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    To Roman Hoel

    May he and his generation go further than I and mine could






CHAPTER 1 Humanity’s Two Perspectives on the World


We are all of us dualists. It cannot be helped. Both in culture and in our own personal lives, human minds are treated as qualitatively different in kind than machines. Cars break down due to clear mechanical reasons, but when human minds break down, it involves complicated psychological explanations—invisible tidal forces we cannot point to or easily visualize. We know that all of us live within our own solipsistic stream of consciousness filled with internal thoughts and feelings and experiences. It is only in moments of ecstasy or intense physical activity that our minds and bodies seem inseparable—otherwise, the two can be as distant as can be. Each of us knows what it’s like to wash the dishes and recall an embarrassing moment in high school that no one else ever bothers to remember. Because of this constant churning internal stream we can in one instance be magnanimous to a stranger and, in another, a selfish devil, all without warning. Emotions whip and tear at us, and sometimes we yell at those we love, or panic in the worst moment, or are overwhelmed into an unwise proposal of great consequence.

While the richness of our consciousness, what it is like to be us, overflows our ability to express it, we have a language around consciousness that allows us to fluently talk about minds. We regularly refer to thoughts, feelings, memories, inclinations, emotions, sensations, perceptions, confusions, illusions—these are not just the building blocks of our daily lives and the minutiae of our streams of consciousness, but also the material out of which the greatest artists and writers make their art. A modern human is fluent in these concepts, able to deploy them to discuss their friends, their family, their enemies, themselves.

This language of mind is based on taking the intrinsic perspective. It’s the frame we take on when discussing the events that occur only within the mansions of our minds. It’s a way to portray, represent, make sense of, and even manipulate mental activity. It is in literature that the intrinsic perspective reaches its apotheosis. When James Joyce introduces the protagonist of Ulysses, Leopold Bloom, he writes:


Leopold Bloom ate with relish the inner organs of beasts and fowls. He liked thick giblet soup, nutty gizzards, a stuffed roast heart, liverslices fried with crustcrumbs, fried hencods’ roes. Most of all he liked grilled mutton kidneys which gave to his palate a fine tang of faintly scented urine.



We can easily picture the extrinsic actions here, Bloom guzzling down a veritable menagerie over his plate. Already we have a sense of the man, who has a bit of the glutton in him. But how do we picture the intrinsic aspect of Joyce’s description of Bloom? The “fine tang” of the mutton kidneys? Where can we point to the “fine tang” occurring? His tongue? There is nothing we can picture with regards to it, no action that accompanies it, no verbal report by Bloom. And yet we can imagine what the mutton tastes like, we can even imagine what it is like to be Bloom—not only that, we can conceptualize how one might like a taste that is vaguely reminiscent of something disgusting, that it would give the taster the smallest thrill. We know that when it comes to our pleasure, sometimes it is more artful for a sensation to have a bit of provocation or discord, rather than merely syrupy sweetness. The intrinsic perspective involves an understanding of the subtleties of mind like this, and the ability to imagine what it is like to experience something is an ability that we spend a lifetime developing.

Sometimes we take the intrinsic perspective on things we shouldn’t. Anyone who has talked to a car making a funny sound is guilty of this. “Why?” we ask, fruitlessly, cajoling and bargaining, all to no avail. The mechanic, in turn, simply finds the piece that is broken. For it is obvious that the intrinsic perspective is not useful to apply beyond humans and our close animal compatriots.

Instead, when we look out at nature, humanity has found it immensely useful and informative to take the polar opposite of the intrinsic perspective: the extrinsic perspective. Taking the extrinsic perspective on the world means viewing it as consisting of machinery, mechanisms, formal relationships, extension, bodies and elements and interactions. Wheels within wheels, all the way down to atoms. The extrinsic perspective comes into play whenever we use a tool, or navigate the world, or try to understand how some system causally functions, from the most complicated economics to the simplest series of pipes. It is in science that the extrinsic perspective reaches its apotheosis. Lucretius, in his poem “On the Nature of Things,” published in the first century BCE, gives perhaps the most prescient historical account of the extrinsic perspective that would eventually become so central to science:


All nature, then, as self-sustained, consists

Of twain of things: of bodies and of void

In which they’re set, and where they’re moved around.



Of course, the extrinsic perspective has evolved since Lucretius’s time—now we regularly speak of waveform collapses, of kinetic motion, of stellar nurseries, of mucous membranes, of hydraulic pressure, of melting temperatures, of tensile strength. The extrinsic perspective has matured into a penetrating and telescopic view of the world. And not just the outside world. For we also speak of our own cells and genes and proteins within. We apply the medicine we are given by the mechanics of our bodies. We swallow the pills. And often the pills work, and we are left with the impression that there exists a blueprint for us, just as for a car, only more complicated and hidden.

But these perspectives are, I maintain, not natural to humans—at least, not in their mature current forms. Rather, the mature intrinsic and extrinsic perspectives had to be constructed, sometimes laboriously, over millennia. It would take two discoveries, that of literature and that of science, to mature them fully. Humanity started off instead with merely a baseline view on the universe, consisting of whatever was useful to hunter-gatherers. It was the naïve perspective of primates, who cared only about using tools for personal advantage and about manipulating social hierarchies and that’s about it. So it’s a civilizational achievement to be able to extrinsically see the universe “from the outside.” It is also a civilizational achievement to be able to intrinsically see the universe “from the inside.” The two perspectives are the sources of our greatest triumphs, like our ability to observe galaxies light-years away, and also the elegance and beauty of the stories we tell. Although not technological marvels we can take a picture of, the intrinsic and extrinsic perspectives are conceptual marvels, and took as much intellectual work to create as our greatest institutions and constructions. They are, if judged by their fecundity, the cognitive Wonders of the World.

