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Foreword


The Kingdom of Infinite Space owes its existence to Toby Mundy of Atlantic Books. He had suggested that I should write a book on the body, which would encompass biology and philosophy. The more I thought about it, the less manageable the topic seemed and the greater the danger that philosophy would be buried under biology. I was scratching my head as to how to deliver on his suggestion when it occurred to me that the answer lay under my fingernails. I would confine myself to the head.


Why the head?


Well, of all the items in the world, my head is the one that seems closest to me, in the rather difficult sense of being what I am, or (not quite the same thing) what I feel myself to be. And yet my relationship with my head is not at all straightforward. I am linked in different ways to different parts of it; and I have different links at different times to the same parts. Yes, I am my head (in a sense that proves extraordinarily difficult to characterize). But I also own it, speaking of it as I do now as if it were a possession. And I suffer it, enduring aches and pains that seem to have nothing and everything to do with me. I use it, manipulating it, sometimes quite crudely, as if it were a kind of tool. I present it. I judge it. I know it. I disown it. And so on.


All very baffling. ‘My head and I’ is a more problematic marriage than anything that August Strindberg or Edward Albee could have dreamed up. In this regard, however, my relationship to my head is no different from the muddled, even tortured, relationship I have to my body as a whole; indeed, it is the same relationship put in capitals. Which is I why I have chosen to write about the head: it is an entrée into the peculiar human condition of being a conscious and self-conscious, self-judging, agent in an organic body. I want to think into the muddle of embodiment. And I want to celebrate the mystery of the fact that we are embodied, rather than fall in with the venerable tradition of being rather sniffy about it.


Many writers, following the example of Plato, have seen the body as a kind of prison, a cognitive disaster, a humiliation, or some kind of moral disgrace. I, on the other hand, while I do not believe that we are immortal souls, unhappy lodgers accidentally trapped in 70 kilograms of protoplasm, equally reject the notion that we are entirely identified with our bodies. The standpoint of this book is neither religious nor scientistic, but humanistic.


Defending humankind against supernatural and naturalistic accounts of itself is a preoccupation informing The Kingdom of Infinite Space: A Fantastical Journey Around Your Head. This preoccupation will not, however, always be present or explicitly so. Because there is a lot that is wonderful and funny about my head, I see no reason to resist a lifelong habit of digression. (The poetry of existence, Kundera said, summarizing Laurence Sterne’s philosophy, lies in digressions.) If the overall impression is of an album of sketches, then I won’t be entirely unhappy. After all, the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein described his posthumously published masterpiece Philosophical Investigations as ‘an album’ and as ‘sketches of landscapes made during the course of… long and involved journeyings’.1


The Kingdom of Infinite Space, too, endeavours to do philosophy of a sort. Wittgenstein once described his philosophical method as being to ‘assemble a set of reminders for a purpose’. In his case, the purpose was to remind people of what was in front of their noses, so that they would not be bewitched by language into engaging with insoluble pseudo-problems. This did not deliver what he hoped. And a good thing, too. Some of the things he considered to be pseudo-problems, ripe to be ‘dissolved’ (rather than solved) by appropriate linguistic analysis, are handles by which we may take hold of, and interrogate, the too smooth surface of our lives and consciousness. So, although this book, too, is often an assembly of reminders, its purpose is to heighten, rather than allay, astonishment and the sense of mystery.


In some places its approach may be best described as a rather informal phenomenology – ‘phunomenology’, even – reminding us of what is behind as well as in front of our noses. Phenomenology focuses first and foremost on the ‘phenomena’ – a word derived from the Greek, meaning ‘appearings’ or ‘appearances’ – and is motivated by the sense that our immediate experiences are the proper object of philosophical attention. Such experiences are ‘the given’; whereas factual knowledge, in particular scientific knowledge, is derivative, and consequently questionable, rather than the final authority. I am very attracted by the idea of phenomenology as a philosophical method and ambition, even though things have not worked out as the great phenomenologists – Brentano, Husserl, Heidegger, and Sartre – had hoped. They built huge castles of rather abstruse prose which seem somewhat remote from the immediate experiences they are about. What’s more they have proved unable either to account for, or to take account of, the mighty truths of science. What is the relationship between what I am feeling now and the scientific account of the world that has had such an impact on what I am feeling now?


You won’t find an answer in the many fascinating pages of the phenomenologists. Edmund Husserl admitted as much towards the end of his life. He could not find a way of linking the natural science that aims to give an objective account of what is out there with the subjective flow of individual consciousness. It wasn’t for the want of trying. Many long, densely written books and 45,000 pages of unpublished writing testified to this and to the tragedy of his cry, three years before he died a heartbroken technician and visionary:




Philosophy as science… the dream is over.2





This failure touches on something central to this book: the dissociation between facts and experiences. The Kingdom of Infinite Space is haunted, or at least bothered, by this: our experiences of our head are not fact-shaped. We cannot bridge the gap between what we feel ourselves to be, how we experience ourselves from moment to moment, and the innumerable facts, ordinary, extraordinary, and recherché, about us. Many, perhaps most, of the facts in this book go a long way beyond the immediate data of experience.


