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II1

WHAT ARE WE?

LECTURES ON
THE HUMAN CONDITION



Borderlands: First, Second, and Third Person

Adventures in Crossing Disciplines

We miust, in general, be prepared to accept the fact that a
complete elucidation of one and the same object may require
diverse points of view which defy unique description.

—Niels Bohr, 1929

| VERY theoretical construct, every system of ideas, every intellectual

e map created to explain who and what human beings are is vulnerable
at the site of incision—the place where we sever one thing from another.
Without such dissections, there can be no formal thought, no discrete dis-
ciplines, no articulations of human experience. These separations delineate
the borders between inside and outside, me and you, up and down, here
and there, true and false. They become part of every scholarly life. As in a
jigsaw puzzle, however, the lines of suture change depending on your his-
torical moment and your field of study. For many years now, I have found
my mental life parsed in multiple ways for the simple reason that I have
been immersed in disciplines that not only have distinct vocabularies but
may rest on different paradigms and employ different methodologies for un-
derstanding the big question I care most about: What are we? This question
frequently changes shape and becomes other questions: What is a person,
a self? Is there a self? What is a mind? Is a mind different from a brain? -
Our taxonomies, our categories, our truths vary. The objective or third-
person truth of the neuroscientist is not the subjective first-person truth of
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344 SIRI HUSTVEDT

the artist. At a conference last year, a neuroscientist friend of mine articu-
lated the difference in this comment. Artistic truths, he said, are inevitably
“squishy”” Scientific truth, on the other hand, is hard, tough, verifiable, and
rigorous, to which I replied, “And often muddled by dubious epistemologi-
cal assumptions.” Rules for knowing—how we can know what we know—
lie beneath every edifice we call a discipline. Knowing turns on perspective,
first or third person, as well as notions of what is hard and soft. What is
certain is that if we want to do the interdisciplinary dance, we must dislodge
ourselves from a fixed place and begin to jump across borders and adopt
alien views.

In his novel Life: A User’s Manual, Georges Perec tells many stories within
stories about the residents of an apartment building in Paris. One of them
is about an anthropologist, Marcel Appenzzell, who goes off alone in 1932
to study a people in Sumatra, the Kubus. Despite grotesque deprivations
that result in his near starvation, the determined Appenzzell pursues the
Kubus for years. Although he is convinced that they are not a nomadic
people, he chases them continually as they pull up stakes and move into
increasingly uninhabitable, mosquito-infested parts of the island’s interior.
At last, the “crucl and obvious truth” dawns on the poor researcher.' The
Kubus are running away from him. At once comic and tragic, Perec’s narra-
tive is a parable about perception. The anthropologist does not hover over
his domain as a god might—looking down on an already-given reality. Like
so many researchers, Appenzzell has forgotten his own role in the story,
has left himself out, as if he were not occupying any space, as if he were an
invisible Mr. Nobody.

The third-person discourse of much academic writing belongs to an au-
thoritative Professor Nobody. We all know someone is there, but she or he
has disappeared from the text except as an author or authors—a name or
list of names. The voice from the clouds is a deeply embedded convention
in the novel as well, which takes the form of the omniscient narrator, but
the novel asks for the reader’s leap of faith, which the science paper does
not. The absence of the “I” or “we” in academic writing—whether in the
sciences or the humanities—is a bid to cleanse the text of subjective taint,

of “squishiness.” This cleansing is achieved not by becoming omniscient but
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through an intersubjective consensus among those who know the rules and
are playing the same game. In the “hard” sciences, “control” is the operative
word. Terms must be defined and agreed upon, methods clearly elucidated,
and if all goes well, say, in an ideal experiment, results can be replicated
again and again. The game is played as if there is an objective reality that
can be accurately perceived without implicating the perceiver. I am not
arguing against the scientific method or the third person. The restrictions
of Mr. Nobody’s model, his game of objectivity, have brought us a world of
medicines and technology most of us depend upon. But when the object of
study is subjectivity, what does it mean to take an objective view?

David Chalmers is the Anglo-American analytical philosopher who
coined the term “the hard problem” in consciousness studies. The hard
problem is the gap between the first-person experience of mind-brain-self
versus an objective third-person view of a working mind or brain. For the
Analyticals, as I call them, the question turns on the problem of qualia—the
subjective experience of sensation and feeling, usually framed as “what it
is like to be” inside a particular person or creature. In a paper from 1989,
Chalmers wrote, “It is extremely difficult to imagine how a physical expla-
nation of brain architecture could solve these problems [inner experience,
qualia)” He then goes on to distinguish between “hard-line reductionists,”
those who believe that everything about the mind can eventually be ex-
plained by and reduced to third-person brain science, and the soft-line re-
ductionists, those like Chalmers himself, who believe further explanation
is needed to understand inner reality. “Most hard-line reductionists,” he
writes, “probably regard soft-line reductionists as unbearably ‘wimpy, in
rather the same way that an atheist would regard an agnostic.” For the third-
person hard-liners, the defenders of first-person qualia appear, Chalmers
writes, “soft, squishy, and mystical.”?

It is patently obvious that studying a brain-mind from the outside is not
the same as having a brain-mind on the inside of one’s skull and looking
out at the world. From the inside, we are totally unaware of the neuronal,
chemical processes that go on in our brains, and, from the outside, thoughts,
feelings, and perceptions are invisible. As Georg Northoff and Alexander
Heinzel point out in a paper, “The Self in Philosophy, Neuroscience, and
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Psychiatry: An Epistemic Approach,” the third-person approach of neuro-
science is nonphenomenal. It remains outside immediate experience, sub-
jective time, and the lived body because it is not grounded in any actual
human perspective. Unlike the first and second person, in a third-person
view there is no qualia. They write, “The self appears so different in the
FPP [first-person perspective], SPP [second-person perspective] and TPP
[third-person perspective] that it may even be said that we are not talking
about the same thing. Thus the question arises of who is talking about the
real self. We believe that is one of the reasons why it is so difficult to com-
bine and integrate the different sciences in transdisciplinary theories.” The
authors decide to put the question of ontology—the philosophical problem
of being—on the shelf, and then continue, “The concepts of self should be
considered as relative to the respective perspective” and there should be no
“superiority or inferiority” among them.?