The history of these two perspectives, and their eventual entwinement in the form of an attempted science of consciousness, is the subject of this book. For it is in the modern science of consciousness that the two perspectives come to a head.1–3 Of course, to tell this story in a single book (let alone deal justice to their fraught contemporary relationship in the science of consciousness) is an admittedly impossible task. And it is probably for good reason that I have never seen the story sketched in full as I attempt to do here, and therefore I must admit up front that there will be simplifications, perhaps even errors and oversights and omissions, all by necessity. To make it more manageable, when it comes to historical sources I will openly focus solely on what is sometimes called “the West”—with all the biases and limitations in scope that implies. But such focus reveals a clearly delineated arc. It starts with a dearth of the intrinsic perspective in ancient Egypt, then tracks its eventual development during Greek civilization, sees its full flowering in Roman times, and then follows the decline of the intrinsic perspective in the Dark Ages as literature once again ruminates little on interiority, until the intrinsic perspective returns as humans begin to purposefully surpass ancient wisdom, reaching its zenith during the Enlightenment in the development of literature and the novel.

Intriguingly, there is a comparable arc when it comes to the extrinsic perspective. Science begins off the board entirely, and early on in human history nature is filled with minds, purposes, teleology, and gods. This confused mix of the two perspectives lasts even through the height of Roman intellectual activity. What little extrinsic understanding of the world there was declined during the Dark Ages after the fall of Rome, before a resurrection of it during the Enlightenment.

It takes the scientist Galileo Galilei to fully understand the importance of cleaving the intrinsic from the extrinsic, allowing the extrinsic perspective to crystallize alone by itself into science. And yet, despite all the progress that has been made since then, it is increasingly clear that science cannot ignore the intrinsic perspective. Neuroscience and psychology run into invisible walls, and our understanding of the brain remains partial, at best. It is left to our generation to put the two perspectives back together in a science of consciousness.

Who am I to write this book with such a span that it involves not just history, but literature and neuroscience and philosophy and mathematics? It is impossible in scope. But if not me, then who? For I have lived for years ensconced in both perspectives, and feel, at a personal level, the tension in their paradoxical relationship. I grew up in my mother’s bookstore and, later in life, became a novelist. Yet I am also a trained scientist. And in graduate school for neuroscience I worked on a small team advancing the leading scientific theory of consciousness. So for decades I have lived in the epistemological hybrid zone where the intrinsic and extrinsic perspectives meet. What I saw nearly blinded me with its beauty and paradox.

This book is an expression of what I’ve learned living in the hybrid zone. The early chapters, drawing on sources from ancient Egypt to Enlightenment salons, cover the history of the two perspectives, outlining how humanity forged them into what they are today. Then, jumping to the present, the book discusses the problems and perils that neuroscience faces, which stem from its purposeful ignorance of the intrinsic perspective, and how this oversight has led to a scientific crisis and a lack of progress that threatens neuroscience itself. Further chapters explain the growth of consciousness research as it attempts to reconcile the two perspectives. In turn, this brings to the fore questions of whether the two perspectives can indeed ever be reconciled, or whether science will remain necessarily incomplete, much as Kurt Gödel showed mathematics must. Drawing on my own research in neuroscience, causation, and information theory, the book concludes with how our evolving knowledge of the extrinsic perspective has revealed a scientific definition of “emergence” and therefore also free will—changing our very conception of ourselves.

But it begins, as all books do, with another book.






CHAPTER 2 The Development of the Intrinsic Perspective


In 1976, another researcher interested in consciousness, Julian Jaynes, then a professor at Princeton, published what would become a cult classic. The book was The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind. To this day it still sells well, and as a young man I read it and found it fascinating. For in it Jaynes proposes a radical theory: that prior to around 1200 BCE, humanity was a set of “automatons who knew not what they did,” lacking all consciousness. Furthermore, he proposed that consciousness itself came about via the thickening of the communication between the two hemispheres of the brain, and that, prior to the full integration between the hemispheres, early consciousness had taken the form of essentially auditory hallucinations, which were often interpreted as the commandments of the gods.

It’s a wild theory. His evidence was only a careful textual analysis, particularly of Homer’s epic the Iliad, which prompted Jaynes to note that the ancient Greeks often used the gods as stand-ins for discussing their own consciousness, such as when debating moral dilemmas or deciding how to act. Jaynes writes:


There is in general no consciousness in the Iliad…. And in general therefore, no words for consciousness or mental acts. The words in the Iliad that in a later age come to mean mental things have different meanings, all of them more concrete. The word psyche, which later means soul or conscious mind, is in most instances life-substances, such as blood or breath; a dying warrior bleeds out his psyche onto the ground or breathes it with his last gasp…. Now this is all very peculiar. If there is no subjective consciousness, no mind, soul, or will, in Iliadic men, what then initiates behavior?1



It’s a keen observation of the paucity of description of people’s inner mental lives in ancient literature. However, ever since the publication of The Origin of Consciousness its critics have consistently pointed out two things.

