and ate them too. I ate the whole piece,
and felt happy.” This is how the novel
ends—a madeleine with no memory.
Instead of confirming Maroun's sense
of a continuous seif, stretching from the
past into the present, it confines him to
a blissful but claustrophobic now. Like

its ancient model, Jaber's Confessions
is an indictment of the very pleasures it
so convincingly evokes.

For all their bad historical luck, the
Lebanese, a small people surrounded
by greedy neighbors, have been fortu-
nate in their intellectuals. Jaber and

Khoury, along with many others, lived
in Beirut throughout its fifteen years of
conflict and have refused to forget a war
in which 250,000 people were killed
and one million were forced out of the
country. The Syrian civil war has been
at least as deadly and disruptive in less

than half the time. It has destroyed any
number of cities, including some of the
oldest and grandest in the world. One
can only hope that when the war ends,
if it ever does, there will be some artists
and historians left with the courage to
sift through the rubble. [
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For fifty years the philosopher Daniel
Dennett has been engaged in a grand
project of disenchantment of the human
world, using science to free us from
what he deems illusions—illusions
that are difficult to dislodge because
they are so natural. In From Bacteria
to Bach and Back, his eighteenth book
(thirteenth as sole author), Dennett
presents a valuable and typically lucid
synthesis of his worldview. Though it is
supported by reams of scientific data,
he acknowledges that much of what he
says is conjectural rather than proven,
either empirically or philosophically.

Dennett is always good company. He
has a gargantuan appetite for scien-
tific knowledge, and is one of the best
people T know at transmitting it and
explaining its significance, clearly and
without superficiality. He writes with
wit and elegance; and in this book es-
pecially, though it is frankly partisan,
he tries hard to grasp and defuse the
sources of resistance to his point of
view. He recognizes that some of what
he asks us to believe is strongly coun-
terintuitive. I shall explain eventually
why I think the overall project cannot
succeed, but first let me set out the ar-
gument, which contains much that is
true and insightful.

The book has a historical structure,
taking us from the prebiotic world to
human minds and human civilization.
It relies on different forms of evolu-
tion by natural selection, both biologi-
cal and cultural, as its most important
method of explanation. Dennett holds
fast to the assumption that we are just
physical objects and that any appear-
ance to the contrary must be accounted
for in a way that is consistent with this
truth. Bach’s or Picasso’s creative ge-
nius, and our conscious experience of
hearing Bach’s Fourth Brandenburg
Concerto or seeing Picasso’s Girl Be-
fore a Mirror, all arose by a sequence
of physical events beginning with the
chemical composition of the earth’s
surface before the appearance of uni-
cellular organisms. Dennett identifies
two unsolved problems along this path:
the origin of life at its beginning and
the origin of human culture much more
recently. But that is no reason not (o
speculate.

The task Dennett sets himself is
framed by a famous distinction drawn
by the philosopher Wilfrid Sellars be-
tween the “manifest image™ and the
“scientific image”"—two ways of seeing
the world we live in. According to the
manifest image, Dennett writes, the
world is
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Daniel Dennett at the Centro Cultural de la Ciencia, Buenos Aires, Argentina, June 2016

full of other people, plants, and
animals, furniture and houses and
cars...and colors and rainbows
and sunsets, and voices and hair-
cuts, and home runs and dollars,
and problems and opportunities
and mistakes, among many other
such things. These are the myriad
“things” that are easy for us to rec-
ognize, point to, love or hate, and,
in many cases, manipulate or even
create.... It's the world according
to us.

According to the scientific image, on
the other hand, the world

is populated with molecules, atoms,
electrons, gravity, quarks, and who
knows what else (dark energy,
strings? branes?).

This, according Lo Dennett, is the world
as it is in itself, not just for us, and the
task is to explain scientifically how the
world of molecules has come to include
creatures like us, complex physical ob-
jects to whom everything, including
they themselves, appears so different.

He greatly extends Sellars’s point
by observing that the concept of the
manifest image can be generalized to
apply not only to humans but to all
other living beings, all the way down
to bacteria. All organisms have bio-
logical sensors and physical reactions
that allow them to detect and respond
appropriately only to certain features
of their environment—*“affordances,”
Dennett calls them—that are nourish-
ing, noxious, safe, dangerous, sources
of energy or reproductive possibility,
potential predators or prey.

For each type of organism, whether

plant or animal, these are the things
that define their world, that are salient
and important for them; they can ig-
nore the rest. Whatever the underlying
physiological mechanisms, the content
of the manifest image reveals itself in
what the organisms do and how they
react to their environment; it need
not imply that the organisms are con-
sciously aware of their surroundings.
But in its earliest forms, it is the first
step on the route to awareness.

The lengthy process of evolution that
generates these results is first biological
and then, in our case, cultural, and only
at the very end is it guided partly by in-
telligent design, made possible by the
unique capacities of the human mind
and human civilization. But as Dennett
says, the biosphere is saturated with
design from the beginning—every-
thing from the genetic code embodied
in DNA to the metabolism of unicel-
lular organisms to the operation of the
human visual system—design that is
not the product of intention and that
does not depend on understanding.
One of Dennett's most important
claims is that most of what we and our
fellow organisms do to stay alive, cope
with the world and one another, and
reproduce is not understood by us or
them. It is competence without com-
prehension. This is obviously true of
organisms like bacteria and trees that
have no comprehension at all, but it is
equally true of creatures like us who
comprehend a good deal. Most of what
we do, and what our bodies do—di-
gest a meal, move certain muscles to
grasp a doorknob, or convert the im-
pact of sound waves on our eardrums

-
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into meaningful sentences—is done
for reasons that are not our reasons.
Rather, they are what Dennett calls
free-floating reasons, grounded in
the pressures of natural selection that
caused these behaviors and processes
to become part of our repertoire. There
are redsons why these patterns have
emerged and survived, but we don’t
know those reasons, and we don’t have
to know them to display the competen-
cies that allow us to function.

Nor do we have to understand the
mechanisms that underlie those com-
petencies. In an illuminating meta-
phor, Dennett asseris that the manifest
image that depicts the world in which
we live our everyday lives is composed
of a set of user-illusions,

like the ingenious user-illusion
of click-and-drag icons, little Lan
folders into which files may be
dropped, and the rest of the ever
more familiar items on your com-
puter’s desktop. What is actually
going on behind the desktop is
mind-numbingly complicated, but
users don't need to know about it,
so intelligent interface designers
have simplified the affordances,
making them particularly salient
for human eyes, and adding sound
effects to help direct attention.
Nothing compact and salient in-
side the computer corresponds
to that little tan file-folder on the
desktop screen.

He says that the manifest image of each
species is “a user-illusion brilliantly de-
signed by evolution to fit the needs of its
users.” In spite of the word “illusion” he
doesn’t wish simply to deny the reality
of the things that compose the manifest
image; the things we see and hear and
interact with are “not mere fictions but
different versions of what actually ex-
ists: real patterns.” The underlying re-
ality, however, what exists in itself and
not just for us or for other creatures,
is accurately represented only by the
scientific image—ultimately in the lan-
guage of physics, chemistry, molecular
biology, and neurophysiology.

Our user-illusions were not, like
the little icons on the desktop screen,
created by an intelligent interface de-
signer. Nearly all of them—such as our
images of people, their faces, voices,
and actions, the perception of some
things as delicious or comfortable and
others as disgusting or dangerous—are
the products of “bottom-up” design,
understandable through the theory of
evolution by natural selection, rather
than “top-down™ design by an intel-
ligent being. Darwin, in what Dennett
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calls a “strange inversion of reason-
ing,” showed us how to resist the in-
tuitive tendency always to explain
competence and design by intelligence,
and how to replace it with explanation
by natural selection, a mindless process
of accidental variation, replication, and
differential survival.