I agree with Northoff and Heinzel that an evenhanded approach has
much to offer. It acknowledges that theoretical models are just that—frames
for viewing, which alter what is seen. The problem is that a hierarchy exists,
and it involves underlying metaphors of “tough” and “squishy.” In our world,
the disciplines considered hard have an implicit, if not explicit, superiority.
The ideas that attract one person and another cannot be divorced from his or
her temperament. And temperament, I would add, belongs to the realm of
feeling. Every one of us is attracted to ideas that confirm a gut feeling about
how things are, and that gut feeling is inevitably subjective, not objective,
because it belongs to a particular body and its reality. After all, human beings
are not born poets or engineers or literature professors or mathematicians.
They are drawn toward a kind of work or way of thinking for reasons that
are often not fully conscious but have strong emotional meanings. A deep
fear of or tolerance for squishiness may surely be considered one of them.

In his book Theory and Practice, Jiirgen Habermas takes the third-person,
value-neutral, positivistic philosophy of science to task with savage irony. In
the following passage, his targets are specific writers who have attempted
to modify their positivism, but his words may stand as a criticism of hard
science in general and its view of subjectivity. He writes, “But the result
of its labors is monstrous enough: from the mainstream of rationality the
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pollutants, the sewage of emotionality, are filtered off and locked away hy-
gienically in a storage basin—an imposing mass of subjective value quali-
ties”* Through this trope, emotion as sewage, Habermas identifies a Western
prejudice that posits a hierarchy of objectivity over subjectivity, mind over
body, head over bowels, reason over emotion, order and cleanliness over
mess and dirt, and, of course, the masculine over the feminine. It is within
this intellectual heritage that we must situate Simone de Beauvoir’s striking
formulation in The Second Sex, “In masculine hands logic is often violence.”
For Chalmers, the third person is simple and transparent, the first person
murky and impenetrable. This is rather fascinating because he clearly doesn’t
consider his own first-person position reliable as evidence of any kind, but
that is because he is a product of a particular tradition. Most contemporary
thinkers are parochial. They rarely leave the arguments of their close com-
patriots for those of foreigners. The escape from subjectivity, however, is
problematic. How do we cleave the objectin the world from the subject who
perceives it? Where is the line drawn? Can a line be drawn? The subject/
object problem is an old and fraught one, and many a philosophy student
can recite the narrative, which may be said to begin with Descartes’s extreme
doubt about knowing and himself, which is exploded by Hume, then recon-
figured by Kant in his answer to Hume, and after that returns in a new form
in German idealism and is further transformed in phenomenology with its
supreme focus on the first person in the work of Husserl, who influenced
Maurice Merleau-Ponty but also Heidegger, who then had considerable
influence on poststructuralist, posthumanist continental thinking.
Another tradition that began with Gottlob Frege and that metamor-
phosed into various trends in Anglo-American analytical philosophy took
issue with Kant's idea that “without the sensible faculty no object would
be given to us® Frege did not believe that logic was a product of how the
human mind worked. Rather, he believed in a realm of logic that has its
own objective reality. In this theoretical model, the “I” has a relation to
an external “it;” logic, and the task is to carve up that reality into truthful
categories that create sharp boundaries or joints that may never have been
seen before but nevertheless are already there, lying in wait, prior to any

scientific investigation.
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Behaviorism wiped its hands of subjectivity altogether, arguing that
there was no need to study or ponder the inner life of a person. The only
thing that was needed was to look from the outside at behavior. Behavior-
ism is now out of fashion, although its tenets haunt much of science. The
underlying foundations of these ideas are very different. At the two extremes
lie analytical philosophy and much of natural science, in which the first
person is an unreliable murky cave. At the other, in phenomenology and
the arts, the first person is a pregiven reality of all human experience and
must be explored.

Another parallel but vital story I can tell only from a great distance be-
cause my knowledge extends no further, begins with one revolution, New-
tonian physics, and is transformed in another, quantum physics: A stable
theoretical frame viewed from nowhere is replaced by one that wobbles and
implicates the observer in the observed. The view from nowhere becomes
the view from somewhere. There are those who believe quantum theory is
relevant to understanding brain function and others who don’t. The battles
over these myriad positions and sliding borders continue, and you will be
relieved to know I won’t try to solve these questions in an absolute way.
Were I to make the attempt, I am afraid I would find myself as lost as poor
Appenzzell in the wilds of Sumatra and would never return from the field.

At the very least, we can say a pronominal stance is crucial to what ap-
pears before us—the thing we see. While writing this essay, I have changed
pronouns several times, moved from “I” to “we,” as well as to “she” and “he,”
often without fully conscious deliberation. My “I” can be purecly rhetorical
or deeply personal. By using the first person, however, I always imply the
second person. I am speaking to someone out there, a general “you,” but a
you nevertheless. The “I” carries its own ghostly interlocutor. In the eigh-
teenth century, Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835) wrote:

There lies in the primordial nature of language an unalterable du-
alism, and the very possibility of speech is conditioned by address
and response. Even thinking is essentially accompanied by the in-
clination toward social existence and one longs for a Thou who will

correspond to his 1.7
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Writing about dialogue and what he called “the between,” which he consid-
ered an ontological reality, Martin Buber restates this position: “Humboldt
knew exactly through what process the fact of the Thou in the I is estab-
lished: through the I becoming a Thou to another 1.”® In Problems in General
Linguistics, 1966, Emile Benveniste reiterates a similar dialectic of person.
“Consciousness of self,” he writes, “is only possible if it is experienced by
contrast. I use I only when speaking to someone who will be a you in my
address. It is this condition of dialogue that is constitutive of person, for it
implies that reciprocally I becomes you in the address of the one who in
turn designates himself as 1.”® Reciprocity of person might be described as
a fundamental linguistic hinge, but the flexibility required to use this axis
of discourse is acquired late. Initially, young children refer to themselves by
their proper names in the third person, perfectly understandable in terms
of human development because proper names are static and pronouns are
mobile.