The first is that beyond the textual analysis the book contains no actual evidence that people were not conscious prior to the Homeric age, and therefore, this hypothesis of consciousness springing as full-formed as Athena did from the head of Zeus during the age of Homer is almost certainly untrue, especially given everything we know about the biology of the brain and evolution. While there have been some changes to the human genome in the past several thousand years, they have mainly been around pigmentation, nutritional intake, and body measurement.2 So the idea that consciousness sprang onto the scene sometime in recorded history is simply too fantastical a claim to be backed up by only the flimsiest of evidence.

The second issue that’s been consistently pointed out is that there is an eminently more sensible interpretation of the textual evidence Jaynes presents, which is that it is our understanding of consciousness that has evolved since ancient times. Consciousness was not absent in ancient Greece, but rather, at least broadly speaking, that is around the time in history when a more detailed understanding of consciousness began to develop and find its way into text. Here is the philosopher Ned Block in 1977, soon after the book’s publication, writing a review of The Origins of Consciousness in the Boston Globe:


But even supposing Jaynes is right about bicameral literature, there is a better explanation of this “data”…. It is far more plausible to suppose that their basic processes of thought and notion were like ours, though they had a bizarre theory about these processes. Indeed, throughout the book, Jaynes confused the nature of people’s thought processes with the nature of their theories of their thought processes.3



And this counterproposal that Jaynes’s thesis applies to descriptions of mental states (rather than their existence per se) is still pointed out to this day, both in follow-up academic work and in reviews.4–6 This weaker version of Jaynes’s hypothesis, by benefit of being less extreme, is actually more interesting than the stronger version. Ultimately, it was the hewing of Jaynes to the stronger version that was the reason his theory never gained widespread scientific acceptance, being treated instead as a novelty or a lark by those who study consciousness scientifically, despite the elegance of Jaynes’s writing and his marshaling of an impressive array of textual evidence. Sometimes those making this criticism of Jaynes’s work have referred to what he called “consciousness” as instead “theory of mind”—and while this description certainly applies, traditionally in science “theory of mind” means predicting people’s behavior based off of understanding of their mental knowledge, such as when you know they’ll behave in a certain way because they know or believe something.7 While our theory of mind certainly did develop over time—as we will see, even the ancients had theory of mind—if you examine their literature, they were not “mind-blind”—rather they just gave interiority short shrift. Supporting this, many scholars have agreed that there are surprisingly few descriptions of mental life in ancient literature, and that this is something that changes over time8—a recognition that predates Jaynes’s book.9 It seems that humans started knowledgeable about theory of mind but without a well-developed intrinsic perspective on those minds, and then slowly learned better how to represent, navigate, and understand their own and other’s interiority, both when it does and doesn’t relate to behavior. And the same is also true of the intrinsic perspective’s polar complement, the extrinsic perspective, what philosopher Thomas Nagel called “the view from nowhere”10—and what we now call science.

So, back to the beginning. Zoomed out so that all of history is a mere panorama, its figures like children’s toys from a great height, its nations merely shifting lines on a map, its centuries mere paragraphs, we will see that the development of civilization is the story of humans exaggerating their baseline understanding of the world in two opposite directions. Indeed, it is arguable that what we even mean now by “civilization” is merely a society that possesses fully developed versions of both perspectives, a society that can switch between the two as it suits them, a move we each individually make unnoticed with an almost aristocratic leisure. But it was not always thus. We are the recipients of a gift we have forgotten is a gift.



Ancient Egypt

It is difficult to overstate how different the ancient Egyptians were from us. Cleopatra herself lived closer in time to us than to those who built the pyramids of Giza. You can feel this distance for yourself—even just when viewing a sarcophagus at a museum one humbles at the alien iconography.

Of course, in other ways, they were just like us. A standard Egyptian home would have included a kitchen and a couch, and there were husbands and wives and children. There were shops and trades, fine linen and gorgeous pottery, schools, even a postal service. And when it came to makeup and ornamentation, which both the men and women wore, from eyeliner to body paint, the ancient Egyptians reached a peak we to this day have not surpassed in skill. Just like today, people were already complaining that culture was over, that there was nothing left to say, or do, and that all the greats were in the past.


Would that I had words that are unknown, utterances and sayings in a new language, that hath not yet passed away, and without that which hath been said repeatedly—not an utterance that hath grown stale, what the ancestors have already said.



These words are more than four thousand years old, written by Khekheperre-Sonbu, a priest.11 In many ways, civilization was there from the beginning, completely recognizable.

But in other ways, the ancient Egyptians were almost childlike. There was no concept of a vanishing point in Egyptian art; size indicated not nearness in perspective, but merely importance.12 This shallowness included their conception of the human mind. They were, in a way, still carving off the human from the animal, both in their art and their gods (which were often half-animal, half-human). As Gottfried Richter writes of the Sphinx in Art and Human Consciousness:


A human head is struggling to escape from the body of an animal. That was Egypt: still crouched down heavily in the animal’s horizontal position, and completely devoted to the breath and pulse-beat of overwhelming cosmic forces with by far the greatest part of its being.13



This connection to “overwhelming cosmic forces” meant that, just as Jaynes points out, in Egyptian writing the inner workings of minds were often dramatized as a conversation with a god or spirit. Consider one of the most prominent classics of Egyptian wisdom literature (a genre called Sebayt), “Dispute Between a Man and His Ba,” which is likely from the Middle Kingdom (2040−1782 BCE). A “ba” is the Egyptian notion of a soul/mind, or, at least, a ba is a part of the soul/mind, a part capable of traversing between the material and spiritual planes. In this way, the poem is very much about a man talking to himself about the inevitability and universality of death. But interestingly his mind speaks to him disembodied, entirely other.


But behold! My ba would deceive me, but I heed him not,

While I am impelled toward a death whose time has not yet come.

He flings me on the fire to torment me…

My ba is senseless in disparaging the agony in life

And impels me to death before my time.

And yet the West will be pleasant for me, for there is no sorrow there.

Such is the course of life, and even trees must fall.

So trample down my illusions, for my distress is endless!

What my ba said to me:

“Are you not a man? At least you are alive!

So what do you gain by pondering on your life like the owner of a tomb,

One who speaks to him who passes by about his life on earth?

Indeed, you are just drifting; you are not in control of yourself.”14



This tendency of associating the intrinsic with something extrinsic, like a god speaking, is identified by Julian Jaynes as evidence that consciousness itself was still only just coming to being, or remained fundamentally split—and he goes through the extensive textual evidence of this from ancient Mesopotamia to Egypt. But along the way Jaynes leans heavily on the idea that any evidence of consciousness in ancient literature is a result of mistranslation, as translators accidently import our own rich understanding of the intrinsic perspectives. He calls such changes to translations “modern mental impositions.”

But Jaynes’s theory, at least its strictest form, seems to break down in interesting ways once any credence at all is given to translations of ancient literature. For, despite this tendency to portray minds as extrinsic, if you look at ancient Egyptian writing, it comes across as very aware of what we might call a “social self.” They understood how they came across to other people, especially if they were esteemed (or not) in the eyes of the greater group. We can observe this especially in Egyptian “autobiographies,” which were already ornate and common by the Sixth Dynasty (2345–2181 BCE) and which were a way to highlight Egyptians’ lives and legacies, their accomplishments, their bid for immortality and resurrection in the next life—in other words, they were their epitaphs. These autobiographies concerned mostly extrinsic events, people’s actions, yet at the same time highlighted an awareness of the perception of others. Here’s the Stela of the Chief Treasurer and Royal Chamberlain Tjetji (Eleventh Dynasty, ~2070 BCE), one of the more renowned biographies owned by the British Museum (if just for its size alone). It tells of the life of Tjetji, the treasurer of a line of kings with whom he had gained great favor. In the stela images he is depicted surrounded by text, which reads:


I am wealthy, I am great; I furnished myself from my own property, given me by the majesty of my lord, because of his great love for me…. Never did he find fault with me because my competence was great.15



There is prominent acknowledgment of the favor he garnered in his lord’s mind, as the Egyptians were keenly aware of what others thought of their behavior, even, as demonstrated below, the people they governed. Like Sheshi, who was a vizier to Teti in the Sixth Dynasty at around 2300 BC, overseeing the documents and managing the office of the king. This inscription sits on the false door of his tomb (false doors were often used for autobiographies):


I have come from my town,

I have descended from my nome,

I have done justice for its lord,

I have satisfied him with what he loves.

I spoke truly, I did right,

I spoke fairly, I repeated fairly,

I seized the right moment,

So as to stand well with people.

I judged between two so as to content them,

I rescued the weak from one stronger than he

As much as was in my power.

I gave bread to the hungry, clothes (to the naked),

I brought the boatless to land.

I buried him who had no son,

I made a boat for him who lacked one.

I respected my father, I pleased my mother.

I raised their children.16



There are plenty of similar examples, like The Autobiography of Weni and The Autobiography of Harkhuf.17 It is unclear how these translations, which are often quite simple, could all be “modern mental impositions.”

For while they are merely a laundry list of extrinsic accomplishments, such texts prove that the ancient Egyptians were not actually “mind-blind”—including about themselves. Clearly, the ancients possessed theory of mind and cared about pleasing their mothers and doing justice to their lord and standing well with people. This is unsurprising. After all, we primates evolved in an environment where gossip and other people’s opinion, who was popular and who was not, were of great import.18 However, an understanding that others have minds and opinions of us, of the social self, is not the same as having a well-developed intrinsic perspective. For the ancient Egyptians, characters’ reactions, even their emotional ones, are flat and simplistic, playing out on the surface, close to behavior. It is as if they did not know how deep minds go. What they lacked was a good language for the subtleties of the mind, for its internal structure, what is called phenomenology.

There is a saying in philosophy of mind that “phenomenal consciousness overflows access consciousness”—terms introduced by none other than the philosopher whose original book review of The Origin of Consciousness pointed out that Jaynes conflated having a mind with the ability to describe minds: Ned Block.19 The saying means that our experience (phenomenal consciousness, what it is like to be us) outstrips in complexity our ability to express it (the parts of our consciousness we can express). Using this terminology, we can see that the development of the intrinsic perspective is not the understanding that we and others possess consciousness—humans have known this since well into prehistory. And because of this, they have also been in charge of their own actions, not whipped around by gods as Jaynes would have it. But something did develop, which is our ability to access more and more of our phenomenal consciousness. That is, the development of the intrinsic perspective was the process of evolving our language and concepts such that the richness of access consciousness began to approach the richness of phenomenal consciousness, which is the situation we find ourselves in today. And this is what the ancient Egyptians and others of that time, at least if we judge by their literature, seemed to lack—access to the depths of their own consciousness.

There are actually early hints of the intrinsic perspective in ancient Egyptian poetry, although it is undeveloped, quite nascent. Some of the most evocative descriptions of minds in ancient Egypt are in love poems, some of which were written by women (or at least, from the perspective of a woman). Here, for example, is an excerpt from a set of love songs that trade off between a male and female speaker. That’s a rather advanced literary technique, and it’s notable that it was written a thousand years closer to us than any of the texts included so far (Dynasties 19 and 20, ~1292–1077 BCE). The poem, which belongs to the series Beginning of the Songs of Delight, is also housed at the British Museum. Here is one translation of this poem over a century old. It is the translation that first prompted me on this quest to understand ancient minds, because it was read at my wedding:


And thou art to me as the garden

Which I have planted with flowers

And all sweet-smelling herbs.

I directed a canal into it,

That thou mightest dip thy hand into it

When the north wind blows cool.

The beautiful place where we take a walk,

When thy hand rests within mine,

With thoughtful mind and joyous heart

Because we walk together.20



One can see the intrinsic here in a few ways, like the comparison of an individual to a garden (implying an internal topography), as well as the vividness of the accompanying sensory experiences, and the pleasure taken in the frisson of dipping a hand into cool water—not to mention the more obvious bits, like “thoughtful mind.” It is impossible to read such a poem and believe, as Nietzsche did, that love was an invention of the troubadours.

Yet, despite the obvious evidence of the intrinsic here, Jaynes would likely raise a hand in protest. Is this just one of his “modern mental impositions”? For as he writes in The Origin of Consciousness: “Modern translators, for the sake of a supposed literary quality in their work, often use modern terms and subjective categories which are not true to the original.”

That is, translators, for whom the intrinsic perspective is such an innate and even unnoticed way of viewing the world, synonymous with literature itself, find it impossible not to read into hieroglyphs emotions and mental states and poetics that aren’t there. To see Jaynes’s point, consider this more recent translation of the same poem by a different translator:


I belong to you like this plot of ground

That I planted with flowers

And sweet-smelling herbs.

Sweet is its stream,

Dug by your hand,

Refreshing in the northwind.

A lovely place to wander in,

Your hand in my hand.

My body thrives, my heart exults

At our walking together.21



Not quite as nice for a wedding. For this translation has far less of the intrinsic in it—it starts by comparing a person to a piece of land, a thing to be owned. The only real hint of the intrinsic is “my heart exults,” and even here it is unclear to what degree the author conceptualized a heart as metaphorical of mind vs. body.

So is the more or less intrinsic one the better translation? Perhaps it is in the eye of the beholder. Jaynes was correct—translation is an art, and this clouds our judgment and probably biases us to reading more of the intrinsic perspective than was actually there (meaning that we should be skeptical with sources that radically depart from the norm).

Despite this unresolvable ambiguity, however, we can say this at least: there does seem to be mostly very shallow descriptions of mental life, very little of the intrinsic, in ancient Egyptian writing, at least compared to the modern day. What amount there is remains a subject of interpretation and translation and, at least in the writings we have, crops up in things like the romantic love poems that survived.

This is a nice thought, is it not? That we first began to understand how deep our minds go through love?




Ancient Greece

A preponderance of evidence for the lack of an intrinsic perspective in the early literature of ancient Greece can be found in The Origin of Consciousness. As Julian Jaynes writes, the Iliad is much like ancient Egyptian autobiographies, focused entirely on extrinsic actions and deeds:


The characters of the Iliad do not sit down and think out what to do. They have no conscious minds such as we say we have, and certainly no introspections…. The Iliad is about action and it is full of action—constant action. It really is about Achilles’ acts and their consequences, not about his mind.22



However, as Jaynes notes, the Odyssey is very different already from the Iliad—so much so that Jaynes suspects it was written hundreds of years later and by a different author.


After the Iliad, the Odyssey. And anyone reading these poems freshly and consecutively sees what a gigantic vault in mentality it is!… It is a journey of deviousness. It is the very discovery of guile, its invention and celebration. It sings of indirections and disguises and subterfuges, transformations and recognitions, drugs and forgetfulness, of people in other people’s place, of stories within stories, and men within men.23



As the centuries go by, there is more and more evidence of an increasingly well-developed intrinsic perspective. Particularly in ancient Greece and the lyric poets like Sappho and Pindar and Simonides. This development of the intrinsic perspective in lyric poetry even led to what can only be described as one of the first “intrinsic technologies” based on the techniques of Simonides of Ceos (556−468 BCE), whom Gotthold Lessing called “the Greek Voltaire” for his poetry.24 Simonides’s most impactful contribution to history was the invention of “the art of memory”—a mnemonic technique that relies entirely on mental imagery.

The story goes that Simonides had attended a banquet and, as a poet, gave mellifluous praise to his host, but also the twin gods Castor and Pollux, patron gods of sailors (and used to traveling to the mortal plane in the guise of St. Elmo’s fire). In anger, his host told Simonides that he would only be paying half the agreed-upon fee, and wished him luck collecting the other half from the gods he had praised instead. Shortly thereafter, Simonides received a message. Apparently, two young men had requested he meet with them outside the banquet. The mysterious young men had already vanished, but as soon as Simonides left the building, an earthquake struck, and in tragedy the roof caved in over the great table. Only Simonides survived. The bodies of the guests were crushed, and none could be identified, so proper burial was impossible. But Simonides realized that by focusing on the spatial location of each guest seated around the table, he could remember them clearly.25

From this, Simonides began to make creative usage of the fact that the mind’s eye can remember locations with ease. This art of memory begins with a “memory palace” that is generally a place you know well. And the specific things you want to remember, like the points you want to cover in a speech, are “placed” at various parts of the palace that you then mentally walk through as you give your speech. The ancient version of the teleprompter, it was used for centuries and across cultures as a tool for rhetoric, although after paper became cheap and books plentiful, the art mostly vanished, its usefulness lost. I myself learned the ancient art in college, when a professor of cognitive science taught it to me for the purpose of reciting a long poem in front of the class. To my surprise, I found that I learned the poem not only in a day, but also could recite it line for line backwards as well, by simply reversing my walk through my memory palace. To this day, an annual art-of-memory competition takes place in the United States based on speed memorizing decks of cards and long strings of numbers, and still uses techniques from Simonides.26

Evidence of “intrinsic technologies” speaks to a shift. Like so many things in ancient Greece around that time, the intrinsic perspective seemed to leap forward, especially around Athens and in the time of the sophists—intellectuals for hire who practiced and taught classes in subjects we would recognize as modern, like rhetoric and philosophy.

We can also see the development of the intrinsic perspective clearly in the literature of the age. Take Euripides, born around 480 BCE, greatest of the tragedians of the time, dramatist, intellectual, and reportedly exiled in his old age for crimes similar to those of Socrates (the difference between the writer and the philosopher can be summed up in their reactions to their sentence: Socrates choosing death, and Euripides, a coward, as all writers necessarily are, choosing exile). The signature of his style was the treating of mythic figures as if they were people with relatable thoughts and drives, which meant treating them as if they had minds like ours. His early play Medea, a classic of the Western canon, is a feast of the intrinsic. Medea sets out to punish her unfaithful husband, and the play is her unfolding emotional reaction to an original betrayal, a reaction that leads her on to violence.

Medea discusses the triumph of her anger over her conscious reason thusly: “I know what crimes I am about to commit, but my anger is stronger than my reason, anger which causes the greatest afflictions among men.”27 Bruno Snell, author of one of the original books on the history of mentality, wrote in 1946 in The Discovery of the Mind that Medea is “the first person in literature whose thinking and feeling are described in purely human terms, as the products of a human soul and nothing else.”28

Did the flowering of the intrinsic perspective in the literature of ancient Athens merely reflect a maturity that had its origin in some other source? Or did the causation run from literature to life? Perhaps it was the early dramatists like Euripides who formally developed the intrinsic perspective first and then popularized it.

I cannot claim such knowledge for sure. But I do know that on the slopes of the Acropolis in Athens, you can sit where the intrinsic perspective may have leapt forward: on the stony seats of the Theatre of Dionysus where Euripides’s plays were performed. In the quiet it feels like you are waiting for the masked actors to begin their performance in the open air. Occasionally, if you wait long enough, you might see one of the many stray dogs that now wander the Acropolis, and you can watch it pick its way down the path near the stage, scabbed and with a limp, acting out one more tragedy unnoticed by all but you and the great stage of pitiless stone.




Rome and the Dark Ages

If you read the literature of ancient Rome, it is inevitable you will be struck by how it feels entirely modern. When we examine the state of the intrinsic perspective in ancient Rome, we find it close to complete—at least, among the educated classes and elites where literacy rates were high. They speak, in their letters, much as we do. Here is Marcus Cicero (106–43 BCE), Roman consul, orator, and champion of the Roman republic over authoritarian rule (and eventually the victim of one such attempted king, Mark Antony). While exiled from Rome, Cicero wrote to his family, who were still there. In the letters he bemoans the disgraceful treatment of them in his absence:


Don’t suppose that I write longer letters to anyone else, unless someone has written at unusual length to me, whom I think myself bound to answer. For I have nothing to write about, and there is nothing at such a time as this that I find it more difficult to do. Moreover, to you and my dear Tulliola I cannot write without many tears. For I see you reduced to the greatest misery—the very people whom I desired to be ever enjoying the most complete happiness, a happiness which it was my bounden duty to secure, and which I should have secured if I had not been such a coward.29



Cicero also made use of the art of memory for purposes of rhetoric (as did many at the time). When he is discussing Simonides, it is obvious that Cicero has a clear understanding of distinctions within consciousness, such as how sight is more important for memory than the other senses:


It has been sagaciously discerned by Simonides or else discovered by some other person, that the most complete pictures are formed in our minds of the things that have been conveyed to them and imprinted on them by the senses, but that the keenest of all our senses is the sense of sight, and that consequently perceptions received by the ears or by reflexion can be most easily retained if they are also conveyed to our minds by the mediation of the eyes.30



We see the same attentiveness to the intrinsic in the writing of Plutarch (46−119 CE), famous for his Parallel Lives, which are among the first biographies of historical figures that have the purpose not just of recording and analyzing the extrinsic historical events, but also acting as studies of human nature. In a letter to a friend, Plutarch pontificates on techniques to help keep one’s composure and achieve a tranquil mind:


Even as, on the contrary again, “conscience, since I am conscious of having done terrible things” like an ulcer in the flesh, leaves behind it in the soul regret which ever continues to wound and prick it. For the other pangs reason does away with, but regret is caused by reason itself, since the soul, together with its feeling of shame, is stung and chastised by itself…. That lament, “None is to blame for this but me myself,” which is chanted over one’s errors, coming as it does from within, makes the pain even heavier by reason of the disgrace one feels.31



Interestingly, the quotes in this letter by Plutarch are actually from Euripides’s play Orestes. Plutarch is using the early dramatist’s work directly as a means to discuss the viciousness of guilt. Such sophistication in letters is reflected in Roman literature itself. In Roman poetry alone there is a well-developed intrinsic perspective evinced by writers like Horace, Ovid, and Catullus. And again, it is especially in love poetry that we see a full mastery of the mind and its personal contradictions and peccadillos. The poet Catullus writes of his lover Lesbia that:


I hate and I love.

Why I do this, perhaps you ask.

I know not, but I feel it happening and I am tortured.32



When one reads them, one must feel the Romans were us. Or rather, we became them. If this appears an exaggeration, meditate on what came after. The fall of Rome was the end of a world-spanning empire that had lasted almost a thousand years. It is difficult to understate what the economic, religious, and intellectual fallout of something like that is; it would be as if the entirety of the United Nations declined and fractured apart into warring blocks.

The intrinsic perspective was hit hard by Rome’s fall. If the early explosion of the perspective tracked the popularity and development of the theater in ancient Greece, then the decline of the intrinsic perspective tracked the quiet drawdown of the theater under the new Christian leaders during and after the fall of Rome. The early Christians thought of theater and paganism as irrevocably linked, and the content of fiction morally corrupting and distracting from religious devotion. From a certain point on, the official policy of the church recommended excommunication for those attending theater on holy days and sought to refuse actors the sacraments. Eventually one of the Christian emperors, Justinian I, closed the last Roman theaters in the sixth century.33

After the fall of Rome, what writing survived focused mainly on the ecclesiastical.34 As Bryan Ward-Perkins writes in The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilisation:


Almost all the references we have to writing in post-Roman times are to formal documents, intended to last (like laws, treaties, charters, and tax registers), or to letters exchanged between members of the very highest ranks of society…. Most interesting of all is the almost complete disappearance of casual graffiti, of the kind so widely found in the Roman period.35



Such a change cannot be overstated; even in the small Roman town of Pompeii, so tragically well preserved in 79 CE, there are more than eleven thousand instances of graffiti.36

This lack of attention by medieval authors to mental states has been noted, with some scholars pointing out that characters in medieval texts often express their inner states, like emotions and thoughts, solely with direct speech and gestures, that is, their extrinsic behaviors—the mind was, to medieval literature, close to a material entity.37 As one specialist remarked, medieval texts are full of characters “constantly planning, remembering, loving, fearing, but they somehow manage to do this without the author drawing attention to these mental states.”38

Just as how in ancient Egypt what little intrinsic perspective existed was often reserved for romantic poetry, during the Dark Ages the intrinsic perspective became focused around, and sometimes even reserved for, religious experience. There are cases like “Dryhthelm’s Vision” from around the eighth century, which describes a Scottish man’s near-death experience of the afterlife (his unexpected Lazarus-like return to life surprised everyone, apparently, except his wife). After the vision he became a monk, but not before dividing his wealth between his wife, his sons, and the needy. The vision, very similar to Dante’s much later Divine Comedy, is a tour of hell, purgatory, and heaven, and like Dante guided by Virgil, Dryhthelm was guided by an angel. The following passage describes not heaven, but a place where the souls almost good enough to enter wait, which Dryhthelm is drawn to:


As he led me through the middle of those happy inhabitants, I began to think that this might, perhaps, be the kingdom of heaven, of which I had often heard so much. He answered my thought, saying, “This is not the kingdom of heaven, as you imagine.”

When he said this to me, I hated very much to return to my body, since I was delighted with the sweetness and beauty of the place I saw and with the company of those I saw in it. However, I dared not ask him any questions, but in the meantime I suddenly found myself alive among men and women.39



Outside of the church, there is some evidence of the intrinsic perspective in examples like Beowulf, although again minds are treated somewhat shallowly40—and, interestingly enough, its characters are pagans, not Christians. Additionally, the exact dating of Beowulf is unknown, as the first manuscript of it we have is actually near the end of the Dark Ages, dated to sometime around 1000 CE.

While during the Dark Ages the intrinsic perspective did not disappear back to pre-Grecian levels by any means (at least in the pockets of literacy that remained), there was far more variety in the perspective’s degree of maturity. When compared to its blossoming in ancient Greece and Rome, the intrinsic perspective during the Dark Ages appears to have shrunk in scope, as our representations of minds, at least outside of religion, became shallower once more for hundreds of years.




The Rise of the Novel


The words of Anselmo struck Lothario with astonishment, unable as he was to conjecture the purport of such a lengthy preamble; and though he strove to imagine what desire it could be that so troubled his friend, his conjectures were all far from the truth, and to relieve the anxiety which this perplexity was causing him, he told him he was doing a flagrant injustice to their great friendship in seeking circuitous methods of confiding to him his most hidden thoughts, for he well knew he might reckon upon his counsel in diverting them, or his help in carrying them into effect.



