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Most readers will be acquainted with the principal interest of the evolutionary

psychologist Nicholas Humphrey via his modestly titled essay ‘How to solve the

mind–body problem’, reprinted in this collection.1 The article was originally

published in JCS (Humphrey, 2000), with peer commentary (not included in this

reprint). But, in addition to his popular science books, Humphrey has also writ-

ten scholarly essays on the more technical aspects of evolutionary theory along

with journalistic articles on religion, politics, history, folk psychology and the

supernatural. The book under review attempts the difficult task of bringing these

differing topics and styles together in one volume. It would be folly to attempt to

cover such a broad collection comprehensively, so I will attempt to focus on

those aspects most relevant to the aims and scope of this journal.

Unlike many of his less philosophically-inclined colleagues, Humphrey is at

least prepared to admit that there is a mind–body problem. Many psychologists

are impatient with philosophical claims that there is an explanatory gap between

brain events and experiential qualia (or ‘phantasms’ as Humphrey describes

them, showing his penchant for seventeenth-century natural philosophy). A typi-

cal exponent of this sort of philosophical claim would be Colin McGinn’s ‘you

might as well assert that numbers emerge from biscuits or ethics from rhubarb’

(McGinn, 1993, p. 160). The psychologist Bernard Baars can scarcely contain

his bile when dismissing this sort of ‘impossibility proof’ from the perspective of

those ‘toiling in the trenches’ of experimental psychology and neurobiology

(Baars, 1994. p. 261). As far as Baars and many of his colleagues are concerned,

David Chalmers can take his ‘hard problem’ and stick it . . .

Humphrey, however, concedes that philosophers have a point, and that previ-

ous attempts to bridge the explanatory gap, either by redefining sensations as
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complex behavioural or linguistic events (Dennett) or by redefining the brain in a

mentalistic direction (Penrose) are ‘too far removed from most people’s intu-

itions to be persuasive’ (p. 99). No doubt wishing to endear himself with

Anthony Giddens, his Director at the London School of Economics, Humphrey

instead proposes a ‘third way’ in which both concepts (sensory phantasms and

brain states) are ‘re-adjusted’ until they begin to match up. He does this by mak-

ing the claim that sensory awareness is an activity (rather than a passive sensa-

tion) — thus aligning his views with the growing fad for ‘enactive’ and other

embodied approaches to cognition (Freeman and Núñez, 1999). Seeing as neuro-

science has a better understanding of how the brain controls activity than how

‘phantasms’ are generated from protoplasm, the problem is starting to look less

intractable.

But is Humphrey’s Third Way any more successful than Tony Giddens’ shot-

gun marriage of the market and social justice? Giddens has been attacked from

both the Left and the Right, but Humphrey’s ‘How to solve the mind–body prob-

lem’ was more cordially received. Carol Rovane described Humphrey’s account

as ‘the most promising and fertile I have seen’; Andy Clark claimed it ‘holds out

the hope of real progress in an argumentative arena depressingly close to stale-

mate’; and Natika Newton claimed it ‘has the potential to bridge the explanatory

gap’. In another essay in this book ‘The uses of consciousness’ (originally pub-

lished in 1987), Humphrey chides philosophers for their disregard of human biol-

ogy (p. 81). Judging from the above plaudits, they are now mending their ways.

Although its criticism of philosophers may now be outdated, ‘The uses of con-

sciousness’ provides a lucid summary of the three main approaches in the field of

consciousness studies, and this taxonomy has stood the test of time. Philosophers

and phenomenological psychologists take the datum of conscious experience as

the starting point and then end up with a seemingly unbridgeable explanatory gap

to brain events. Cognitive neuroscientists, by contrast, correlate brain events,

behaviour and reported experience but then either ignore or deny the logical dif-

ficulty in moving from correlation to a causal model. Francis Crick has champi-

oned this latter strategy and likes to contrast it with the third option —

evolutionary studies. In a debate with the late S.J. Gould he described the search

for an evolutionary explanation of cognitive functions as ‘folly’ — claiming that

we would do better to understand the brain structure and embryology first and

then look for evolutionary explanations later (Clark, 1994, p. 12). However there

have been few conceptual advances using this approach (although undeniable

progress on the details) since Crick made the remark nearly a decade ago — ‘de-

spite all this noisy racing of engines, the quest looks as though it’s still stuck on

the starting line’ (McCrone, 2002).