For Benveniste, the third person is nonperson, because the third per-
son cannot enunciate. Corresponding to this distinction is his idea of per-
sonal discours, located on the I-you axis as opposed to third-person histoire,
in which, he writes, “there is then no longer even a narrator . . . No one
speaks here; the events seem to narrate themselves.”'° Benveniste’s linguistic
boundary is not drawn between self and other but rather between a first- and
second-person lived reality and what remains outside it—the nonperson or
Mr. Nobody who narrates from nowhere.

We are inexorably led to the fundamental question: What does saying
“I” and “you” have to do with who and what we are? For Benveniste, “Ego
is he who says ego,” and language is responsible for subjectivity “in all its
parts.”"! This situates the linguist in a twentieth-century Continental tra-
dition in which the subject is constituted by signs. Michel Foucault is a
brilliant elucidator of this position, a mode of thought that posits a world
in which the body is an entity created by the discourses of history, a body
made of words. However, as Lynda Burke points out, “The body, for all its
apparent centrality in Foucault’s work, disappears as a material entity.’* In
her book Giving an Account of Oneself, Judith Butler articulates a postmodern
position: “Indeed, when the T seeks to give an account of itself, an account
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that must include the conditions of its own emergence, it must, as a matter
of necessity, become a social theorist"**

1 agree with Butler that the “I” is profoundly shaped by our moment
in history and its social conventions, that our relations to our own bodies,
crucially to what has been called gender, are bound up in intersubjective
cultural creations that for better and for worse become us. For example,
when metaphors of hard and soft are applied to a person, a discipline, a
theory, or a text, we are binding those persons, disciplines, theories, and
texts in meanings that have a long and complex social history, and to deny
this seems absurd.

The insight that the self is a cultural fiction overlaps with that of the
analytical philosopher Daniel Dennett. Dennett does not believe in either
qualia or the self. For him, we are made of the fictions we spin or, rather, that
spin us. These create what he calls “a narrative center of gravity,” an illusion
of selfness. Dennett, highly influenced by behaviorism, remains far from the
tradition of Foucault, Butler, and French theory, but in Consciousness Ex-
plained, he recognizes that his ideas bear a certain resemblance to this alien
thought. He seems to have arrived at this revelation not by reading the think-
ers themselves but through the English novelist David Lodge. In Lodge’s
novel Nice Work, an academic, Robyn, a fan of Jacques Derrida, espouses
“semiotic materialism,” which her creator, Lodge, in an ironic rephrasing of
Heidegger’s famous dictum “Language speaks man,” reformulates as “You
are what speaks you.” With evident good humor, Dennett writes, “Robyn
and I think alike—and of course we are both, by our own accounts, fictional
characters of a sort, though of a slightly different sort.”*

As vital as I believe language is to delineating both my experience and
my perceptions and to the creation of an autobiographical narrative for my
own life, which is indeed a form of fiction—not to speak of the importance
of language to making my own fictional narrative art and the characters who
populate it—1I have found myself intellectually and emotionally dissatisfied
with the airy postmodern subjects that seem never to put their feet on the
ground. I am equally unhappy with the disembodied abstractions conjured
by the logicians on the other side of the Channel, whose mental calisthenics
often leave me flabbergasted. Despite the fact that analytical philosophers
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are endlessly declaring their opposition to Cartesian dualism—that mind
and body are of separate stuffs—and fall all over one another to defend vari-
ous versions of monism, including hard- and soft-line reductionist physical-
ism and eliminative materialism, the role of the mental and mental states in
this thought is as ethereal and intangible as Foucault’s socially constructed
bodies.

We all bodily inhabit the first person, and it is a phenomenological truth
that what you see depends upon where you are. Personal perspective is
crucial to experience, and fortunately, we are not plants but mobile beings
exploring our world. We can literally move around other people and objects
and get multiple perspectives on them. And this very dynamism assumes
an openness to the world of others and things that changes what we do and
what we are. For Merleau-Ponty, the perceiving body is the “I,” and others
are lived through this corporeal reality. He underscores a relation between
self and other, in which the other is always entwined in the self, although
the two are neither identical nor confused. “Between my consciousness and
my body as I experience it, between this phenomenal body of mine and
that of another as I see it from the outside, there exists an internal relation
which causes the other to appear as the completion of the system. The pos-
sibility of another person’s being self-evident is owed to the fact that I am
not transparent for myself, and that my subjectivity draws its body in its
wake."* Neither I nor the other person is an open book, and this opacity
on both sides is part of our relation. The players in the system partake in
both first/second-person engagement and a third-person awareness of their
bodies as objects in the world.

But we can also shift perspective in our imaginations. I am here now
speaking to you, no longer back at my desk writing this text. I can actively
imagine I am in Morocco, where I have never been, or consciously remem-
ber my time in Thailand in 1975, and those shifts into fanciful adventure
or into the past happen in part through the flexibility of language—"“if I
were” and “when I was”™—but also in my mental imagery, which can be
willed but may also simply appear. A majority of my visual autobiographi-
cal memories take place in the first person, but they may arrive as observer

memories. I sometimes see my child-self as another—a little girl on her
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slow and meandering route to kindergarten. Migraine patients have hal-
lucinated their own doubles (autoscopy) walking along beside them. In
the images that precede sleep, involuntary hypnagogic hallucinations, I
have occasionally seen images of myself. In these unbidden experiences,
I inhabit my own subjective position in the here and now but in relation
to a second self; it is as if the reflected body, the mirror image, wanders
off to become a third-person object, a she.

The third person, a form of Mr. Nobody, sometimes flies in on a res-
cue mission to quash the unbearable feeling of first-person experience. In
traumatic situations, it is not unusual for people to have out-of-body ex-
periences. An injured child watches himself from the ceiling while he is
being beaten by his father. Using Benveniste’s terms, the nonperson shields
the first person. The observer floating above the room does not feel pain.
Traumatic dissociation, depersonalization, numbing, and detachment are
modes of escape from qualia.

In depersonalization disorder, people feel chronically detached from
themselves and from the world. In brain-imaging studies, the feeling or
rather lack of feeling in these patients has been linked to subcortical, limbic
structures in the brain associated with emotion that appear to be inactive
and prefrontal cortical regions associated with the inhibition of emotion
that are active. There is a functional corticolimbic disconnection.’® It may
be that people who suffer from depersonalization live in a heightened state
of vigilance but “have selectively dampened responses to aversive stimuli.”?
When a threat arrives, they unconsciously inhibit emotion. These insights
correspond closely to what Pierre Janet, the philosopher-neurologist who
worked in France in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, pro-
posed was involved in dissociation—a split or disconnection in psychobio-
logical systems, through which unbearably painful material is withdrawn
from consciousness. “The dissociation bears on the function that was in
full activity at the moment of a great emotion.™®

Immediately after a car accident, I found myself frozen and incapable
of movement. This paralysis was accompanied by an odd feeling of detach-
ment, a lack of connection to myself, to others, and to the world. I felt
objective, neutral, and unfeeling. The sentences that ran through my head,
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however, were perfectly formed, highly articulate, and entirely rational. For
several hours after the shock of my near death, I might be said to have em-
bodied the tough scientific ideal of perfect objectivity, wholly unpolluted
by emotion. Depersonalization disorder is an ongoing pathological condi-
tion. A brief episode of freezing or shutting down, of tonic immobility such
as I experienced, is a very old evolutionarily conserved mechanism of the
parasympathetic nervous system that is activated when a creature is under
severe threat and that may help protect the organism from further harm.
What an alligator or dog probably doesn’t have, but that you and T have, is an
internal narrator that goes on talking, representing the events as they occur,
but without an appropriate emotional tone. My narrating “I” was intact,
but it was not a familiar “I” It was distant and unconcerned. My linguistic
subject seemed to have floated away on its own, creating a strong sense
of unreality because what was missing was not language or narration but
something far more primal—the emotions that should have accompanied
having just undergone an experience that could have killed me.

The conditions for the subject’s “emergence” must include more than the
narrating “I” or a center of narrative gravity. It must include an actual mate-
rial body expelled from its own mother’s body in labor to begin a life in the
world. Our bodies, our nervous systems, and our brains develop, and they
develop in relation to others and to the world, and there are experiences
we have that we will never be able speak about but are coded without our
awareness in the fabric of our beings. In the beginning there is an organism
of blood and muscle and flesh and bone and brain and, if all goes well, it will
eventually say “I” to a “you.” It will spin narratives and be spun by them, but
the time in human life before enunciation and before self-reflection, before
there is even the possibility of an autobiographical narrative self or full-
blown speaking “I;” the subject, is also vital to understanding what we are.

But how does one frame that forgotten experience? Not one of us re-
members our early infancyj it is truly a time when qualia, the what is it like
to be a baby is missing. What is a newborn? In the history of science and
philosophy, the infant has been and remains an object of debate. For Ar-
istotle, the unborn fetus was like a plant and the child was like an animal.
The rational human part of the soul developed over time to rule over its
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irrational side, locus of the appetites and passions. Locke’s famous tabula
rasa formulation was about the mind and learning. He knew a physical being
was present from the beginning. Hegel maintained that the embryo was
there in itself but not yet for itself, a neat distinction that separates being
from being a reflectively self-conscious being.

The advent of brain-imaging technology, especially fMRI, which mea-
sures oxygenated blood flow in the brain as an indication of neural activity,
is often presented in the popular press as a window into or a photograph of
brain function. The methods used to find so-called hot spots of activity in
brain regions, however, are complex and open to criticism. This does not
make them useless or insignificant; it simply means caution is warranted.
It is useful to remember that with the aid of new microscopes in the sev-
enteenth century, Antonie van Leeuwenhoek saw “animalcules” in sperma-
tozoa, which led him to believe in the primacy of the sperm in gestation,
an idea that led to the homunculi theory: the sperm carried a tiny, fully
formed being that just needed a warm place to grow. Leeuwenhoek did not,
as the myth has it, assert the existence of a homunculus in a spermatozoon,
although he confessed to the fantasy: “Although I have sometimes imagined,
that . . . there lies the head, and there, again, lie the shoulders and there the
hips, but not having been able to judge of this with the slightest degree of
certainty, I shall not, therefore, affirm this as definite””® It wasn’t until 1695
when Nicolas Hartsoeker published a drawing of a little man inside human
sperm that the homunculus theory took on a life of its own. Nevertheless,
Leeuwenhoek and the bolder Hartsoeker saw animalcules. How one inter-
prets magnified images of sperm or the red, blue, and yellow spots on an
fMRI is another question. Emotion and one of its offspring, the wish, may
easily accompany perception.

In the beginning, there is a human organism. The homunculi theory has
vanished, but innumerable battles about borders, categories, and theory re-
main. Nevertheless, there is new empirical data about human brain develop-
ment. How the data is understood, of course, is also a subject of debate, but
nevertheless our growing knowledge about the organ is fascinating. From
a third-person neuroscience view, when we are born there are parts of our

old brain, old in an evolutionary sense, such as the brain stem, a part of the
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organ we share with much simpler creatures including reptiles, that are quite
mature at birth. The brain stem controls homeostatic functions—breathing,
heart rate, digestion, sleeping. But other parts of the brain develop enor-
mously after birth. There is an increase in metabolic rate, myelination—the
formation of fatty white tissue that insulates brain cells—and synaptic den-
sity. There are massive growth spurts in cortical synaptic connections after
we are born. “Brain plasticity” refers to the organ’s growth and changes in
relation to experience.

This striking postnatal growth is characterized by the neuroscientist Jaak
Panksepp with a telling metaphor: “The higher brain,” he writes, “namely
neocortex, is born largely tabula rasa.” For Panksepp, cognitive func-
tions—perceiving, thinking, reasoning—are experience dependent, but
they are built on emotional or affective foundations that are instinctual
and mammalian. This position is not unlike Freud’s drive theory, and like
drives, Panksepp’s core affective systems are changed and modified by learn-
ing, but the range of their flexibility is “constrained by the design features
of emotional systems.”!

Emotion is vital to consolidating memory and therefore to learning.
In Synaptic Self, Joseph LeDoux writes, “Because more brain systems are
typically active during emotional than during nonemotional states, and
the intensity of arousal is greater, the opportunity for coordinated learn-
ing across brain systems is greater during emotional states. By coordinat-
ing parallel plasticity throughout the brain, emotional states promote the
development and unification of the self”?* Conversely, emotional trauma,
especially when repeated, may create conditions for a nonintegrated self or
selves, for dissociation, conversions, and many other psychiatric disorders.
LeDouzx, Panksepp, and Antonio Damasio all have versions of selves with
anatomical bases, but they are not identical. The self is a battleground in
every discipline, it seems, but wherever one locates the self, it is easy to
see how any complex socio-psycho-biological model of self must integrate
inside being and outside world, must admit social reality and the acquisition
of language into its schemata.

In Self Comes to Mind (2010), Damasio articulates a hierarchy of internal
brain selves: “In the perspective of evolution and in the perspective of one’s
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life history, the knower came in steps: the protoself and its primordial feel-
ings; the action-driven core self; and finally the autobiographical self, which
incorporates social and spiritual dimensions.” For Damasio, the speaking
subject or “I” would correspond to the autobiographical self, which is highly
developed and capable of self-reflection. Exactly when and how this self-
reflective mobility of self arrives is open to question. It seems to me that mir-
ror self-recognition—the moment a child is able to recognize his reflection
as himself—is pivotal to reflective self-consciousness and is then furthered
by his capacity to represent himself in language and consciously imagine
himself from a second- or even third-person view as if he were another or
an object to himself. Prereflective, preconceptual self—consciousﬁess, how-
ever, a sense of me-ness as opposed to you-ness, may well be present from
birth or very early in postnatal development and is, as both Panksepp and
Damasio maintain, present in some form in other animals. And that sense
is not unconscious; it is actively felt, which is why when it disappears or is
altered, the self and the world may become alien.

The baby of contemporary research is not the baby of earlier research.
The shift in thinking may be described as a movement from the infant as
a borderless isolate who is gradually brought into a world of others and
an awareness of his separateness to an inherently social being, a person
who from the beginning oflife participates in a proto-subject/other-subject
dialogue. Both Freud and Piaget conjured a nondifferentiated, asocial baby,
but the new newborn, a being without concepts, gender, or an “I,” is nev-
ertheless capable of what is now called “primary intersubjectivity.” Primary
intersubjectivity is a pretheoretical, preconceptual interpersonal relation
that precedes mirror self-recognition and Benveniste’s pronominal I-you
reciprocity of language.

The discovery that newborns can imitate the expressions of adults and
the explosion of research on the dynamics of early exchanges between care-
takers and their infants by Daniel Stern, Stein Braten, Beatrice Beebe, and
Colwyn Trevarthen, among others, have reconfigured ideas about early life.**
Protoconversation, that musical exchange of sweet lilting jabber that passes
between caretaker and infant, is now subject to rigorous empirical study. In
infancy we find ourselves in the cradle of meaning, the dialectic of voices, ges-
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tures, and gazes that constitute developing—Ilearned—emotional-cognitive
communications or attunements, an early Buberian between-zone, through
which a baby becomes herself. The frequent use of the noun “dyad” (for two
in one) or the adjective “dyadic” to describe the relation between caretaker
and baby points to a reorientation of perspective and a shifting of boundaries
in thought about human development.

The 1991 discovery of neurons in the premotor cortex of the macaque
monkey that fire both when an animal acts and when it watches the same ac-
tion performed by another monkey and the subsequent research on mirror
systems in the brains of primates and humans, which confirm that under-
standing the intention of a seen action is also part of these systems, has lent
strong neurobiological evidence for what Vittorio Gallese calls “the shared
manifold of intersubjectivity,” a “we-centric” space between self and other
that is implicitly understood,* an idea harmonious with Merleau-Ponty’s
statement that “an internal relation” is established “that causes the other to
appear as the completion of the system.” In this view, meaning doesn’t begin
with the psychological or the mental, with floating conceptual structures,
but rather in the sub- or prepersonal reality of a living body in the world
that interacts with other living bodies and an environment, and these in-
teractions create loops of between actions.

The conditions for the emergence of the linguistic subject, the “I” who
can skip from one point of view to another, including the one adopted in
tough-minded scientific objectivism, are rooted in the faculty that develops
from our early prelinguistic, intersubjective, emotionally coded encounters
into increasingly flexible symbolic forms, through which we become oth-
ers to ourselves and project ourselves into multiple imaginary selves and
locations. But there is no self without an other, no subjectivity without
intersubjectivity.

Years ago, a psychiatrist friend told me a story I have been thinking about
ever since. After she had been to the hairdresser, my friend had a session
with a schizophrenic patient. The patient walked into her office, sat down
in the chair opposite her, took one look at her head, and said in dismay,
“You cut my hair!”

How do we begin to explicate the borderland between these two? If one
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is unaware of its context, You cut my hair is an impeccably logical sentence.
Its nonsensical quality emerges only when we know that the pronominal
dislocation has created a confusion of heads and hair.

Pronominal deficits in schizophrenia have often been seen as a cognitive
disorder of higher thought functions and speech. These have certainly gone
awry, but Louis A. Sass argues that schizophrenia involves a more profound
form of self-alienation, “a defective preconceptual attunement between the
individual and the world.”* The derangement here is not merely about pro-
noun use but about a deeper level of selthood or me-ness in relation to
the other. The phenomenal feeling of being here and now; a sense of the
lived body as the locus of sensation and action, has been so disturbed that
your hair becomes mine. One body seems to have spread to another. In
the phenomenological tradition, bodily self-consciousness is prereflective
and embedded in a first-person perspective, which involves an operational
intentionality, as Husserl put it, or a motor intentionality, as Merleau-Ponty
putit. Iwould call it a motor-sensory-affective intentionality, through which
a relation between the person and something or someone in the world
is established. In schizophrenia, this relation to the self and the other is
defective. As Sass argues, “Persons with schizophrenia demonstrate a . . .
fundamental failure to stay anchored with a single frame of reference, per-
spective or orientation.”*

Sass’s image of the anchor is strong. We take our anchoring in the first
person for granted. I'm me. I know it. I can feel it. My body is here, not
over there. As Panksepp would argue, this is a feeling version of Descartes’s
cogito. For several curious hours after the car accident, I was in a hyperaware
state that was characterized by bizarre indifference to my fate, but my dis-
sociation, as Janet would have it, was related to “the function that was in
full activity at the moment of a great emotion.” The traumatic experience,
the crash, had gone elsewhere but returned in horrifying flashbacks for
four nights after the accident—a visual-motor-sensory-affective memory
that had no words. And yet, despite my alienated state, I could never have
confused my hair with anyone else’s.

In schizophrenia, the smooth continuum of self anchored by a feel-

ing of being, from prereflective to reflective, seems to disintegrate. In a
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heartbreaking letter written to George Soulié de Morant in 1932, An-
tonin Artaud describes his schizophrenic symptoms with astonishing
perspicacity. He explains that if it is cold he can sometimes say that it
is cold, but other times he cannot because something is “damaged” in
him emotionally, that there is “a lack of correspondence” between the
physiological sensation, cold, and his emotional response to it, and then
yet another gap between his emotional response and his intellectual or

verbalized one.

For it is quite clear by now, I hope, what this loss is made of. An
inner feeling that no longer corresponds to the images of the sensa-
tion. Whether this sensation applies to objects that are immediate,
present, and tangible, or remote, suggested, and imagined, provided
by memories or constructed artificially, the result is the same, and it
leads to the suppression of all inner life.?®

An important recent study by Ebisch J. H. et al. (2012) on first-episode
schizophrenic patients in social situations identified areas of the brain asso-
ciated with the unconscious processing of one’s own body sensations—the
premotor cortex, as well as the posterior insula, which has been associated
with the perception of bodily feeling and distinguishing self and other.”® We
have taken this little detour for a reason. There is much still to be known
about the physiology of schizophrenia, but let us say that we knew every-
thing from a third-person point of view about Artaud’s brain at the mo-
ment he wrote his letter. We would still lack qualia, the “soft and squishy”
experiential character of the illness.

Artaud felt that something had vanished, just as I knew I was preter-
naturally calm after the accident. The contents of the two perspectives, the
first-person account and the third-person view of the brain, are different,
and we need both. There can be no perfect reduction of one to the other
because the patient’s account, his story, can also guide the scientist. And,
as Sass argues, the experienced phenomenology of the illness may well play
a causal role in its development.*® Beliefs and ideas alter physiology. This
is philosophically explosive but true. Suggestion, hypnotic and otherwise,
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may well reside in the “we-centric” space, “the shared manifold of inter-
subjectivity” The placebo effect is a potent example. In “Placebo, Pain, and
Belief,” D. B. Morris subscribes to what in neuroscience would be called a
top-down theory: “Humans activate the neurobiological circuits required
for placebo effects through the subtle and diffuse experience of living within
the inescapably meaning-rich domain of culture.” Morris’s use of the words
“subtle and diffuse” will necessarily offend tough-minded thinkers. What is
this meaning-rich domain of culture? How does it happen? We are born into
it, and it is part of our emergence as subjects. It is an intersubjective world,
created between and among us. One may begin to wonder whether it is
legitimate to posit a brain in isolation from other brains. Isolated, deprived
children serve as poignant case studies.

There are countless examples, but perhaps the most famous is Victor, the
wild child of Aveyron, who wandered out of the woods near Saint-Sernin
in the South of France on January 9, 1800. Jean-Marc Gaspard Itard, the
physician who worked with Victor and was able to teach him to speak, albeit
in a limited way, believed that imitation was vital to learning language, but
he also knew that for Victor the imitative faculty had been stunted by isola-
tion and that “much more time and much more trouble will be necessary
[to educate him] than would be required for the least gifted of infants.”*
Socially isolated mammals are handicapped in myriad ways, cognitively and
emotionally. The title of a single paper stands as exemplary: “Social Isola-
tion Impairs Adult Neurogenesis in Limbic System and Alters Behaviors in
Female Prairie Voles.” Neurogenesis is the production of new brain cells.
Mice, rats, and prairie voles are all social creatures and are physiologically
altered by their histories with other mice, rats, prairie voles, and predators,
not to speak of the giant scientists fiddling with them, who like Appenz-
zell are not always aware of their influence. In all events, a form of social
theory can be applied to all mammals, although arguably the theory gets
more exciting the higher you climb on the evolutionary chain of being. The
prairie vole never emerges as a linguistic subject in the way a person does.
Although it navigates its way in the world efficiently, and I suspect has an
inner sense of where it begins and ends, does it have, for example, concepts
of hard and soft?
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In Metaphors We Live By (1980), George Lakoff and Mark Johnson
argue that metaphorical concepts rise from bodily, lived experience, what
they call basic experience. The metaphorical conceptualizations that come
from embodied basic experience aren’t necessarily equally basic, and their
meanings vary from culture to culture, but conceptual metaphors are gen-
erated from corporeal reality—from a being that moves in space and has
feelings and sensations in the world. In Middlemarch, George Eliot’s om-
niscient but personable narrator writes, “For we, all of us, grave or light,
get our thoughts entangled in metaphors and act fatally on the strength of
them.”** Lakoff and Johnson echo, although less eloquently, the narrator
of Middlemarch: “Metaphors may create realities for us, especially social
realities. A metaphor may thus be a guide for future action. Such actions
will, of course, fit the metaphor. This will, in turn, reinforce the power of
the metaphor to make experience coherent. In this sense metaphors can
be self-fulfilling prophesies.” In a later, more polemical book, Philosophy
in the Flesh, the authors fit lower animals into their schema, arguing that
all animals, even amoebas, “categorize” their worlds into “food, predators,
possible mates, members of their own species.”*® To be honest, I don’t
think “categorization” is a felicitous word choice. It suggests the Encyclo-
pedists and their zeal for classification, dropping various objects into the
correct pigeonhole. “Differentiation” might be preferable. A prairie vole
distinguishes between its food and another prairie vole. The core idea here
is a version of association theory and Pavlov’s stimulus-response learning.
Through their motor-sensory systems, animals learn to associate a flaming
fire with the pain of a burn and will avoid the fire ever after. Their learned
experience of pain guides their actions as it guides ours. There are still phi-
losophers out there who treat animals as painless, unconscious machines.
Not L. In human beings, a basic association between fire and pain may
be elaborated far beyond primitive differentiation into sentences such as
“I am having a torrid love affair with my dentist.” “Torrid” suggests both
pain and pleasure in this case, sexual joy that has a dangerous, burning
component. In Lakoff and Johnson’s model, all abstract thinking, no matter
how esoteric, is generated from bodily experience, not from free-floating

mental concepts.



362 SIRI HUSTVEDT

We human beings get ourselves entangled in metaphors and act on the
strength of them. I suspect prairie voles do not. This is wildly true of theo-
retical models for our minds. For Aristotle, the mind was a wax tablet that
receives the imprints of perception, which can then be remembered. Cicero
also drew on the wax tablet metaphor but used the further metaphor of
memory as a storehouse or interior space, an elaborate architecture of mind.
Lina Bolzoni has written extensively on how the book became a metaphor
for the mental acts of memory. As she points out, in the incipit of Vita
Nuova, Dante claims that the text of his inner book has been transcribed into
the outer book the reader holds in his hands.*” Francis Bacon compared the
mind to a mirror. The nineteenth-century scientist Hermann von Helmholtz
used the telegraph as a metaphor for neural networks.

In cognitive science since the 1960s, the mind as computer has domi-
nated the field. Like a computer, the mind processes information by ma-
nipulating symbols or representations; it has executive processes, neural
circuitry, inputs and outputs, software and hardware. It encodes, stores,
and retrieves information that moves bottom up or top down. And de-
spite the fact that these mental operations are applied to the moist living
tissue of the human brain, they are weirdly disembodied. Nothing in this
model precludes machines from having minds. The metaphor is so insis-
tent that there are those who claim it should be taken literally. Zenon Py-
lyshyn argues, “There is no reason why computation ought to be treated
as merely a metaphor for cognition, as opposed to a hypothesis about the
literal nature of cognition.”*® Emotion either falls outside the model or must
be brought inside from elsewhere because, of course, computers don'’t feel.
When brought inside the cognitive model, emotions become judgments
or propositions with a rational ground. I am angry because I believe I have
been wronged, afraid because I see a bear coming down the road. The truth
is, however, sometimes I am angry and afraid when I know perfectly well
that I have no reason to be either or, conversely, I recognize that there is
something missing because I am not feeling what I should. My judgment
and my feelings are at odds. The computer model turns the mind into a
rational system of legible systems, highly reminiscent of the cogs and wheels
turning in the Enlightenment machine. However, even those who oppose
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the model often use the language—words, like smiles and yawns, as we all
know; are contagious.

The dominance of the cognitive model lies behind the alarm that many
emotion researchers encountered when they began their investigations years
ago. Antonio Damasio told me that when he announced that he and his fellow
scientist and spouse, Hanna Damasio, intended to pursue the brain science of
emotion, their colleagues thought they had gone mad. It just wasn’t done! He
would ruin his career. Emotional states were internal and subjective—squishy,
fuzzy, low. Jaak Panksepp has complained in print that most emotion theory
is based on “high-level cognitive analyses of emotions. This does not make
them incorrect,” he writes, “but as a result they have little to say about the raw
affective domain where our deepest emotional existence is lived. Perhaps not
surprising, all too often theorists ignore and minimize those forces in human
life. Most people go out of their way to avoid powerful negative feelings, the
fundamental despairs of our lives—feelings of coldness, fear, hunger, rage,
thirst, loneliness, and other varieties of pain.® Panksepp is right that most
of us flee painful experience (with the notable exception of some neurotics,
who embrace it), but I would argue that he has missed the sociology.

The head/body, reason/passion split, which is deeply part of our philo-
sophical heritage, has caused many scientists and philosophers to flee all
emotions, including positive or pleasurable ones, passionate dependent at-
tachments (especially on the mother), love and sexual ecstasy, and “raw”
bodily satisfactions of every kind and to siphon them off into Habermas’s
metaphorical sewage tank of subjective feelings lest they interfere with dis-
embodied rational calculation. The very ideas of high and low, after all, are
corporeal. Our heads are top and our bowels and genitals are bottom.

Computational theory of mind falls into the hard-thinking camp.
Thoughts are not literally hard or soft, of course, but the associative train
is easy to follow. Clarity, precision, sharp outlines, logic, and dispassion-
ate objectivity belong to hard thinking and hard science, while fuzzy, im-
precise, mushy borders belong to soft-thinking poets, novelists, scholars in
the humanities, and other subjective and emotional folk. Burton Melnick
encapsulates this opposition in the title of his paper: “Cold Hard World/
Warm Soft Mommy: Gender and Metaphors of Hardness, Softness, Cold-
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ness and Warmth.” He argues that “the expression the ‘hard sciences’” car-
ries, along with other proliferating semes, the superiority of the masculine
because “male is usually a term perceived in the COLD/HARD constella-
tion, and female a term in the WARM/SOFT constellation.”*® As Melnick
points out, neither dogs nor Martians would make any immediate sense
of this hard/cold maleness and soft/warm femaleness by touching respec-
tive candidates. Men and women do not have different body temperatures.
For Aristotle, sexual temperatures ran in the opposite direction: men were
warm and dry; women, moist and cold. Warm and dry was naturally better.
Metaphors may be basic, but tracing a historical trope back to its origin is
by no means simple. Nevertheless, these divisions organized around mas-
culine and feminine run deep in the culture and are often unconscious. As
the psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin writes, “The gender split is anchored
in collective fantasy.*'

Thresholds, boundaries, and neat divisions are essential to every sym-
bolic structure, but as Mary Douglas argues in her book Purity and Danger,
it is precisely where boundaries break down, where they blur and leak, are
violated or crossed, that pollution enters the cultural picture. This is espe-
cially true of corporeal boundaries. As Douglas tells us, every bodily orifice
is potentially dangerous. Feces, urine, menstrual blood, and semen all cross
the threshold of the body.? Pregnancy is the ultimate state of merger, one
being inside another. Intrauterine life means the absolute dependence of
the fetus on its human environment, the mother. At birth a person crosses
the inside/outside boundary and our umbilical connection to the mater-
nal body is cut, creating two wholly separate beings, but our helplessness
and need for that large protective body continue for a long time. In early
life, mothers are omnipotent. And however many innate capacities the new
newborn may have, infancy is not an age of reason. Sensations and feelings,
however, run high. And yet, the mewling, suckling, pooping, spitting-up,
speechless, emotionally labile infant expelled from its mother’s gaping va-
gina was every single one of us, and this truth may lie beneath a host of
intellectual anxieties about hard and soft. The tender, soft, squishy, femi-
nine, maternal cesspool threatens the higher rational realms of categorical
cleanliness.
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As countless scientists have told me, their own work is both personal
and often messy. Some researchers resist the artificiality of the third-person
histoire for first-person discours. Accidents often produce the best results.
Hunches, gut feelings, and emotions of all kinds are essential to research.
Hunches have given us both homunculi in sperm and the theory of rela-
tivity. There are many hard scientists who recognize Appenzzell’s error.
They cannot write themselves out of their research. They take up space,
are driven by unconscious forces, and are beset by biases outside their
awareness. The most profound and intractable of all may be a fear of and
repugnance for the mother’s body where we all once lived and to which
we were tethered in early childhood. It is this fear that permeates thinking
about hard and soft, and it is possible to argue that these prejudices bleed
into not only metaphors but paradigms, the underlying, often unques-
tioned assumptions of a field, and accordingly restrict what is possible.
'The boundaries are already erected, and they inevitably limit the question:
What are we?

In my discussion of subjectivity, intersubjectivity, and objectivity, of
perspective and perception, of the natural and the social, of the body and
metaphor and its role in theory, of prairie voles and human beings, of rea-
son and emotion, I have actively worked to blur hard-and-fast borders. My
intention is not to turn all thought to mush but rather to create zones of
focused ambiguity, to insist that “diverse points of view” when examining
the same object are not optional but necessary. For me, ambiguity is a rich
concept, not an impoverished one.

Merleau-Ponty directly addressed the paradoxical, squishy character of
human life when he wrote,

Everything is both manufactured and natural in man, as it were,
in the sense that there is not a word, nor a form of behavior which
does not owe something to purely biological being—and which at
the same time does not elude the simplicity of animal life, and cause
forms of vital behavior to deviate from their pre-ordained direction,
through a sort of leakage and through a genius for ambiguity which
might serve to define man.®
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The body is at once the “I” and an object in the world that can be seen by
others; it has interiority and otherness simultaneously, and it has an implicit
relational tendency toward a you, which is there from the beginning. The
body is at once natural and social, and lived subjective human experience,
mobile and sensnal and dense with fluctuating feelings, must be incorpo-
rated into frames of understanding along with third-person investigations
into the dynamic neurobiology that accompanies it. And finally, whatever
we say or write must involve a scrupulous attentiveness to language and its
deep metaphors because they can make us blind. It may be far more tough-
minded and rigorous to recognize while traveling in the borderlands that
the sharp line so visible on the map is not inscribed into the countryside
and that the lowering fogs we encounter on the way have an interest and

beauty of their own.