As for the underlying mechanisms,
we now have a general idea of how they
might work because of another strange
inversion of reasoning, due to Alan
Turing, the creator of the computer,
wha saw how a mindless machine could
do arithmetic perfectly without know-
ing what it was doing. This can be ap-
plied to all kinds of calculation and
procedural control, in natural

transmitted, remembered, taught,
shunned, denounced, brandished,
ridiculed, parodied, censored,
hallowed.

They include such things as the meme
for wearing your baseball cap back-
ward or for building an arch of a cer-
tain shape; but the best examples of
memes are words. A word, like a virus,
needs a host (o reproduce, and it will
survive only if it is eventually transmit-
ted to other hosts, people who learn it
by imitation:

Like a virus, it is designed (by
evolution, mainly) to provoke and

structures with vast expressive capac-
ity, shared by substantial populations.
Language permits us to transcend
space and time by communicating
about what is not present, to accumu-
late shared bodies of knowledge, and
with writing to store them outside of
individual minds, resulting in the vast
body of collective knowledge and prac-
tice dispersed among many minds that
constitutes civilization, Language also
enables us to turn our attention to our
own thoughts and develop them delib-
erately in the kind of top-down cre-
ativity characteristic of science, art,
technology, and institutional design.
But such top-down research and de-
velopment is possible only on a

as well as in artificial systems,
so that their competence does
not depend on comprehension.
Dennett’s claim is that when we
put these two insights together,
we see that

all the brilliance and compre-
hension in the world arises
ultimately out of uncompre-
hending competences com-
pounded over time into ever
more competent—and frence
comprehending—-systems.
This is indeed a strange in-
version, overthrowing the
pre-Darwinian mind-first vi-
sion of Creation with a mind-
last vision of the eventual
evolution of us, intelligent
designers at long last.

And he adds:

Turing himself is one of the
twigs on the Tree of Life, and
his artifacts, concrete and ab-
stract, are indirectly produclts
of the blind Darwinian pro-
cesses in the same way spider
webs and beaver dams are....

An essential, culminating

Alan Turing

deep foundation of competence
whose development was largely
bottom-up, the result of cultural
evolution by natural selection.
Without denigrating the con-
tributions of individual genius,
Dennett urges us not to forget
its indispensable precondition,
the arms race over millennia of
competing memes—exemplified
by the essentially unplanned
evolution, survival, and extinc-
tion of languages.

Of course the biological evo-
lution of the human brain made
all of this possible, together
with some coevolution of brain
and culture over the past 50,000
years, but at this point we can
only speculate about what hap-
pened. Dennett cites recent re-
search in support of the view
that brain architecture is the
product of bottom-up compe-
tition and coalition-formation
among neurons—partly in re-
sponse to the invasion of memes.
But whatever the details, if Den-
nett is right that we are physical
objects, it follows that all the
capacities for understanding,
all the values, perceptions, and
thoughts that present us with

stage of this process is cultural
evolution, much of which, Dennett
believes, is as uncomprehending as
biological evolution. He quotes Peter
Godfrey-Smith’s definition, from which
it is clear that the concept of evolution
can apply more widely:

Evolution by natural selection is
change in a population due to (i)
variation in the characteristics of
members of the population, {ii)
which causes different ratas of
reproduction, and (iii) which is
heritable.

In the biological case, variation is
caused by mutations in DNA, and it is
heritable through reproduction, sexual
or otherwise. But the same pattern ap-
plies to variation in behavior that is not
genetically caused, and that is heritable
only in the sense that other members of
the population can copy it, whether it
be a game, a word, a superstition, or a
mode of dress.

a

This is the territory of what Rich-
ard Dawkins memorably christened
“memes,” and Dennett shows that the
concept is genuinely useful in describ-
ing the formation and evolution of cul-
ture. He defines “memes” thus:

They are a kind of way of behav-
ing (roughly) that can be copied,
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enhance its own replication, and
every token it generates is one of
its offspring. The set of tokens de-
scended from an ancestor token
form a type, which is thus like a
species.

