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The only general characteristic of insanity is the loss of
a sense for ideas that are common to all (sensus
communis), and its replacement with a sense for ideas
peculiar to ourselves (sensus privatus); for example, in
broad daylight a man sees a light burning on a table,
which, however, another person standing next to him
does not see; or he hears a voice which no one else
hears. It [Sensus communis] is a subjectively necessary
touchstone of the correctness of our judgment and,
consequently, of the soundness of our understanding
that we relate our understanding to understanding of
others, and not merely isolate ourselves within our
experiences…
Kant, Immanuel. Anthropology From a Pragmatic Point of View. Trans. Victor Lyle Dowdell and Revised by Hans H. Rudnick. Ed. Hans H.
Rudnick. Revised ed. Carbondale & Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1996 [1798], § 53, p. 219 [p. 117]

One of the most persistent trends in modern
philosophy since Descartes and perhaps its
most original contribution to philosophy has
been an exclusive concern with the self, as
distinguished from the soul or person or man in
general, an attempt to reduce all experiences,
with the world as well as with other human
beings, to experiences between man and
himself.
Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition. Second ed. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1998 [1958], 254
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Robert Fludd, Utriusque
cosmi maioris scilicet et
minoris […] historia,
tomus II (1619),
tractatus I, sectio I, liber
X, De triplici animae in
corpore visione.

Psychological Know-How: Self Help?
 Psychologisation and neuropsychologisation
 Historical origins:
1. The split of subjective experience from objective reality
a.Galileo’s primary and secondary qualities
b.Descartes’ mind-body dualism
c. Locke’s representational mind

2. The split of the ‘mind’ into conscious experience and
unconscious processes of the mind and, later, the brain
a.Freud and the unconscious
b.Psychology turned into behaviourism
c. The triumph of the mind/brain as a computer

 Modern psychologised explanations leave no place
for considering the historical human situation

“Psychology is very
often how societies
avoid looking in the
mirror”.
William Davies in The Happiness Industry: How the
Government and Big Business Sold Us Well-Being. London
and New York: Verso, 2016, 10
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http://www.cmaj.ca/content/163/12/1557

The “Happiness” Industry
 We are a constant project of improvement
 We are exhorted to record everything: our
thoughts, feelings, mood, heart rate, sleep
patterns, the food we eat, and so on
 Fitbit
 Sleep tracking bed (https://www.sleepnumber.com/sn/en/sleepiq-sleep-tracker)

 Meanwhile, corporations are collecting all the
information that we provide them by recording
our attempts to measure and ‘improve’
ourselves
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Personality Tests

Correlation is not causation

Weak correlations
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Personality tests are based upon correlation
 Five-Factor Model of Personality






Neuroticism – Psychoticism
Extraversion – Introversion
Openness – (Conservativeness/Closedness?)
Conscientiousness – (Unconscientiousness?)
Agreeableness – (Disagreeableness?)

 These are ‘factors’: mathematical abstractions
based upon correlations between rating scales
on the statements on a personality test

The mean of the population
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Correlating 240 items…
 We cannot comprehend this correlation
 ‘Factors’ are drawn out by calculations made
with a computer to make sense of the data
 We label these ‘factors’ with, low and behold,
the very terms we sought to measure in the
first place

“When someone hides
something behind a bush and
looks for it again in the same
place and finds it there as well,
there is not much to praise in
such seeking and finding.”
Nietzsche, Friedrich Wilhelm. "On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense." Trans. Daniel Breazeale. Philosophy and Truth: Selections
from Nietzsche's Notebooks of the Early 1870s. Atlantic Highlands, New Jersey: Humanities Press International, Inc, 1997b, 79-97.

Kosinski and Cambridge Analytica
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The many Facebook experiments add up. The
company believes that it has unlocked social
psychology and acquired a deeper understanding of
its users than they possess of themselves. Facebook
can predict users’ race, sexual orientation,
relationship status, and drug use on the basis of
their “likes” alone. It’s Zuckerberg’s fantasy that this
data might be analyzed to uncover the mother of all
revelations, “a fundamental mathematical law
underlying human social relationships that governs
the balance of who and what we all care about.”
That is, of course, a goal in the distance.
Foer, Franklin. World Without Mind: The Existential Threat of Big Tech. London: Jonathon Cape, 2017, 76

A dead Atlantic salmon is spotted… thinking???
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The problem is that we now see
ourselves in psychological and
neuropsychological terms
Psychological style tests, questionnaires
and ways of categorising people are
now taken as describing who we really
(?) are…

So how did we get here?
Part I:
A whistle stop tour of the history of
the modern concept of mind…

Galileo Galilei
1564–1642
Nature is written in triangles and circles…
Primary and secondary Qualities

27
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 Primary qualities:
“I say that as soon as I conceive of a corporeal
substance or materials, I feel indeed drawn by the
necessity of also conceiving that it is bounded and
has this or that shape; that it is large or small in
relation to other things; that it is in this or that
location and exists at this or that time; that it moves
or stands still, that it touches or does not touch
another body; and that it is one, a few or many”
 Secondary Qualities:
“However, my mind does not feel forced to regard it
as necessarily accompanied by such conditions as the
following: that it is white or red, bitter or sweet,
noisy or quiet, and pleasantly or unpleasantly
smelling”
Galillei, Galileo. 2008 [1623] "§7.2 Heat, Atoms, and Primary vs. Secondary Qualities." The Essential Galileo. Ed. Maurice A. Finocchiaro.
Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 185–189, 185

Touching and Tickling
 The marble statue cannot be tickled, only
touched
 The feather can touch a statue, but can also
tickle a person

Motion and heat
“I do not believe in the least that besides shape,
quantity, motion, and penetration, and touch,
there is in fire another quality, that this quality is
heat”
Galillei 2008 [1623], 188
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“Motion is the cause of heat”
Galillei 2008 [1623], 185

 The particles only have primary qualities,
including motion
 Heat is a secondary quality in us
 Heat is caused by tiny, moving, fiery particles
penetrating our sensuous body

René Descartes
1596–1650
Descartes solidifies Galileo’s distinction into
two substances:
mind (res cogitans) and body (res extensa)

Res Cogitans and Res Extensa
 “To each substance there belongs one principle
attribute; in the case of mind, this is thought, and
in the case of body it is extension”
Descartes, René. "Meditations on First Philosophy." Edited and translated by Elizabeth Anscombe and Peter Thomas Geach. Descartes:
Philosophical Writings. Melbourne: Nelson's University Paperbacks for The Open University, 1970 [1642], Mediation I, §53, italics in original)

 There are only two substances: mind and body
 Mind is a substance whose primary attribute is
thinking
 Body is a substance whose primary attribute is
extension
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 Res Cogitans:
 I am a think that thinks
 I cannot doubt that I am
doubting
 I think therefore I am

 Res Extensa:
 The candle
 The melted wax
 The only thing that
remains is extension

The Human Being: Mind and Body
 My nature is a union my mind and body
 “I am not merely present in my body as a sailor
is present in a ship”
 I am “an intermingling of mind with body”
 “My sole concern here is with what God has
bestowed on me as a combination of mind and
body. My nature, then, is this limited sense,
does indeed teach me to avoid what induces
feeling pain and to seek out what induces
feelings of pleasure”
Descartes, 1970 [1642], Mediation VI

John Locke
1632–1704
He is the founder of modern psychology:
he sets out to investigate the human mind
explicitly
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Tabula Rasa
Locke likens the human mind to a
sheet of white paper or a wax tablet
on which experience writes … All our
ideas come from experience by which
our mind is shaped. At it is Locke’s task
to show how all our basic ideas come
from experience alone
Perelman, Chaïm. A Historical Introduction to Philosophical Thinking. Toronto: Random House, 1965, 160

But, what is experience?
For Locke, experience is reflections, ideas,
concepts and perceptions that reside in the
mind

38

Locke on Primary, Secondary and
Tertiary Qualities
 Primary qualities: inherent in the things
themselves
 Secondary qualities: are in us
 Tertiary qualities: are the quality of objects that
affect other objects
 For example, the sun has the power to produce the
sensation of heat in us, but also has the power to melt
wax

 Objects cause sensations in us
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41

It is important to note that there
is no unconscious in Locke
For Locke, the notion of an
unconscious experience is a
contradiction
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“The natural world was portrayed as a
vast, self-contained mathematical
machine, consisting of motions of matter
in space and time, and man with his
purposes, feelings, and secondary
qualities was shoved apart as an
unimportant spectator and semi-real
effect of the great mathematical drama
outside”
Burtt, Edwin Arthur. The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Science. New York: Dover, 2003 [1932], 95

So how did we get here?
Part II:
A whistle stop tour of the history of
modern psychology…

Modern Psychology inherits the split
between the internal world of the
mind and the external mechanised
world
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But, modern psychology also inherits a significant
problem: the relationship between mind and
matter, which is shown in the problematic
relationship between between their subject matter
and method
If experience is purely subjective and the mind is in
tangible, how can a psychologist hope to study the
mind?
If science relies on measurement and obtaining
objective facts about the physical world, how can
we measure the mind defined as intangible?

Freud and the Unconscious
The unconscious is the larger circle which
includes within itself the smaller circle of the
conscious; everything conscious has its
preliminary step in the unconscious, whereas
the unconscious may stop with this step and
still claim full value as a psychic activity.
Properly speaking, the unconscious is the real
psychic; its inner nature is just as unknown to
us as the reality of the external world, and it is
just as imperfectly reported to us through the
data of consciousness as is the external world
through the indications of our sensory organs.
Freud, Sigmund. 2008 [1921]. Dream Psychology: Psychoanalysis for Beginners. M. D. Eder trans. Hamburg, