mind is not only part of human beings but part of everything in the universe. Panpsychism has had a long history, and many notable thinkers have subscribed to some version of it.11


  The question “What are human beings made of?” is still with us. For Cavendish, there was only material in the universe, but it was not built of particulate atoms and was not mechanistic. Its movement was not predetermined; it was not a machine. “Nature is a self-moving, and consequently self-living and self-knowing infinite body.”12 For Cavendish, human beings, other species, flowers, and vegetables were bound in a fundamental and strikingly fluid dynamic unity:


  
    Neither can I perceive that man is a Monopoler of all Reason, or Animals of all Sense, but that Sense and Reason are in other Creatures as well as in Man and Animals; for example, Drugs, as Vegetables and Minerals, although they cannot slice, pound or infuse, as man can, yet they can work upon man more subtilly, wisely, and as sensibly either by purging, vomiting, spitting, or any other way, as man by mincing, pounding and infusing them, and Vegetables will wisely nourish Men, as Men can nourish Vegetables.13

  


  Cavendish’s philosophy stands in stark opposition to Descartes’s division between human being and animal. For Descartes, it is the mind that saves man from being all machine as “brutes” are.


  In 1769, about eighty years after Cavendish was writing, another passionate materialist, Denis Diderot, was working on D’Alembert’s Dream, his sly, rambunctious work about the nature of life and the world, in which his dreaming thinker-hero says, “Every animal is more or less a human being, every mineral more or less a plant, every plant more or less an animal … There is nothing clearly defined in nature.”14 The Dream is dense with metaphors, perhaps most memorably the trope that the human organism has no greater claim to be seen as a single identity than a swarm of bees. Human beings are disparate collections of organs acting in concert. This, too, has a contemporary ring. There are any number of scientists and philosophers who dispute the idea that human beings have a fixed identity or self.


  Diderot, a metaphorical wizard, was nevertheless suspicious of tropes. “But I shall abandon this figurative language,” he writes in Lettre sur les sourds et muets, “which I should only ever use to amuse a child so as to keep its attention from wandering, and shall return to the style of philosophy, which deals in reasons not comparisons.”15 Cavendish did not regard metaphor, emotion, or the imagination as pollutants of thought. She proposed a continuum of modes of understanding that included reason and “fancy,” or imagination. For Cavendish, the boundary between them was not rigid but elastic.


  There are very few thinkers who begin at the beginning, who want to wipe away all received ideas in the manner of Descartes, but I found and still find that wish invigorating. Convictions about mind and matter as two things or one, the human body as a machine or as an organic, less predictable form survive in contemporary thinking in different disciplines. Descartes looked for certainty, which he found in the cave of his own isolated, thinking mind. A man sits alone in a room and thinks. This image remains central to the history of modern Western thought. How the man happened to find himself in that room is not often part of the picture. He must have been born, and he must have had a childhood, but the philosopher is a grown-up by definition. Even today, he is most often a he, not a she. There is no story or narrative, no temporal dimension to the lone cogitator seeking truth. A fully grown man sits in a room reflecting on the contents of another room—the mental space inside his own head.


  Elisabeth, Princess of Bohemia, who initiated a correspondence with Descartes, pushed him to explain how an immaterial substance like the mind could possibly act on a material one—the body. She wrote, “But I nevertheless have never been able to conceive of such an immaterial thing as anything other than a negation of matter which cannot have any communication with it. I admit that it would be easier for me to concede matter and extension to the soul than to concede the capacity to move a body and to be moved by it to an immaterial thing.”16 She further noted, quite reasonably, that the condition of the body affects one’s capacity to think, that a person who has “had the faculty and the custom of reasoning well, can lose all of this by some vapors.”17 She also pressed him to take up the problem of emotion—the passions—in his model of mind and body, which he did.