The distinction between type and
token comes from the philosophy of
language: the word “tomato” is a type,
of which any individual utterance or
inscription or occurrence in thought
is a token. The different tokens may
be physically very different—you say
“tomayto,” I say “tomahto”—but what
unites them is the perceptual capacity
of different speakers to recognize them
all as instances of the type. That is why
people speaking the same language
with different accents, or typing with
different fonts, can understand each
other.

A child picks up its native language
without any comprehension of how it
works. Dennett believes, plausibly, that
language must have originated in an
equally unplanned way, perhaps ini-
tiaily by the spontaneous attachment of
sounds to prelinguistic thoughts. (And
not only sounds but gestures: as Den-
nett observes, we find it very difficult
to talk without moving our hands, an
indication that the earliest language
may have been partly nonvocal.) Even-
tually such memes coalesced to form
languages as we know them, intricate

the manifest image and allow us
to form the scientific image, have their
real existence as systems of representa-
tion in the central nervous system.

This brings us to the question of con-
sciousness, on which Dennett holds a
distinctive and openly paradoxical po-
sition. Qurimanifest image of the world
and ourselves includes as a prominent
part not only the physical body and
central nervous system but our own
consciousness with its elaborate fea-
tures—sensory, emotional, and cogni-
tive—as well as the consciousness of
other humans and many nonhuman
species. In keeping with his general
view of the manifest image, Dennett
holds that consciousness is not part of
reality in the way the brain is. Rather,
it is a particularly salient and con-
vincing user-illusion, an illusion that
is indispensable in our dealings with
one another and in monitoring and
managing ourselves, but an illusion
nonetheless.

You may well ask how consciousness
can be an illusion, since every illusion
is itself a conscious experience—an
appearance that doesnt correspond
Lo reality. So it cannot appear to me
that I am conscious though 1 am not:
as Descartes famously observed, the
reality of my own consciousness is the
one thing I cannot be deluded about.
The way Dennett avoids this apparent

New from
Columbia University
Press

Building the
New American
Economy
Smart, Fair, and Sustainable

JEFFREY D. SACHS

FOREWORD BY

BERNIE SANDERS

“This Is a roadmap for America’s
future economic strategy.”
—Kerry Kennedy, president of
the Robert F. Kennedy Center,
for Justice and Human Rights

D. SACHS

BUILDING
THE NEW

) |
JUFFREY |
<]
AMERICAN < |
«
<

T

ECNIN“
MART, FAl
susmnnullli&
FOREWORD By
BERNIE SANDERS

i

AT

#Jeffrey Sachs remains one of
the most thought-provoking
economists In the world today
because he dares to challenge
presidents of both parties
and the orthodoxies that bind
them to disastrous policies.
His critiques are fierce and
his solutions fearless In the
face of political and academic
groupthink. That makes
Professor Sachs a rarity
in public life and this book
an absolute necessity.”

—Joe Scarborough

COLUMBIA
Wumveasm{
PRESS

CUP.COLUMBIA.EDY
CUPBLOG.ORG

33



Receive a literary surprise each month with membership in the

—NYRB CLASSICS BOOK CLUB—

NYRB Classics are available through our subscription book club for gift-
giving, reading groups, or simply the pleasure of reading.

The editors will select one book each month from among our newest titles
and send the selection postage-free to any US address.” There has never
been a more inexpensive way to purchase this series of classics.

You may select a six-month plan for $85 or a twelve-month plan for $150.
If you order by March 15th, you will receive the March selection. NYRB
Classics is the US publisher of most of Henry Green’s novels and we are
pleased to offer Living as our March selection. This is a book about life in
Birmingham, with its iron foundry, like the factory that Henry Green
worked in for some time in the 1920s, after dropping out of Oxford. The
stories are all the ordinary stuff of life but the style is pure Henry Green:

HENRY GREEN

L bt
LCTION BY
':;::nmmwm

deep tenderness.

followers.”

at once starkly constrained and wildly
streaked with the expedients and eccentric-
ities of everyday speech. Epic and antic,
Living is a book of exact observation and

“Living introduced a whole school of
proletarian literature, and yet remains
apart from, and superior to, any of its
—The Times Literary Supplement

For a look at the entire series,
please visit www.nyrb.com.