While S.J. Gould may not top the reading list at Humphrey’s LSE evolutionary

psychology department, nevertheless both writers would have agreed that the

most fruitful approach is to study the natural history of consciousness and then to

construct a plausible story as to how it might have evolved.2 Donald Griffin’s
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discovery of echo-location in bats originates from a study of bats’ behaviour in

their natural habitat. The discovery of a neurological mechanism for echo-

location was a consequence of the natural history approach, rather than the other

way round (pp. 76–7).

Given Humphrey’s sociobiological assumptions, he argues that we should

adopt a similar approach for the study of consciousness. The first task is to dis-

cover the function of consciousness. Human beings are fundamentally social

creatures, so consciousness evolved (according to Humphrey), in order that we

could ‘understand, predict and manipulate the behaviour of our own species’.

Consciousness is a ‘socio-biological product’ (p. 83).

But not all philosophers are converts to biological and evolutionary thinking,

and many would deny that it is the key to solving the mind–body problem. Philo-

sophical objections to Humphrey’s claim tend to rely on Flanagan’s law:3 ‘for

any intelligent activity i, performed in any cognitive domain d, even if we do i

with conscious accompaniments, i can in principle be done without these con-

scious accompaniments’ (Flanagan, 1992, p. 5). The very language employed

demonstrates the origins of this argument in AI and computational functionalism.

But the evolutionary approach to functionalism, championed by Humphrey, would

claim that if we start by discovering how we do i, we can then go on to generalize

beyond the historical case. But this is a controversial claim (Horst, 1999), which —

fortunately for the publishers of JCS — is unlikely to yield an early resolution.

One of Humphrey’s special talents is the imaginative reconstruction of past

minds via the medium of the historical record and through modern parallels.

Examples in this book include an attempt to understand the miracles and psy-

chology of Jesus via a comparison with Uri Geller (p. 222); a claim that Palaeo-

lithic man was autistic (by comparing cave paintings with the work of the autistic

savant Nadia);4 and an attempt to understand the minds of mediaeval jurists via

the records of animal trials and executions (pp. 235–54). This is all fascinating

stuff and Humphrey’s reconstructions are often very persuasive. But it’s danger-

ous ground to tread, and not just on account of the usual accusations of ‘just so’

stories levied at evolutionary psychologists. Given the growth of specialist

scholarship, polymaths like Humphrey will always be open to accusations of

amateurism. In the original journal symposia following his ‘Cave art, autism and

evolution’ (not reproduced in this collection) he gets a good kicking from an emi-

nent team of anthropologists and archaeologists, and some of the sources on

which he relies, such as A.N. Wilson’s Jesus, would not normally appear in a

scholarly study.

But given that these views are all covered in his well-known monographs, why

would someone who was not a member of the Nick Humphrey fan club want to

buy this book — effectively the second volume of Humphrey’s Greatest Hits (the

first album, Consciousness Regained, was released in 1983)? No doubt readers
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of this review might question the motives behind my judgment,5 but is there not a

case for reading the essays in their original form, along with the commentaries

and responses?

Perhaps the real value of this collection is to show the sheer breadth and vari-

ety of the author’s interests. A deeply cultured man, Humphrey is just as much at

home commenting on Shakespearean sonnets for the BBC or broadsheet news-

papers like the Guardian as he is writing about the technical distinctions between

Hamilton’s and Trivers’ competing models for the evolutionary psychology of

altruism (pp. 52–61). Needless to say, the juxtaposition of such pieces in a sec-

tion loosely labeled ‘Selves’ makes for an uneven read, and most people will

wish to dip in and out accordingly.

Despite his relaxed style, Humphrey is fundamentally an iconoclast, and read-

ing his essays can be an eye-opening experience. Whilst it’s easy in the current

zeitgeist to disparage the supernatural in the abstract, nevertheless, for those of

us who are products of 2000 years of Christian culture, the equation of the mira-

cles of Jesus Christ with Uri Geller’s spoonbending can make for uncomfortable

reading. Humphrey is right to echo the alarm of Dostoevsky’s character Myshkin

on seeing a reproduction of The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb (p. 229).

Whatever one may feel about the supernatural claims of Christianity or any other

religion, this essay, like Holbein’s brutally naturalistic painting, may be a little

too much in-your-face for some readers.

And things get even more uncomfortable as they get nearer to home. How

many readers still believe that the humble dock leaf has pharmacological proper-

ties that soothe the rash from a nettle sting? Humphrey, of course, puts this to the

test, using his daughter Ada as the guinea pig (no doubt in order to bypass his uni-

versity ethics committee), and discovers that this is nothing more than placebo

medicine (p. 256). Apparently the origin of this old wives’ tale is the similarity

between docce, the old English name for the dock leaf, and the Latinate doctor

(and the fact that they happen, providentially, to grow alongside stinging nettles).