  Emotion has been a stubborn problem in both science and philosophy. Its role in human and animal life depends on your view of the mind. Unlike Hobbes and Cavendish, Princess Elisabeth was not inclined to reduce mind to body, but in her letters she is dubious that the human mind could be wholly independent of temporal and corporeal states. Although the language of her letters is colored by deference to the great man, and she refers to her weakness and inferiority, her critiques of her interlocutor’s ideas are bracingly astute. Few philosophers openly support dualism these days, but Descartes’s idea of a rational mind that can think its way into universal truths is alive and well in much of science and in the Anglo-American analytical tradition in philosophy, despite the fact that the very definition of mind is subject to heated, if not tortured, debates.


  In direct opposition to Descartes’s thought and its broad influence, Giambattista Vico (1668–1744), scholar, historian, and professor at the University of Naples, mounted a vigorous defense of rhetoric, culture, and history through the power of metaphor and memory, which, he believed, were rooted in our bodily sensual experiences. In The New Science, Vico argued for a single “truth beyond all question: that the world of civil society has certainly been made by men, and that its principles are therefore to be found within the modifications of our own human mind.”18 While Descartes discovered truths that were static and universal, Vico’s truths included the uses of language and historical change.


  For Vico, human consciousness itself had a story. To lift human reality out of its developmental narrative was absurd. Around the time I read Descartes for the first time, I also read Vico. I was probably twenty. I retained little from that first reading of the Neapolitan thinker—with one powerful exception: I remembered his giants. I imagined immense creatures, gray and wrinkled but upright, trudging heavily forward in a landscape of dun-colored earth. As evidence that these extinct creatures existed, Vico mentions the “Big Feet” reported in Patagonia and Homer’s Cyclops, beings of “a savage and monstrous nature.”19 Despite their rudimentary natures, Vico claims that even these galumphing folk had some “notion of God,” a notion that inaugurated their journey from impulsive, passionate, selfish creature to more thoughtful, civil human being.


  Although Vico’s anthropology reminded me of some of the wilder tales told by the Greek historian Herodotus, the Italian’s big people serve as a way to understand the evolution of the human mind from prereflective to reflective. In one remarkable passage, he identifies his giganti as primitive persons who have not yet acquired the ability to recognize their reflections as their own. The ability to recognize one’s self in the mirror is regarded as a turning point in a child’s development. When the child identifies herself in the mirror, she is able to see herself as if from the outside, in the way another person would see her. She gains a form of self-consciousness she didn’t have before. Human beings master it at around eighteen months. But it is now known that other species are also capable of self-recognition—the great apes, elephants, some dolphins, and lots of birds. Vico writes, “For just as children try to grasp their own reflections when they look in the mirror, so primitive people thought they saw an ever-changing person in the water when they beheld how it altered their own features and movements.”20 For Vico, this ability to reflect about the self and the world has a narrative in human history, just as it does in the development of a single individual.


  Educating children was among Vico’s chief concerns. He worried that if children were taught only reasoning skills and geometry in the mode of Descartes, they would become stunted beings with poor language skills. This debate is not over. In the United States, mathematics and science are generally viewed as more important than the humanities and the arts in education. Mathematics and science have an aura of seriousness, a disciplined severity the humanities and the arts lack. Hobbes’s elevation of reason to that which deals with addition and subtraction remains with us. Vico wanted to keep classical learning alive. He feared it would be lost to the Cartesian agenda. He also saw that increasing specialization in the universities was dividing knowledge into little pieces, in ways that made one field unintelligible to another.


  The seventeenth century in Europe was beset with bloody religious wars and intellectual crises. It is hardly strange that the few granted the time, education, and means would look for certainty in a world where every verity appeared to be crumbling. Nobody is born a philosopher. Descartes’s name resides in a pantheon of “greats.” It is nevertheless good to remember that he was once a child, and a frail one. His mother died in childbirth a year after he was born. He firmly believed, however, he had been the cause of her death and that he inherited his weak health from her. Philosophers have stories, too. Descartes told one in a letter to Queen Christina of Sweden. It was about a cross-eyed girl he had loved as a boy and how for years after, he “had felt more inclined to love” women “simply because they had that defect.” Once he understood this irrational association, however, it vanished.21 It will not surprise anyone that the inventor of analytic geometry excelled at mathematics in school.


  The languages of our ideas are contagious. Words move from one person to another, and we are all vulnerable to coming down with a case of ideas, an infection that may last a lifetime. Human beings are the only animals who kill for ideas, so it is wise to take them seriously, wise to ask what they are and how they come about. All ideas are in one way or another received ideas. There are thinkers whom we consider to be original, but they too had to ingest the thoughts of others, usually in the form of books, to be able to think carefully at all. There is no thought without precedent. Despite his desire to cleanse his mind of all received knowledge, Descartes carried prior learning with him. Different times embrace different ideas, but some last longer than others, and there are ideas that become so entrenched that we are not even aware of them any longer. They lie beneath the controversies about what and who human beings are and remain unarticulated. They hide in metaphors and in phrases, in biases of one kind or another that we may fail to recognize and therefore rarely examine.


  And then there is the further problem of various disciplines with wholly contradictory foundational beliefs, disciplines that have manufactured their own languages, in which the practitioners share assumptions about the world, so there is no need to question what everyone already believes. Vico’s critique of the academy and its isolated fields was prescient. Quarrels erupt regularly in academic circles, but often over what Freud called “the narcissism of minor difference.” The disputants do not battle over the first question but over the three hundred and forty-first question. Nearly all disciplines share a silent, often invisible consensus.


  This is an essay that interrogates certainty and trumpets doubt and ambiguity, not because we are incapable of knowing things, but because we must examine our beliefs and ask where they come from. Doubt is fertile because it opens a thinker to foreign thoughts. Doubt is a question generator. Although Descartes’s first question about what is certain in our existence and what is not remains invigorating, his solution is less satisfying, not only to me, but to many others as well. One of the few universals when it comes to ideas may be that questions are normally better than answers. And yet, what does it mean for the human mind to investigate itself? This depends on what you believe a mind is. If the mind is a fallible, material thing, then the thoughts it generates will necessarily be limited, and they will change over time. If it is something else, however, if the human mind has access to truths out there in the universe, truths that are unchanging and lodged in the fabric of reality, you will have very different ideas about how to frame experience. Hannah Arendt was not alone in suggesting that for human beings to know what human beings are is a feat rather like “jumping over our own shadows.”22 Nevertheless, we persevere. The question is far too interesting to be left alone.


  A Random Unscientific Survey of What People Think About the Mind (A Parenthetical Remark About Why I Am Writing This Book), and a Small Detour into the Mind of Alfred North Whitehead


  While I was preparing to write this essay, I asked a number of people the same question: What do you think the mind is? I asked people I had never met before, and I asked people I already knew. I always told my interlocutors that the question was open. I wasn’t looking for the “right” answer. I was genuinely curious about what she or he had to say. The people I spoke to were all educated Americans or Europeans, but none of them had spent years forming theories about mental activity. Most of them weren’t sure how to define the mind. In fact, several were dumbfounded by the question. Although we all have “things on our minds” and sometimes “speak our minds” or try to be “mindful” of this or that, the mind is an elusive concept. To be helpful, I would ask a follow-up question: Do you think the mind is different from the body? Nearly every person made the conventional distinction between the mental and the physical. The mind thinks. The body does not. Descartes believed in just this kind of dualism: the thinking mind and the sensing body are made of different substances, but they interact. I would then ask if the brain and the mind are the same thing or if they are different. The answers to this question varied considerably. Some thought the brain and the mind are identical; others did not. It is easy to see how quickly simple questions about the mind become bewildering problems about essences.


  If a person believes the mind is something different from the brain, then the question is, what is the mind made of that the brain is not? Is there something beyond our gray matter that must be considered in order to conceive of the mind? Is the mind immaterial? One man seated next to me at a dinner who firmly believed the mental and the physical were different became quite exercised when I asked him what the mental was made of. Was it God or spirit or mathematical truth? He was vehemently opposed to any mention of divinity, and our conversation pretty much ended there. He knew mind and body were two things but did not want to talk about what they might be.


  On the other hand, if the mind is the brain, and the brain is just another organ of the body, an organ like the heart or the liver or the transient placenta, why is the mind considered to be something more elevated than a body part? This thought also made some people uncomfortable. Many of us locate the essence of ourselves inside our heads, inside our thinking minds. If my mind goes, so do I. If I lose my leg, however, I am still here. My leg is not myself in the way my thoughts are, despite the fact that they both belong to me. It is fair to ask, why should anyone care about what the mind is? It is obvious that many people go through life without losing one minute of sleep over it. It matters, I think, because how one resolves the problem has consequences in many disciplines, even when it is more or less hidden from view. For example, if mental problems are brain problems and not mind problems, why do we have psychiatry to treat the mind and neurology to treat the brain? Why not just one discipline to treat the brain? Every day we get news from the frontiers of brain science, genetics, and artificial intelligence, and the content of those reports is determined by how particular scientists understand the mind-body problem.


  It has become obvious to me that framing the mind is crucial to many kinds of research. A single example will suffice. Depression is a poorly understood illness. No one knows how ordinary sadness and depression are related. A popular and effective treatment for depression has been cognitive behavioral therapy, or CBT. In many articles, papers, and advertisements, advocates for CBT articulate some version of the following: “negative dysfunctional thinking affects a person’s mood, sense of self, behavior and even physical state.”23 CBT assumes that by changing a person’s negative conscious thoughts to more positive ones, he can think himself better. The therapy isolates “thoughts”—what a patient is aware of thinking—from his physical state. Thoughts act on the body. Therefore thoughts in CBT are understood to be distinct from the body and able to manipulate it in mysterious ways. This is a philosophical problem because the thoughts appear to be immaterial, made of nothing.


  Epiphenomenalism is the doctrine that conscious experience does not exert causal effects on the body. Although most of us feel pretty sure our thoughts do affect our behavior, how that might work remains a conundrum. Echoing Princess Elisabeth, the American analytical philosopher John Searle articulates the dilemma: “But if our thoughts and feelings are truly mental, how can they affect anything physical? How could something mental make a physical difference? Are we supposed to think that our thoughts and feelings can somehow produce chemical effects on our brains and the rest of our nervous system?”24 How one answers questions about depression and its treatment depends on a theoretical model of the mind. CBT assumes a Cartesian dualist divide, but its advocates choose not to worry about this riddle. There have been many studies that show CBT is effective for depression. Of course, just because a treatment works does not mean it works for the reasons its champions claim it does.


  The mind-body problem quickly becomes the person-environment problem. How does what is outside a person’s mind-body become the inside of that same mind-body? Where do words begin? Do they start outside the body in a shared language or inside the body in a native ability to learn to speak? Mice don’t talk the way we do. If a personality or character is mostly genetically predetermined, then the conditions of the outside world may look less important than tinkering with the genome. Maybe a tendency to depression is inborn. If the mind is the brain and nothing more than the brain, and if that brain works like a machine that has different parts for different functions, and it can be taken apart and put back together again, this idea will also affect how we think about a depressed person.


  If the mind is a Hobbesian machine, then we might be able to build one that will never be depressed, and someday soon perpetually happy androids will hobnob with people. If like Descartes, and Pythagoras before him, you believe that the mind is not material, that truth is number, and unchanging mathematical truths rule the universe, then your view of the brain-mind and body will be determined by those truths and not by worries about the organic realities of flesh and bone. If you worry about depression at all, you will think about it in terms that go beyond the body. If, on the other hand, you believe the mind-brain is more fluid and dynamic, that animals have minds, too, that the mind-brain is more Vico-like than Hobbesian, that it changes in relation to experience, then you will have to look at the depressed person’s relations with other people in his life to find at least some of the answers for what went wrong.


  The truth is that people do not agree on the mind. There is no single theory about what it is. Confusion reigns, and not only among those who rarely think about the mind-body problem. Scientists, philosophers, and scholars of all kinds frequently clash over this question. The battles go under different names, but there are many struggles over consciousness—what it is and why people have it at all. This is interesting because hardly anyone today would argue against Copernicus. We agree that the earth revolves around the sun. No one is saying that William Harvey was wrong about heart function. Einstein’s theory of relativity is generally accepted, as are quantum mechanics, even though the two cannot be unified in a single overarching theory in physics. And yet, the battles being fought today about “the mind” under various banners have not changed all that much since the seventeenth century. There are wrinkles in the various forms of dualisms and monisms, but they are still with us.


  In his book Science and the Modern World, published in 1925, Alfred North Whitehead summarized the mind-body, mind-matter quarrels:


  
    The seventeenth century had finally produced a scheme of scientific thought framed by mathematicians, for the use of mathematicians. The great characteristic of the mathematical mind is its capacity for dealing with abstractions; and for eliciting from them clear-cut demonstrative trains of reasoning, entirely satisfactory so long as it is those abstractions which you want to think about. The enormous success of the scientific abstractions, yielding on the one hand matter with its simple location in space and time, on the other hand mind, perceiving, suffering, reasoning, but not interfering, has foisted onto philosophy the task of accepting them as the most concrete rendering of fact.


    Thereby, modern philosophy has been ruined. It has oscillated in a complex manner between three extremes. There are the dualists, who accept matter and mind on an equal basis, and the two varieties of monists, those who put mind inside matter, and those who put matter inside mind. But this juggling with abstractions can never overcome the inherent confusion introduced by the ascription of misplaced concreteness to the scientific scheme of the seventeenth century.25

  


  Whitehead was a mathematician, logician, physicist, and philosopher. Principia Mathematica, which he wrote with Bertrand Russell, remains a landmark work in logic and mathematics, although Kurt Gödel’s incompleteness theorem demonstrated that the Principia could not be both consistent and complete. Influenced by the radical upheaval of quantum mechanics, Whitehead came to reject materialism and the very idea that things are locked into a specific space and time. He offered instead a metaphysics of process, movement, and becoming. His thought is often described as a form of panpsychism. While Whitehead’s metaphysics are notoriously difficult to penetrate, his analysis of the history of science in Science and the Modern World is acute and far more accessible, whether one accepts his critique or not. He was intensely aware of what was at stake: “If science is not to degenerate into a medley of ad hoc hypotheses, it must become philosophical and must enter upon a thorough criticism of its own foundations.”26 As Whitehead argues, those foundations were laid in the seventeenth century.


  Why did I choose Descartes, Hobbes, Cavendish, and Vico when there are many other interesting philosophers who have asked the same questions and come up with many interesting solutions? I am using the four merely as philosophical touchstones. Each of them offered a distinct way of understanding what it means to be a thinking person in the world. Each had a dualist or monist theory of his or her own. Each philosopher composed his or her melody of thought, melodies that continue to be heard and played, even by those who have no idea who invented the tune. Two of them, Descartes and Hobbes, have had a profound and lasting influence on philosophy, science, and many other disciplines. The other two, Cavendish and Vico, remain marginal to the dominant tradition, but they, too, have had and continue to exercise what might be called a subversive influence.


  The mathematical model of abstractions Whitehead mentions is important because in the number-as-truth or triangle-as-truth model, imagination is either banished from the kingdom or plays the role of handmaiden to Reason. Whitehead saw, I think accurately, that there is an imaginative aspect to all thought: “Every philosophy is tinged with the colouring of some secretive imaginative background, which never emerges explicitly into its trains of reasoning.”27 The imagination, which now is often understood as a synonym for “creativity,” was traditionally used in philosophy to describe mental imagery as opposed to sensory perception. As I sit here writing, I see the coffee cup beside me, the papers spread on my desk along with open books and a small red-and-black clock. When I leave the room, I can call up an image of my messy desk, but imperfectly. The imagination consists of all the sights, sounds, smells, and feelings retained when a person remembers an event or place and when she fantasizes about an event that never happened or imagines a place where she has never been. If I had never perceived anything, I could not remember or imagine. For Hobbes, step-by-step reasoning was superior to the imagination, which he understood as a form of memory or “decayed sense,” a duller version of actual sensory perception. Descartes used the imagination, fantaisie, as a convenient intermediate area between direct sensation (pure bodily experience) and reasoning (pure mental experience). Through the imagination he found a way in which the body and mind could interact. For Cavendish, imagination (fancy) and emotion, along with reason, are all crucial to knowledge. Vico believed that memory, imagination, and metaphor originate in the body and its senses and are necessary to the story of thought itself.