To join now, go to
www.nyrb.com
or call 1-800-354-0050.

@D crassics

*Shippmg charges will be applied 1o international orders.

New from CALLIGRAMS: WRITINGS FRO

Alseries edited by | Eliof Wei

CHINESE POETIC
WRITING
Frangois Cheng
Translated from the French
by Jerome P. Seaton and
Donald A. Riggs
This book is considered one
of the most innovative studies
of Chinese poetry ever writien,
as well as a profound and re-
markable meditation on the
nature of poetry itself. Cheng
ilustrates his text with an
annotated anthology of 135
poems he has selected from
the Tang dynasty, presented
bilingually. In this edition, the
original translators retum {o

revise their earlier work.

All three bocks are published in print and e-book editions. - On sale March 14th

WRITINGS FROM AND ON CHINA

THE COLLECTED FOEMS

o
Ll HE

ARMLATES BY & & PRBSRRLN

THE COLLECTED
POEMS OF LI HE
Transiated from the Chinese
by 1.D. Frodsham
Long considered too extrava-
gant and weird for Chinese
taste, Li He, considered the
bad-boy poet of the late Tang
dynasty, was virtually excluded
fram the poetic canon until the
mid-20th century. This volume
is the only comprehensive se-
lection of his surviving work
(most of his poems were re-
putedly burned by his cousin
after his death, for the honor
of the family}, rendered here in
crystalline translations by the
noted scholar J.D. Frodsham.

CALLIGRAMS

WILD GEESE
RETURNING
CHINESE REVERSIBLE
POEMS
Michéle Métall
Transiated from the French
by Jody Gladding and with an
introduction by Jeffrey Yang
For 2,000 years, the con-
densed language of classical
Chinese has offered the pos-
sibility of writing poems that
may be read both forward and
backward, producing different
creations in a genre known as
the “fiight of wild geese.” With
examples ranging from the 3rd
to 15th centuries, including
Su Hui, a 4th century woman
who embroidered a silk with a
grid of 840 characters, sinolo-
gist and poet Métail brings us
a unique collection of these
ancient, expenmental poems.

Published by The Chinese University of Hang Kong Press and New York Review Books
Available in bookstores, call (646) 215-2500, or visit www.nyrh.com

34

contradiction takes us to the heart of
his position, which is to deny the au-
thority of the first-person perspective
with regard to consciousness and the
mind generally.

The view is so unnatural that it is
hard to convey, but it has something in
common with the behaviorism that was
prevalent in psychology at the middle of
the last century. Dennett believes that
our concepiion of conscious creatures
with subjective inner lives—which
are not describable merely in physical
terms—is a useful fiction that allows
us o predict how those creatures will
behave and to interact with them. He
has coined the term “heterophenom-
enology™ to describe the (strictly false)
attribution each of us makes to oth-
ers of an inner mental theater—full of
sensory experiences of colors, shapes,
tastes, sounds, images of furniture,
landscapes, and so forth—that con-
tains their representation of the world.

According to Dennett, however, the
reality is that the representations that
underlie human behavior are found in
neural structures of which we know
very little. And the same is true of the
similar conception we have of our own
minds. That conception does not cap-
ture an inner reality, but has arisen as
a consequence of our need to commu-
nicate to others in rough and graspable
fashion our various competencies and
dispositions (and also, sometimes, (o
conceal them):

Curiously, then, our firsi-person
point of view of our own minds is
not so different from our second-
person point of view ol others’
minds: we don’t see, or hear, or
feel, the complicated neural ma-
‘chinery churning away in our
brains but have to settle for an in-
terpreted, digested version, a user-
iltusion that is so familiar to us that
we take it not just for reality but
also for the most indubitable and
intimately known reality of all.