There is a lovely story about Jean-Paul Sartre and Raymond Aron, meeting in the Café de Flores. They were at the outset of their dazzling careers and they had not yet had their bitter falling out. Aron had just returned from Germany where he had sat at Husserl’s feet and he brought news of the phenomenological movement back to Paris. He pointed to a glass on the table and said to Sartre: ‘That is all you need in order to do philosophy.’ No equipment or technical know-how or esoteric knowledge was required; just an ability to reflect on the experiences one was having. One’s subjectivity is the appropriate point of departure for philosophy. Sartre is said to have gone pale with excitement. I continue to share that excitement, if not the pallor.


Looked at in a certain way, the head provides a wonderful entrée into many of the more traditional philosophical themes whose scope extends way beyond that marvellous structure. The reader may therefore look forward to what I hope will be user-friendly glances at topics such as the unique freedom of human beings, self-knowledge, the nature of personal identity, vagueness, and much more besides. We will head off along many paths.


One path I shall generally try to avoid is the one that ends in ‘neurophilosophy’ – the currently dominant theory that says that the mind or consciousness is identical with the neural activity of the brain. This book about the head says little about the brain. I imagine some readers will be glad to learn this and be more, rather than less, inclined to read on. There may, however, be one or two who feel that a book about the head that does not give the brain a starring role is Hamlet in which the Prince has only a walk-on part. After all, the brain is not only the biggest item in the head but also the most talked-about. It is to these readers that the following comments are addressed.


First, be assured the importance of the brain has not entirely escaped my attention. I know that if I mislaid mine, my IQ would fall quite disastrously. Indeed my living daylights, both intelligent and dim, would go out and their support services grind to a halt. The fact that head injury has a more profound effect on what I am than leg injury has something to do with the fact that my head contains my brain. There is, however, no shortage of books on the brain. Indeed, I would venture that there is a serious lack of such a shortage.


Try searching the net as I have done just now. The result is a Niagara of logorrhoea: ‘Brain and Consciousness’ 541,698 items; ‘Brain and Self’ 2,114,747 items; and ‘Brain and Mind’ 2,939,316. Amazon offered me 837 books dealing with brain, mind, self and consciousness and 60,970 items somehow implicated with the brain. If you key in ‘Brain’ alone you will find 11,351,398 items on the net, all eagerly awaiting your hit.


As the philosopher J.L. Austin once said, one has to be a special kind of fool to rush in where so many angels have trodden already. But a saturated market for books on the brain is not the only reason why most of the present volume will be resolutely extracerebral. To put it bluntly, the brain is absurdly overrated. The reason why there are so many books being published, and even read, and certainly being remaindered, on the Brain and Consciousness, the Brain and the Mind, the Brain and the Self, the Brain and You, is that there is a myth out there that the explanation of consciousness, the mind, the self, and you is to be found in the brain.


Some people imagine this is a new idea. It was old even when Hippocrates (500 BC) asserted that




Men ought to know that from the brain, and from the brain only, arise our pleasures, joys, laughter and jests, as well as our sorrows, pains, grief and tears. Through it in particular, we think, see, hear, distinguish the ugly from the beautiful, the bad from the good, and the pleasant from the unpleasant.3





Here is not the place for a detailed account of why this Greek myth – the central myth of what I have called ‘neuromythology’ – is wrong. The bottom line is this: the brain is a necessary condition of all forms of consciousness, from the slightest twinge of sensation to the most exquisitely constructed sense of self. It is not, however, a sufficient condition. Selves are not cooked up, or stored, in brains or (as writers such as the late Francis Crick would have it) in bits of our brains, such as the claustrum. Selves require bodies as well as brains, material environments as well as bodies, and societies as well as material environments. That is why, despite the hype, we won’t find in the brain an explanation of ourselves, or the secret of a better self or a happier life.


I have devoted several books and quite a few articles to setting out why consciousness is not to be found in the brain, which the interested reader may wish to consult.4 And I have argued for a period of silence while those scientists and philosophers, and others smitten by the brain, digest these rather obvious facts and think about how the gap between the necessary and the sufficient conditions of consciousness, mind and the self is to be crossed and with what.5 For the most part, this book observes that period of silence. However, out of fairness to the reader – and to the brain, and to the neurotheologists who worship it – I do visit various aspects of the mind-brain identity theory at relevant places in this book. I have always felt that philosophical arguments make more sense if they are located in an appropriate context. Indeed, I would almost go so far as to claim that, diffused through this book, is a comprehensive critique of brain-centred understanding of human beings and their consciousness.


At any rate, if this book is about a largely brainless head, it is a corrective to the headless brains that fill the newspapers, bookshelves and the airwaves. In essence, The Kingdom of Infinite Space is an attempt ‘to get my head round’ the head.


My coverage of the subject will be highly selective. I will focus on a relatively small number of topics, somewhat artificially gathered under a handful of headings (the term proves inescapable). I have quite a lot to say about the uses to which breathing is put and less to say about eating. Secondly, the coverage of each of my chosen topics will be far from comprehensive. While there is quite a lot of biology, The Kingdom of Infinite Space is no more a textbook of cephalology than Primo Levi’s The Periodic Table is a treatise on chemistry. The literature on speech, on facial expressions, on hair, even on earwax and head-butting, on all the topics I touch upon, is boundless and, with respect to it, I have only the Socratic wisdom of knowing how ignorant I am.


But the head is far too interesting to ignore the extraordinary facts established by scientific inquiry. Anyone who wants (as I do) to be serious about saliva cannot avoid discussing either semi-permeable  membranes or the history of spitting. This book will again and again lose its way, which happens on all journeys that are worth undertaking.


My failure to do full empirical justice to the head is, however, consistent with the aim of this book. There is no end to the things that I could talk about and no end to what I could say about them, but I am mindful of what Goethe said somewhere: we should not know more of things than we can creatively live up to. There is a gap between the near-infinity of facts about the head and the limits to what we can make imaginative use of. Dumping everything that is in my head, or the collective head, into yours via a book is no way to proceed.


My choices will be guided by an informing purpose: to make the head more visible to its owner, in part by highlighting the rather odd relationship we have with our own heads. I hope that the sheer oddity of our headedness will become apparent in the chapters to come. If my readers end this book as astounded tourists of the bit of the world that is closest to being what they themselves are, I shall be content. All you have to bring to the party is your own bonce, in reasonable thinking order.


Let us now head off into the known that it may be known better – or at least differently.




The Kingdom of Infinite Space






chapter one


Facing Up to the Head


Could any man bear to look at himself at every moment of his life, and rethink, as a witness, all he has thought, all that has come into his head, into his whole being? Who would not hate himself, not wish to blot out what he was, not so much from want of success, or the effect of certain acts he has committed, but simply because of the particular person whom these have little by little defined, and who shocks his full sense of possibility. Our history makes of us Mr So-and-So – and this is an offence.





Paul Valéry, Monsieur Teste


Portrait in an Ordinary Mirror


Look into a mirror. Nothing could be more routine. It is something we do without thinking, every morning, when we prepare our faces for the judgement of the great world. And yet it is an extraordinary thing to do. Nothing could be less straightforward than the relation between our head and its mirror image.


You are not René Magritte, so it will be the front of your head, your face, that you will see mainly. You may note that your head – Everyhead – is of modest size, neither egghead nor kingly nor microcephalic, justifying neither a second thought nor a further adjective. You may be generally pleased with it, displeased, or indifferent. Most likely, it will be one of those middle-of-the-road heads, with a face that will neither make your fortune nor count as a great misfortune. One of those faces which strangers neither look at in longing or in horror, or in fear. In short, for philosophical purposes, an ideal face: the face of Everyman or Everywoman.


Perhaps you might try to describe yourself, penning a verbal portrait of the portrait in the mirror. This is what I see, looking out at me. The longish, sunken-eyed face is that of a man in his late fifties. And, frankly, it looks it. The time-weeded cranial dome is encircled by a low hedge of grey hair, echoed in the grey Van Dyke beard. Above the eyes are those frontal corrugations some of which, echoing the curves of the eyebrows, mock both the brows and half a lifetime of surprises that, by dint of repetition, have been translated into fixed structures. The eyes have mud-yellow sclera and irises of an indeterminate greenish bluish brown (I have had to check in a better lit mirror). There is a slight drooping of the eyelids, as if the effort of keeping my eyes open for so many years is starting to tell.


The sitter for this instantaneous self-portrait has a straight nose, from the side a perfect half isosceles, marred only by a slight asymmetry of the cartilaginous tip. The large ears look as if clamped on as an afterthought. The mouth is not generous and the less these lips say of themselves the better. Through them, he pokes a pink tongue – his palate’s closest pal – in order to remind himself of his existence, and then retracts it in order to expose his teeth (his own and in reasonable condition), all encircled by a full-set beard.


You try it now, putting your own face in a hole cut in the page. You will at once realize, as I have, that we are facing defeat. The defeat to which I refer does not lie in the face itself (though there is a little of that as well) but in the sure-fire failure of any attempt to transfer the face from the mirror to the page. The face that looks back at the gazing face – with that very gaze, into that very face (an easy but misleading model of self-consciousness) – lies beyond any descriptive powers. Your face is a singular entity and your words are general. Any verbal portrait you might construct will be little better than those Identikit pictures that the police issue when they are looking for someone with whom they would like to have a conversation. The transformation of a visible surface into an intelligible description is no easier even where the surface in question is your own face. The more it makes general sense, the less faithful it will be to its individual appearance.


Writers often give us the impression that they have described the faces of their characters, when in fact they have simply given you an outline to fill in. Of Esch, the most important character in Hermann Broch’s masterpiece The Sleepwalkers, we learn only that he has big teeth.1 Even so, we don’t feel as if his face is a dentate blankness. Most often, we mistake being told what effect someone’s appearance has for an account of that appearance. The poet Mallarmé’s advice – Peindre non la chose, mais l’effet qu’elle produit (‘Paint not the thing itself but the effect it produces’) sounds like a self-denying ordinance.2 Actually it is a rather cunning way out of an intractable problem. When, in one of his novels, Evelyn Waugh says of a new character, that ‘he had just the kind of appearance one would expect a young man of his type to have’ and nothing else, you still feel as if you have been told exactly what he looks like.3


If you have stared at your face long enough to feel that it eludes all the words that would locate it snugly in the world, you may start feeling odd. The fact that this face is my face, this head is my head, will dawn on you. Fancy, you think, of all the faces I know, being this face. Fancy, come to that, being this thing, living this life. The feeling passes: after all this head is your head; the thing in the world that is nearest to being what you are. Nothing could be more familiar or an object of more anxious concern. And yet you know so little of it.


Look at your head and remind yourself of its multiplicity: its many components and the multiple uses to which some of them are put. The head is a site of endless trafficking. It takes in and it gives out 24/7. There are inputs of sense experience, of air, and of food: it harvests sights and sounds and smells and tastes; sequesters indoor and outdoor, private and public, urban and rural air; and ingests food and drink and medicines and worse. And its outputs are as impressively varied. The number and variety of secretions should compel admiration, though our attitude to them is somewhat ambivalent. They range from fluent ones such as saliva and tears, to more measured examples such as ear wax, to the glacier-slow growth of hair and of teeth. There are other outputs which leap straight out of the head – vomiting, for example. More importantly, the head emits an endless variety of signals, voluntary and involuntary, linguistic, paralinguistic (such as affirmative nodding) and non-linguistic (like smiling). All of these will detain us in due course. However, before we set out on our journey around the head, let us think what purpose such a journey might serve.


Dwelling on our relationships with our heads is a way of getting hold of our relationships with ourselves: what it is to be this self. This relationship is highlighted when we look in the mirror. The first, and most obvious, thing to be said is that the gaze that is looking out at your head is also the gaze that is looking in at your reflection. It is your gaze and it is intersleeved with itself, in a chaste, ocular auto-copulation. This seems promising, a perfect philosophical thought, though difficult to maintain. The mental gaze – unable to stand still, unlike the long-legged fly on a stream or a kestrel at stoop – wanders. Other things, however, may strike you.


For example, the head you are looking at when you gaze in the mirror is silent and yet you can hear your thoughts articulating themselves and you are inclined to locate them ‘in my head’. (Big trouble for you if you don’t: mislocating or misallocating your thoughts brings the gentlemen in white coats, armed with syringes.) You could not, however, tell from looking at your head that it is thinking, never mind what it is thinking.


The stared-at head is as opaque to its owner as it is to other people or others’ heads are to it. In fact, as we look at that opaque object elevated by the neck above the shoulders, it suddenly becomes difficult to tell that it is looking, even less what it is looking at, less still what it succeeds in seeing. (As philosophers remind us, with their charming pedantry, ‘seeing’ is not a state but ‘an achievement’.) It is only because it is your head that you have no difficulty seeing that it is seeing, or being confident of your thought that it is thinking. Indeed, you cannot doubt this, as Descartes argued, since to doubt that you are thinking is to think. Actually, Descartes’ ‘I think therefore I am’ does not take us very far. The logical certainty you have that you are thinking does not guarantee that the head that is thinking is the one that is looking out at you from the mirror and which smiles when you feel yourself to be smiling.


This prompts a question. How can Everyhead staring in the mirror tell that this head in the mirror is its own head, in the way that it feels it to be its own? No answer is forthcoming. Nevertheless, the owner feels entirely easy and at home with identifying his head in this fashion and calling it ‘my head’. Heads may shock, disappoint, please, and worry their owners, but they never ambush them with the fundamental question: Whose head? This ownership goes very deep indeed – to the very bottom of what we are.


OK. But what does it mean to say that this head staring out of the mirror belongs to the person staring back at it? Or, to vary the question, what does it mean to say that you are this head? At the very least it means that you suffer, or experience, this head without mediation. It is the site of the sensations you have now: the down of dry warmth on your cheeks; the weight of the upper teeth on the lower, falling just short of a clench; the seeping of saliva behind the teeth and under the tongue; the verge-of-headache dazzledness around the eyes; the looking through the nose-supported spectacles and the pressure of said spectacles on said nose; and so on. This is how you experience the very special relationship between that object with the visual appearance you see in the mirror and the experiences just listed: they refer to – they are of – the same thing.


We could frame the question differently, perhaps at a more superficial level. How do you know that the visual impression of the face that you see in the mirror is of the same thing as certain sensations you may be feeling – for example the diffuse headache that seems to have developed in response to your attempts to take up my invitation to concentrate on what it is to be or to have this head as your head? This is something that has preoccupied philosophers.4 The great German philosopher Immanuel Kant was especially puzzled. How is it, he asked, that different sensations, arising from the different senses and seemingly originating from different parts of the body, and occurring over time, are felt to belong to the same moment of consciousness of the same person? What holds them together? What makes them all belong to the same moment of the same person? And what makes successive time-slices of persons belong to the same person, so that there is a smooth transition between our moments? How is it that at any given time, ‘I’ am enjoying a tune, feeling the weight of my bottom on a chair and seeing the blackbird flying past the window? And how is each moment of the tune impregnated with other moments, so that I can enjoy the successive notes as parts of a melody? Kant called the necessary binding ‘the unity of apperception’. Being somewhat cerebral, he spoke of the ‘“I think” that accompanies all my perceptions’. Vision, touch, smell, all the buzzing confusion of the moment of consciousness, were referred to the same me, he said, because each of them was accompanied by a reference to an ‘I’ that thinks it is the same ‘I’. I am not totally convinced that that is quite right: the tactile down on the cheek does not seem like an endlessly repeated ‘I think’. Consciousness is not so donnish. Nor does ‘I think’ capture what it is that binds that faint sensation on the cheeks to the gaze of our head at itself in the mirror, or to awareness of the thoughts we are having.


As I gaze into the head that is gazing at me, into the thoughtful face of the man who is thinking these thoughts, which include the thought that the face is thoughtful and that it is the face of the man who is thinking the thoughts, vertigo beckons. And while philosophy is, quite properly, a dance around the edges of a whirlpool, it is probably a good idea, once you feel the current taking hold, to take precautions against drowning.


Avoiding Anatomy


Let us cover up the mirror and return to the physical reality of the head, unhollowed by introspection. There is a massive body of knowledge about the head, spread over thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of textbooks, websites and databases – and heads. Most of it will apply to all the 6,000 million heads on the planet, the 6,000 million objects from whose open mouths pops out the first-person pronoun. But we mustn’t be over-impressed by facts, for several reasons.


First, very little of our experience of our heads is fact-shaped. The myriad of fugitive sensations by which my head declares its presence elude being skewered by sentences. Secondly, there are many facts about my head that are not experienced by me. I defy anyone to feel the measurable difference in manganese levels between tears prompted by a poke in the eyes and tears provoked by grief. Thirdly, there are even more facts that are neither experienced by nor known to me.


It is astonishing to think how little of our head is available to us other than by third-person report. This is true not only of recherché matters, such as the microscopic structure of the vasculature in the skull vault or the way the bones in the middle ear are connected up. It is also generally true of pretty easily available stuff. Most of my skull vault is at best faintly present. Facial and cranial skin glows only intermittently and on a rather low flame of awareness. Ears tend to come out largely in winter, when the rim of the pinna is nibbled by the piranha fish of cold air. My brain, the biggest thing in the head, is silent for most of the time. When it does speak, its locutions tend to be referred elsewhere: activity in the brain is ‘about’ the non-cerebral body or the world. In short, the presence of the head to its owner is an intermittent, spatially discontinuous blossoming out of absence.


This usually suits us just fine. We can manage nicely with a head that has disappeared largely down a hole in consciousness. The head seems to work best as a justified assumption, which is cashed only intermittently, rather than an asserted presence. The general silence of the skull vault, for example, does not undermine our confidence that, when we attempt to head a football, it will bounce towards the goalmouth rather than fall straight through the brain, into the mouth or whichever part of the head is currently on parade. And when we open our mouths to eat, we can assume without checking that the palate of which we are currently unaware will be there to guide the food to the right place.


If all the places in the head that might be called upon to do their duty were required to be constantly iterating their presence, there would be such a cacophony of cephalic sensation that it would be difficult to see how the necessary attention could be paid to the parts that mattered or any attention could be paid to anything that was not a part of the head. If the tongue was constantly aware of itself, language would be drowned in the auto-Babel or babble of this busy piece of meat endlessly discoursing of itself. The background silence of the skull vault is necessary to ensure that the contact with, or the failure to contact, the football would be registered.


Of course, there are times when places that should be quiet are noisy. The accidentally bitten tongue shouts out horrible anti-meaning. When the playground bully tugs at the earlobe, he gatecrashes our sense of what we are – that is why it is such a potent means of humiliation. The throbbing vertex makes the scalp present when it has no job to do. The aching tooth develops an agenda at right angles to the purposes, the tasks, the hours of its owner. Tinnitus, courtesy of which the head is a source of noise rather than a device for detecting it, curdles the heard world. These are potent reminders of the importance of the silence of the head.


Some of this silence is absolute and some is merely relative, a case of being overshadowed by more clamant parts. That is why we can awaken less assertive parts by an inward shift of attention. Consider how it is when you are absorbed in some activity – say peeling sprouts. You are so busy with your hands, your mouth goes unsensed. Now deliberately wake up out of the task and attend to your oral cavity: you become explicitly aware of what may have been quietly present but ignored. You feel: the little pool forming under your tongue; the way the upper surface of your resting tongue conforms to your hard palate, soft curve to hard one; a very faint throbbing of the dentate horseshoe of your lower gums; the pressure of the lower teeth against the upper set resting idly on them, and so on. And just to the north-east of your mouth, an intermittent glistening of air through your nostrils as you inspire.


Redirecting and focusing attention can take you only so far. No amount of concentration will wake up our hair unless it is displaced. Scalp hair will require a breeze for it to be registered as a presence on the skull – and then it is the tugged-at skull rather than the hair that does the registering. Of course many structures are woken up when they are engaged in their legitimate activities – otherwise we would have no way of regulating and directing those activities. Whilst it is mostly unconscious, feedback has to be conscious for us to know what we are doing, how far we have progressed, and whether we have done it. So dormant patches of our mouth awaken when we drink a cold glass of orange. We can even track it down to places that the most concentrated attention could not otherwise reach, well past the point at which the throat divides into windpipe and gullet. It is a torch, momentarily lighting up the darkness within the body.


All of this has profound consequences for our sense of what we are and hence for what we are. To see this darkness at your heart, it is necessary only to close your eyes.


Try it.


Ego-Head: Elementary


In order to be something, at the very least we have to experience it. We have no or intermittent experience of the vast bulk of our heads, from which it follows that we are not most of our heads. Nevertheless, the head seems to be the capital of the first-person world. It lies at the centre of its inmost circle. The self – the ego – seems to be closer to the head than to any other object in the world. So how is this to be explained? Perhaps when we say that we are in our heads, we mean that we are the gross and fluctuating outline but not the details. We are not, at any rate, everything that is revealed to us about our heads by observation, in particular the special observations of the scientist. We are not our individual blood cells or our serum potassium. In short, ‘I’ is not constructed from the facts of its case. Egos are not things that occupy space while heads do occupy space; ergo egos cannot be located in heads. Next question please.