  (This is a personal essay, a work in which I try to understand what has been hard for me to understand. It is not a survey of Western philosophy or even an examination of my four touchstone philosophers. Nevertheless, I am driven by a sense of urgency, in part because the unsolved problems of the mind and body are often treated as if they were behind us, not only in the media, always prone to sensationalism and easy answers, but in philosophy and science. Over and over again, I have been confronted with books, papers, blogs, and articles that make blithe assumptions about how the mind or the brain-mind works and therefore about the nature of human beings. Often the underlying assumptions are hidden, even from the people who are building the arguments.


  (I hope to pry open some of these foundational beliefs or confused premises by asking questions that do not have ready answers. I want to take up a number of subjects, some of them popular, others more obscure, which, at the very least, will present the reader with the fact that much remains unknown about the mind and its relation to the body and the world. I confess I am also on a mission to dismantle certain truisms that have been flying at me from left and right for years, truisms about nature, nurture, genes, twin studies, and the “hardwired” brain. I have grown weary of smug assertions about hormones and psychological sex differences, the frankly crude declarations of evolutionary psychology, and some of the fantasies that are writ large in artificial intelligence. I address other subjects, however, such as placebo effects, false pregnancy, hysteria, and dissociative identity disorder because these illnesses and bodily states illustrate the gaps in current knowledge about the mind-brain. I also discuss phenomenology, the study of consciousness from a first-person point of view, to see if insights from that discipline might help frame the problem of mind. I could have chosen any number of other topics and subjected them to the same interrogations. But I am less interested in the specific targets of my research than I am in showing how often the old problems of monism and dualism, mind and body, inside and outside, haunt scientific and scholarly research.


  (There is something else that fascinates me as well: the imaginative background Whitehead mentions. It colors philosophy and science and scholarship of all kinds, even when it is not acknowledged. Dreams of purity and power and control and better worlds as well as fears of pollution, chaos, dependency, and helplessness tinge even the most rigorous modes of thought. Sometimes that imaginative background is a riot of bold color and sometimes it is a faint pastel wash, but it inevitably shows itself even when it isn’t present in “trains of reasoning.” I am not of the opinion that these imaginative backgrounds are bad. I am rather of the opinion that the attempt to purge thought of its imaginative background, whether brilliant or pale, is a mistake. My embellishment of Whitehead’s metaphor, by which I turn his background into a canvas, is conscious, not unconscious. Like Vico, I think metaphor is not only inescapable but essential to thinking itself.)


  Let me return to my informal survey. Were there any answers to my questions about the mind that struck me as particularly astute? There were two. One clever man told me that the mind is the thoughts the brain produces. A clever woman told me the mind is consciousness, and the brain is the organ of consciousness. Neither of them is a philosopher. The man is a writer, and the woman an actress, but both of them had wondered and worried about the mind question. I took their answers to mean that a person’s internal experience of thinking and more broadly the experience of consciousness itself are different from simply understanding the brain’s operations, even if the brain is responsible for thoughts and consciousness.


  Received Ideas and M


  About a year ago, I was at a small dinner. One of the guests was a white, male, educated, left-leaning, well-regarded novelist, who declared as fact that some people, usually men, are born with a feeling of entitlement. I will call this person M. When I asked M what he meant by this, it became clear that he was not talking about being born white or into class privilege or the superiority traditionally assigned to men over women. This inborn, entitled masculinity he referred to was secreted in the genes as an innate quality or gift. I suspected he was referring to his own genetic makeup, but that may be unfair. He seemed to have picked up this remarkable idea from an article he had read. He had forgotten the source, but I don’t doubt something of the kind has been written somewhere. Inborn psychological traits are very popular these days. Whatever he had read, he was insistent that there was a gene or several genes for a sense of entitlement, and he clung to it for dear life. What is it about some thoughts in the sciences that make them popular? And why do other ideas remain buried in universities? Why do some highly controversial notions move into the wider culture as accepted facts, when fierce battles are being waged over them inside the academy?
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