The trouble is that Dennett con-
cludes not only that there is much more
behind our behavioral compeltencies
than is revealed to the first-person point
of view—which is certainly true—but
that nothing whatever is revealed to
the first-person point of view but a
“version” of the neural machinery. In
other words, when 1 look at the Ameri-
can flag, it may seem to me that there
are red stripes in my subjective visual
field, but that is an illusion: the only re-
ality, of which this is “an interpreted,
digested version,” is that a physical pro-
cess I can’t describe is going on in my
visual cortex.

I am reminded of the Marx Brothers
line: “Who are you going to believe, me
or your lying eyes?” Dennett asks us
to turn our backs on what is glaringly
obvious—that in consciousness we are
immediately aware of real subjective ex-
periences of color, flavor, sound, touch,
etc. that cannot be fully described in
neural terms even though they have a
neural cause (or perhaps have neural
as well as experiential aspects). And he
asks us to do this because the reality of
such phenomena is incompatible with
the scientific materialism that in his
view sets the outer bounds of reality.
He is, in Aristotle’s words, “maintain-
ing a thesis at all costs.”

If 1 understand him, this requires
us to interpret ourselves behavioristi-
cally: when it seems to me that I have

-

a subjeclive conscious experience, that
experience is just a belief, manifested
in what [ am inclined to say. Accord-
ing to Dennett, the red stripes that ap-
pear in my visual field when I look at
the flag are just the “intentional object™
of such a belief, as Santa Claus is the
intentional object of a child’s belief in
Santa Claus. Neither of them is real
Recall that even trees and bacteria have
a manifest image, which is to be under-
stood through their outward behavior.
The same, it turns out, is true of vs: the
manifest image is not an image after all.

There is no reason to go through such
mental contortions in the name of sci-
ence. The spectacular progress of the
physical sciences since the seventeenth
century was made possible by the exclu-
sion of the mental from their purview.
To say that there is more to reality than
physics can account for is not a piece
of mysticism: it is an acknowledgment
that we ‘are nowhere near a theory of
everything, and that science will have
to expand to accommodate facts of
a kind fundamentally different from
those that physics is designed to ex-
plain. It should not disturb us that this
may have radical consequences, espe-
cially for Dennett’s favorite natural sci-
ence, biology: the theory of evolution,
which in its current form is a purely
physical theory, may have to incorpo-
rate nonphysical factors to account for
consciousness, if consciousness is not,
as he thinks, an iilusion. Materialism
remains a widespread view, but science
does not progress by tailoring the data
to fit a prevailing theory.

There is much in the book that I
haven't discussed, about education, in-
formation theory, prebiotic chemistry,
the analysis of meaning, the psychologi-
cal role of probability, the classification
of types of minds, and artificial intel-
ligence. Dennett’s reflections on the
history and prospects of artificial intel-
ligence and how we should manage its
development and our relation to it are
informative and wise. He concludes:

The real danger, I think, is not that
machines more intelligent than we
are will usurp our role as captains
of our destinies, but that we will
over-estimate the comprehension
of our latest thinking tools, prema-
turely ceding authority to them far
beyond their competence....

We should hope that new cog-
nitive prostheses will continue to
be designed to be parasitic, 1o be
tools, not collaborators. Their only
“innate™ goal, set up by their cre-
ators, should be to respond, con-
structively and transparently, to
the demands of the user.

About the true nature of the human
mind, Dennett is on one side of an old
argument that goes back to Descartes.
He pays tribute to Descartes, citing the
power of what he calls “Cartesian grav-
ity,” the pull of the first-person point of
view; and he calls the allegedly illusory
realm of consciousness the “Cartesian
Theater.” The argument will no doubt
go on for a long time, and the only
way to advance understanding is for
the participants to develop and defend
their rival conceptions as fully as possi-
ble—as Dennett has done. Even those
who find the overall view unbelievable
will find much to interest them in this
book. U
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