Not so fast. If you were to ask me where I was, I would say I was here. And if you asked me where ‘here’ was, I would say that it was where my body was. That, at least, lies at the centre of a set of concentric spheres into which my awareness – my sensory field, the field of my knowledge – extends. Inside Cheshire, there is Bramhall; inside Bramhall there is such and such a road; within this road, there is house number 5; inside number 5, there is my study; and inside my study there is my body, at my desk. This is where I am. I am where my body is, though my sense of where that body is (in ‘Cheshire’, for example) is projected on to a very complex network of conceptualized places. If you were to ask me where within my body, I was, my head would seem to be a more promising candidate than, say, my spleen or even my leg.


There is a reason for this of course. Pace the neuromythologists, it is not because I am my brain and my head is where my brain is. It has much to do with the special involvement of the head with the perception of objects outside of the body. Many other parts of the body are endowed with proprioceptors – senses that report the body’s experience of itself and of its movements, its position, its location and its actions. And most other parts of the body have surfaces that are equipped with tactile senses – light touch, heavy touch, painful touch, warmth, cold, tingling and so on. And while the hand is the chief organ of the fifth sense, it has no monopoly of touch. Heads, too, touch, as kissers (vide infra) know only too well. The head, however, has a monopoly over sight, hearing, smell and taste. Heads see, hear, smell and taste the way that legs do not. What we see, hear, smell and taste depends on the state of my head and, more relevant to our present theme, its location. Seeing and hearing (and possibly smell, but this is less important for us humans) are telereceptors: they uncover objects at a distance. Vision is the supreme telereceptor: its objects are located in a place with respect to other objects.


What has this got to do with the head and the location of the ego? Very simply this: the objects that are located over there stand in relation to you. (Except when the objects in question are conscious human bodies, they are not aware of this relation, of course.) You locate them over there and they locate you over here. The objects that you see arranged around you in a visual sphere situate you at the centre of that sphere. You (as ‘I’) are the reference point that classifies things as ‘near’ and ‘far’; as being more here than there or more there than here; as handy or out of reach; as in the frame or off the map. Your body is that around which everything is arranged. And the part of the body that lies at the centre of this centre is your head because this is the reference point of the visual field: this is where the rays of light that come from the objects that you see converge. This is where they are harvested. This is where they are delivered. This is their destination.


When you see an object, you not only see it but you see it in relation to other objects; and in relation to your body which is itself an object, though it is of course much more than that. You also see that you see it. Your seeing body thus presents itself as your point of view on the world. And it is obvious that, within your body, it must be the part that does the viewing – your head where your eyes are located rather than your feet – that is the viewpoint. Thus is the head located at the centre of what that great man, Professor Edmund Husserl, called ‘egocentric space’.


Now a word of caution and a couple of observations before we proceed with trying to understand how you and your head get so close to being identified with one another. ‘Egocentric’ space must not be confused with physical space, the space of physics and mathematics. First of all, the visual field is not merely an array of objects set out in geometrical locations. It is also a network of significances; of things that may or may not be of interest to the individual. As Martin Heidegger (Husserl’s greatest pupil) pointed out, things exist for us in a world which in part we constitute, as things ready-to-hand rather than as mere physical objects that are present-at-hand. As you are busy preparing a meal, the space in which you are located is not a set of objective distances linking objects of equal standing. It is subsumed into a cosy parish of handiness – of things waiting to be reached for, to be knocked over, to get in the way, or simply ignored, being out of the range of your attention or interest. The handiness of something is not merely a matter of its being within a physical distance defined by the length of your arm. You will experience something as handy if it is not only within reach but also of some interest to you.


The consequence of this is that the egocentric space of which we are the centre is not narrowly defined by a visual space that can be understood in physical terms. After all, the rest of your body – the part of the body that reaches out, pushes and shoves, and walks towards and away from – is also implicated in establishing egocentric space and in installing you as the centre of that space. And so, by the way, is some of the rest of your life, which sees the coffee as unfinished and the biscuits crumbs as disorderly and the letters on the computer screen as the object of your solicitous attention. The roll call of objects that are related to the centre fluctuates wildly; and the extent to which the ego dissolves into that wobbly space, and the parts into which it dissolves, also vary. The sense of the I is lost in, and wakes out of, the world with which it engages.


This goes some way to mitigating the sense that the centre of the space – the head – is a somewhat eccentric centre. The solar plexus, or some such midpoint in the body, would be literally more appropriate. This, of course, would not be a very good place to locate the eyes. It is because they are near the top of the body, hoisted up on five or six feet of meat, that their viewpoint becomes a vantage point, and the body they serve becomes a watchtower.


This does underline something else: that the centre of egocentric space is not a sharp point. It is blurred and smeared; it is spread to a greater or lesser extent over the body. The fact that we have two eyes and two ears reinforces the head as the centre of the centre of the meaningful space that surrounds us. If it does not result in a further smearing between two eyes that are themselves not punctate and two ears that are separated by the width of the head, it is because the directions from which that which is seen and heard seem to converge on an implicit vanishing point. After all, the experiences that make our experiences of our bodies all add up to the moment of ‘I’ consciousness. There is, as we noted before, in Kant’s words, a unity of apperception. We may think of this as the ‘convergence point’ of our attention. And it is this that is the location of the attending self – the centre of egocentric space.