So reads a passage from the 1605 novel Don Quixote,41 by Miguel de Cervantes, in many ways the first recognizably contemporary novel. This scene is an early fit of postmodernism: in the book a man reads to a crowd (that includes Don Quixote and loyal Sancho) from an entirely different manuscript, a book within a book, this one concerning Anselmo and Lothario, two friends in Florence, Italy. The passage tracks Lothario’s complex reaction to Anselmo’s proposal that Lothario test Anselmo’s wife’s faithfulness through trying to seduce her (thus: “a Lothario”).

Passages like these are why novels are the ultimate expression of the intrinsic perspective. In fact, tracking the flowering of the intrinsic perspective through the Renaissance and the Enlightenment is effectively the same as asking: When do novels as a genre reach maturity? And the answer is, I personally think, in the advent of “psychological realism,” the heyday being between 1850 and 1950. It is exemplified in texts like Middlemarch by George Eliot, which is commonly used as an example of exploring the depths of interiority. The following passage is highlighted in The Emergence of Mind, edited by David Herman:


Celia thought privately, “Dorothea quite despises Sir James Chettam; I believe she would not accept him.” Celia felt that this was a pity. She had never been deceived as to the object of the baronet’s interest. Sometimes, indeed, she had reflected that Dodo would perhaps not make a husband happy who had not her way of looking at things; and stifled in the depths of her heart was the feeling that her sister was too religious for family comfort. Notions and scruples were like spilt needles, making one afraid of treading, or sitting down, or even eating.42



Of course, there is a long list of other familiar names: Jane Austen looms large here as an example of an early author who uses access to her characters’ minds to create peaks of heightened drama. In Ian Watt’s classic 1957 The Rise of the Novel,43 he pegs the age of Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding as the “true” birth of the novel. Regardless of these subjective rankings, it is obviously a spectrum that dates all the way back to Cervantes and before. But despite it being a spectrum, there is notably an objective deepening in descriptions of minds over time. Writers themselves began to take explicit note of this aspect of literature. Like Virginia Woolf’s literary manifesto, “Modern Fiction,” which explicitly embraces this: “Let us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in the order in which they fall, however disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each sight or incident scores upon the consciousness.”44

Perhaps the defining step that set the novel down its path toward describing consciousness as minutely as Woolf pursues was the medium’s turn away from the theater. As we’ve seen, it was often through plays and the theater that the intrinsic perspective was originally expressed, or works meant to be read aloud. Even in ancient Greece and Rome, the purpose of literature was often performative. It always had an extrinsic aspect to it—the actual physical event itself, such as the onstage acting. A novel eschews all such extrinsic trappings. Not meant to be performed, it is merely words on the page, meant to be read in privacy—this, perhaps, made it inevitable it would become the purest expression of the intrinsic perspective.

Additionally, novels solve what philosophers call “the problem of other minds”—the problem that we can never know for sure what a person is thinking, or, from a metaphysical perspective, if they even have a mind at all! We must infer, we must guess, we must speculate. Novels, however, take place in an imaginary world where the problem of other minds does not exist, where mental states, like rage or ennui, can be referred to as directly as one does tables and chairs.45 There’s an entire academic field that highlights this, like Dorrit Cohn’s Transparent Minds, published in 1978 (just a few years after The Origins of Consciousness), in which she emphasizes that this is “the singular power possessed by the novelist: creator of beings whose inner lives he can reveal at will.”46 Or as another scholar put it: “Novel reading is mind reading.”47

No other medium can mimic this ability. Which actually provides a continued justification of the novel as an artform. Compare novels to the most popular medium of our age: film. Movies necessarily take an extrinsic perspective on the world. The author Tom Wolfe puts it thusly in his essay “My Three Stooges”:


But when it comes to putting the viewer inside the head of a character… the movies have been stymied. In attempting to create an interior point of view, they have tried everything, from the use of a voice-over that speaks the character’s thoughts, to subtitles that write them out, to the aside, in which the actor turns toward the camera in the midst of a scene and simply says what he’s thinking…. But nothing works; nothing in the motion-picture arts can put you inside the head, the skin, the central nervous system of another human being the way a realistic novel can.48



Funnily enough, what often makes us think of a movie as artful, rather than mere entertainment, is when filmmakers try their hardest to portray minds in a deep “character-driven” way. Meaning that we judge movies as artful when they attempt to approximate the novel. An ironic fact, since they can never approach the novel’s mastery of this.49

My bias here is obvious. I grew up in my mother’s independent bookstore, and came of age among its shelves, and worked there as a teenager hawking fiction to customers, and so feel that the novel is something special, and has been relegated to being an undeservedly less popular artform. I even think it’s arguable that this shift has changed our understanding of our own psychology. For instance, Freud was the best thing to ever happen to film and television. Of all the many ideas that Freud advanced, the most popular, even to this day, is the notion of psychological trauma being a central explainer of people’s behavior. This idea permeates our culture, despite research showing that even extremely traumatic events, like living through horrific earthquakes and disasters, leads only to a minority of victims experiencing predictable negative psychological effects like PTSD, and also, that people’s prior personality (to the event) has a strong effect on whether negative outcomes develop.50
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