But faith in providence is hard to jettison, and I wonder if Humphrey’s daughter

Ada will ever forgive her father for the deception.

Seductions

The final section of the book, entitled ‘Seductions’, is devoted to Humphrey’s

political writing. The tone is mostly polemical as the essays were originally lec-

tures presented at meetings of Amnesty International and an organization called

Professions for World Disarmament. The Amnesty lecture, ‘What shall we tell

the children?’ is a gloves-off diatribe against organized religion.

Although the specific target is sectarian brainwashing, the scope is sufficiently

broad to include Hassidic Judaism, Marxism, bible-belt Christianity and the

‘followers of the Maharishi Yogi’ (p. 298).

Now we’re getting a little personal. Speaking as a follower of the latter from

the tender age of fourteen until the TM movement’s penchant for circus tricks
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and other publicity stunts forced me back into the closet, I suppose that makes me

a victim of sectual abuse — even though fourteen is a few years above the Jesuit

ceiling for youthful impressionability. But despite all this adolescent indoctrina-

tion, I would like to think that I have retained an open mind — indeed my TM

experience was the principal stimulus for the launch of this journal (which is proud

to include the self-same Nicholas Humphrey amongst its editorial advisers).

Humphrey’s concern for the victims of youthful brainwashing would be easier

to comprehend in a previous age. But the world is now such a small place that it

has become increasingly difficult for cult members to quarantine their children

against outside influences. He rails against the ‘extraordinarily mistaken’ (p. 311)

decision of the US Supreme Court to support the Amish claim to be exempt from

sending their children to public schools but acknowledges that many Amish chil-

dren conscripted at the time of the Vietnam war very often chose not to return to

Amish life.6 Given ever-increasing globalisation it’s hard to imagine how groups

like the Amish will be able to survive much longer.

In the final essay in this book ‘Follow My Leader’ Humphrey poses the rhetor-

ical question:

Isn’t much of human culture, including many aspects of civilization, best thought of

as part of the extended human phenotype, indirectly constructed by the human

genes that it helps preserve — rather as, say, a beaver’s dam is indirectly constructed

by the beaver’s genes? (p. 333).

But if this is true, then surely religion, one of the most widespread manifestations

of human culture, is ubiquitous because it is also ‘constructed by the human

genes that it helps preserve’. There is an extensive literature on the sociology of

religion, and it is largely functionalist in tone, even if it is hesitant about the sort

of reductive sociobiological functionalism expressed in the above paragraph.

Humphrey answers his own question with a ‘Yes, except . . .’ and therein lies the

rub. To evolutionary psychologists culture may have its origin in the biology of the

ape with the oversize brain, but once created it becomes an autonomous sphere —

a ‘complex dynamical system’ that is no longer explicable in terms of biology

(p. 333). Culture, to evolutionary theorists like Humphrey and Richard Dawkins,7

is the field of memetics, rather than genetics and we need to look to chaos theory

and nonlinear mathematics for the scientific tools to help us understand it.

But there is a new school of sociobiology — including writers like Larry

Arnhart, David Sloan Wilson and Eliot Sober — that argues that the dualism of

(selfish) biology and (altruistic) culture is a betrayal of Darwin’s original ideas

(Flack and de Waal, 2000). Orthodox neo-Darwinism is epitomised by this quote

from Richard Dawkins:
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Be warned that if you wish, as I do, to build a society in which individuals cooperate

generously and unselfishly towards a common good, you can expect little help from

biological nature. Let us try to teach generosity and altruism, because we are born

selfish (Dawkins, 1976, p. 3).8

According to Arnhart, this dualism between our (natural) selfishness and our

(cultural) potential for altruism is a reflection of T.H. Huxley’s attempt to read

Darwin through Hobbesian glasses (Arnhart, 1998). Pace Hobbes, ‘nature’ and

‘culture’ are analytic rather than natural kinds so, to theorists like Wilson, reli-

gion is ubiquitous because it serves a sociobiological function, rather than being

the product of memetic propagation (Wilson, 2002).

Humphrey appears to subscribe to Rousseau’s view that the state of nature is

the domain of the ‘bright young lad, full of hope and joy and inquisitiveness’ and

‘the little maid, fresh to the morning of the world’ (p. 301). Then along come the

evil cult memes to turn the former into the ‘nodding elder buried in the Torah’

and the latter the ‘washed-up New Age earth mother lost in mists of superstition’

(p. 301). But, as Chesterton famously pointed out, in the absence of religion the

vacuum will soon be filled by something else. Humphrey would wish that some-

thing else to be science and ‘free thinking’, but in contemporary western society,

the God-shaped hole is more likely to be filled by consumerism and a slavish

conformism to the memes of popular culture.9

Humphrey adheres to the Popperian view of science as a dispassionate process

of enquiry:

Science doesn’t cajole, it doesn’t dictate, it lays out the factual and theoretical argu-

ments as to why something is so — and invites us to assent to them, to see it for our-

selves. Hence, by the time someone has understood a scientific explanation, they

have in an important sense already chosen it as theirs (p. 315).

If Humphrey were a physicist or even a biologist, then this might be plausible,

but he is by training a psychologist. Most assessments of the history of twentieth-

century psychology would tend to support the competing view of Thomas Kuhn.

In what sense would psychologists sharing the editorial goals of this journal have

been free to pursue their interests in a free and unfettered way during the period

of the behaviourist hegemony? Even after the so-called ‘cognitive revolution’

graduate students still rolled their eyes at the ceiling when anyone mentioned the

dreaded c-word. The history of psychology, seen through Kuhnian eyes, is more
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akin to a study of the fashion industry than the onwards-and-upwards march of

scientific progress.

And that is to make psychological science sound like a harmless ivory-tower

pursuit, by contrast with Humphrey’s views on the destructive power of religious

memes. According to Humphrey there is no principled difference between

enforced female circumcision and enforced religious belief, whereas scientific

progress is a case where ‘those who have been walking in darkness have seen a

great light!’ (p. 314). Like all other forms of whiggery, scientific progress is

viewed here as an unalloyed good. But even leaving aside Nagasaki and BSE,

what about the human sciences? Michael Polanyi claimed that the false idea of

scientific detachment ‘exercises a destructive influence in biology, psychology

and sociology and falsifies the whole outlook far beyond the domain of science’

(Polanyi, 1958).

Earlier on Humphrey makes a slightly different claim for the status of science:

‘Science . . . represents a set of beliefs that any reasonable person would, if

given the chance, choose for himself’ (p. 313). Given that he had previously

noted (p. 295) that 98% of the US population say they believe in God, 70%

believe in life after death and 50% believe in psychic powers, clearly Humphrey

feels that American citizens have not been given the chance to freely choose. If

so then why not? Given that the US is still viewed by political scientists as the

best example of a functioning democracy, what is the explanation for the preva-

lence of religious belief? Are the American people simply not ‘reasonable’ or are

they under the thumb of evil memeticists? Authors like Callum Brown (2000)

have been hard-put to explain the ongoing popularity of religion in the US, and

Humphrey comes no closer to offering an explanation.

The model of religion attacked by Humphrey and Dawkins is essentially a

straw man. Both authors define religion in terms of belief in the supernatural, for

example Humphrey:

Religion makes no pretence of engaging its devotees in any process of rational dis-

covery or choice. If we dare ask why we should believe something, the answer will

be because it has been written in the Book, because this is our tradition, because it

was good enough for Moses, because you’ll go to heaven that way. . . . Or, as often

as not, don’t ask. (p. 315)

Few Western Christians would be able to reconcile this simplistic parody with

anything from their own experience. In particular the emphasis on belief ignores

how religion is actually practised, especially in the United Kingdom. Anthony

Freeman (2001) has shown that whilst practising Anglicans may well go through

the motions of reciting the Creed (often with their fingers crossed behind their

backs), in practice the term ‘God’ is taken to mean ‘the sum of all our values and

ideals’ guiding and inspiring our lives. Although the publication of his views in

such a clear and accessible fashion earned the author the sack from his job in the

Church of England,10 many of his former colleagues adhere to similar views,

although a little more fuzzy at the edges. Ironically Daniel Dennett, writing in a
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country where religious fundamentalism is far more prominent, is more relaxed

in his views on religion.

In the final, and most political, essay of the book, Humphrey outlines a plausi-

ble evolutionary psychology-inspired explanation of the segue from democracy

to dictatorship via the ‘seduction of the masses’ (p. 335). Humphrey is right to

argue that these two political models are very closely related. The explanation

that he offers is based on Heinrich and Boyd’s (1998; 2001) work on the evolu-

tion of cooperation. In quoting Carl Schmitt’s observation that ‘the Fuhrer’s

word was supposed to be law not because it was the will of a particular individual

but because it was supposed to embody the will of the German people more

authentically than could any representation’ (Arato, 2000), Humphrey, unwit-

tingly or otherwise, is drawing similar conclusions to Max Beloff (1999), Mike

Diboll (2000) and others on the parallels between Blairism and fascism. But

that’s another story.
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