It is worth thinking about the unargued intuitions that lie behind this notion of the ‘convergence point’. There is the idea that all the things that attract our attention are, as it were, pointing themselves out to us. They draw us in different directions – this is the etymological basis of ‘ad tend’ – to draw towards. We then lie at the point of origin of all the lines that connect us with the objects of our attention. The aware body transforms that which merely is into something that is ‘here’ or ‘there’. The head is that part of the body which does most to define the here, because it is the locus of those telereceptors – of sight, primarily, but also sound – that disclose what is as that which is there. The ego is the ‘here’, the ‘here of heres’, ‘the heremost here’ among those things that are ‘there’ (for me).5


And so, when I reflect on my self, in that artificial state when we do philosophy, and try helplessly to catch ourselves unawares, we locate ourselves just behind our eyes and perhaps above our mouths, in a little virtual space from which we taste the world. This is where we are, we think. But is it where we think? Answering that question opens up more fascinating questions which we shall reserve until later, for fear of losing ourselves too early in abstractions.


It is time now to peer inside the head.






chapter two


The Secreting Head





Stuffs Happen


We have direct experience of only a limited part of our heads – our awareness penetrates only so far – and this seems to be a barrier to our identifying ourselves with them. There is another barrier almost as great: our heads transact an enormous amount of business which, though it is to our benefit, is performed without consulting us. The head has itself, and an attached body, to look after. Actually, the relationship is reciprocal: the head looks after the body so that the body will look after the head. The essential point, however, is captured in the poet Philip Larkin’s rueful observation that ‘our flesh/ Surrounds us with its own decisions’;1 this is as true of the flesh that is our heads as of the flesh that is our bottoms or our spleens.


Nothing could highlight this more dramatically than the way our head expresses itself in a variety of secretions that it, not we, secretes. Which is a good thing: if we had to do the secreting that happens in the head, we would be in serious trouble. For the secretions are not optional extras. It is fortunate, therefore, that mechanisms such as those that underpin secretions are at work in the very headquarters of the human agent, where free action is forged; that stuff happens right where we act.


The range of stuffs that happen in and around our heads is impressive. There are the obvious ones such as saliva, sweat and tears; and the more discreet, such as sebum and ear wax; rather unattractive outputs like mucus which may at times incorporate dead white blood cells and become pus; and, finally, others that seep out so slowly that they seem like growth rather than secretions, such as hair. They all have their functions, their regulatory mechanisms, their occasions. The point is that we, the head-owners, are not consulted.


Minor Secretions


The head specializes in a secretion that is produced elsewhere in the body but in far lesser quantities than in the face and scalp: sebum. It is a mixture of fats and dead cells from the lining of the hair follicles, produced by the sebaceous glands. The fats are very useful. They help to keep the skin supple and prevent it either losing or absorbing excessive amounts of water. So far, so good. Unfortunately, under certain circumstances, an excessive amount of sebum may be produced, the pores get clogged and blackheads and whiteheads form. These may get infected, as the sebum is particularly attractive to skin bacteria. The result is full blown acne vulgaris, with mildly disfiguring consequences familiar to everyone.


The particular cruelty of acne vulgaris is that it breaks out in adolescence, when one feels most defined by one’s physical appearance. This is compounded by one of the body’s nastier little ironies: the hormone testosterone that makes boys achingly attracted to spotless beauties is also the most important driver to the overproduction of sebum that makes them spottily unattractive. I mention this now to underline a theme that will haunt this book: that our heads are not necessarily on our sides, or on the side of our goals and ambitions that were conceived in circumstances with which the head was not necessarily designed to cope. At any rate, there can be no more intimate betrayal by one’s head: it causes one to be described, and dismissed, as a ‘spotty’ youth. Imperfections that broadcast that one is both hungry and unappetizing, are woven into a judgement on one’s callowness and ineptitude.


A lesser cruelty, due to the proclivity for sebum of inflammatory yeast, is seborrhoea. This results in copious dandruff that stands out like nits in oily hair and forms a cape of sleet over the shoulders. Sebum may be a minor secretion but, as the oily and the spotty know to their cost, it illustrates a major principle: not only happiness, but the judgement of those who matter most to us, lies in the decisions made by our flesh.


Another minor player is ear wax: cerumen.2 It is secreted in the outer third of the ear canal and is more interesting than might appear to a Frenchman deploying his auriculaire (the little finger that, across the Channel, is honoured for its contribution to audiological health). It is a mixture of secretions from the sebaceous glands and modified sweat. It tastes horribly bitter as anyone will know who has chewed his nails after rummaging in his outer ear. That is beside the point. Like so many secretions, it performs more than one function: propelled by jaw movements, it washes out dirt and dust and any other particulate matter that might have collected in the ear canal; it lubricates the lining of the skin within the canal, preventing it drying up and getting itchy; and it has antibacterial and antifungal properties. Some stuff.


If you are Asian or Native American, your genes will ensure that you will have dry (grey and flaky) cerumen; while Caucasian cerumen is more likely to be wet and a more attractive honey-brown or a dark-brown. It has proved possible to track human migratory patterns, such as those of the Inuit, by looking at cerumen type. Historians have to explore many cunning passages in order to uncover history. So much of our body leaves involuntary traces, as felons know to their cost; but the thought that the footsteps that were effaced as the snow melted might be betrayed by our ears is weird indeed.


Ear wax may disable the very sense organ it is designed to protect. In the United States of America, about 150, 000 patients a week have wax removed by experts. The effect of cerumenolysis is sometimes near miraculous. It is as if an acoustic burqa has been removed and the auditory world suddenly brightens up. This is a striking manifestation of that most obvious of facts – the mediation of our experience through our senses. Hardly surprising, then, that in Shanghai’s Great World Centre in the 1920s, specialist earwax extractors had stalls of their own.3


Caucasian cerumen is the colour of earwigs and this has spawned a nexus of associations. The earwig got its name from supposedly crawling into ears; a notion that is only slightly less repulsive than the image evoked by the French word for earwig: perce-oreille, an earwigger that nibbles its way into the interior of the head. Earwigging – ‘influencing or attempting to influence by means of whispered insinuations’ – is a brilliantly vivid term and it spreads its roots over the entirety of James Joyce’s great night book Finnegans Wake, the counterpart to his even greater day book, Ulysses. H. C. Earwicker, the name of the consciousness dreaming the book is, of course, an ‘earwigger’.


Sweat: From Acrosyringium to Dystopia


In the opening paragraph of his Malaysian trilogy, The Long Day Wanes, Anthony Burgess presents us with a striking image. An overweight District Officer is sitting in his humid, stifling office, looking hopelessly at some documents. The sweat falls off the end of his nose in regular drips, smudging the ink, making the challenge of governing this outpost just a little closer to impossible. Burgess describes this dripping as a clepsydra, or water clock, marking the decline of Empire. The wild association of ideas which possesses our waking as well as our sleeping heads links this for me with a wonderful but hyperhydrotic conductor, coaxing his orchestra through Mahler’s Second Symphony and taking advantage of the pause between movements to mop his brow, his neck and the nose from which the sweat had been dealing itself in regular breves, like a metronose.


Sweating seems rather infra dig for the capital organ of the body. Although it is not the first port of call when things get sweaty – armpits tend to be in the van of the rapid reaction force – it is in there fairly early when it’s all hands to the sodium pump. Brow-sweat has an emblematic status, because of its closeness to the centre of the self: the Adamic curse was not ‘to live by the sweat of your armpits’, though this would have been more physiologically accurate. Anyway, mopped brows, saline-stung eyes, matted hair, are familiar signs of the body’s attempts to correct the mismatch between heat generated and heat dissipated. This is essential to head off a threat to that homoeostasis or constancy of the internal environment which that physiologist of genius Claude Bernard identified as ‘the condition of free life’. Unless temperature, along with blood pressure, hydration, serum potassium, and dozens of other ‘parameters’ are controlled within tight limits, the outlook for the organism is short and grim.


Sweating is not the most admired of secretory activities. It is, however, the result of some very fancy processes. Human sweat is produced mainly by so-called eccrine glands. In all other animals, apart from the more superior primates, it is secreted by the muckier and pongier apocrine glands. Eccrine glands, which are distributed all over the body, secrete nearly pure salt water. The body would on the whole prefer to sweat only water and conserve salt – and it does this more efficiently after acclimatization – but given that the two are mixed up in the places it can draw upon, it settles for a relatively dilute or hypotonic concoction. The sweat evaporates, cooling the skin and thereby reducing the core body temperature. Trainspotters may like to know that there is a loss of 0.58 Kcals of heat for every ml of sweat evaporated and that acclimatized adults may sweat up to 2 litres per hour, a rate which, if sustained, could lead to severe macroscopic and cellular pruning and potentially to death.


The eccrine glands are elaborate. Because of the complexity of the job they do, there is a division of labour within them. They have a production (or secretory) section and a distribution section. The secretory portion is a coiled tube located deep in the deepest layer of the skin, the dermis. It is here that the amount of sweat, and its concentration of salt, is controlled by signalling systems within individual cells, responding to commands conveyed by the autonomic nervous system from the brain. There is a centre in the hypothalamus at the base of the brain where thermosensitive neurones are located. These neurones fire faster when the core temperature of the body rises. Their sensitivity is upregulated by input from skin temperature receptors, which reset the level at which the hypothalamus issues the command ‘Sweat!’.


The distribution duct rises up through the dermis and enters the epidermis. There it assumes a spiral configuration and acquires a lovely name, the ‘acrosyringium’, before it opens on to the skin surface and pours out its cooling libation. Cooling, but sometimes at a price. Physiological survival may be bought at the cost of social death. Whereas the small contribution of the apocrine gland may be blamed for most of the cutaneous basis of body odour, eccrine secretions do contribute and are caught up in the degradation of value-neutral sweat to adversely judged ‘sweatiness’. Another’s body odour is not only a sign that they may wash less frequently than they should – after all, sweat takes time to acquire a pong – but also forces upon strangers a degree of bodily intimacy that should be reserved to lovers. The stranger to whom we are not attracted offends and annoys us by introducing himself into us: he gets up our nose. In George Orwell’s dystopian nightmare, Nineteen Eighty-Four, there is a character called Parsons. He is an unthinking imbecile, fiercely and unquestioningly loyal to the Party. He is unwearyingly enthusiastic for all the Party’s activities, especially those which involve parades, banners and athletics in celebration of Big Brother and the Revolution. He is almost defined by the stench of sweat he leaves in every public and private room he passes through. His pong embodies, or enodours, the utter degradation of civil society in Nineteen Eighty-Four.


The cultural accretions of sweat are therefore manifold. The very word that designates this life-preserving secretion is a troubled node in the semantic net. Ladies (as opposed to women or men) do not sweat – they perspire. ‘Perspiration’ broadcasts its distance from organic life and poor hygiene by being of Latin rather than Saxon derivation and taking a leisured middle-class three syllables. ‘Sweat’ is a hurried working-class monosyllable, brief as a grunt. Concern about the word may be in advance of concern about reality. Roy Porter noted how in 1791:
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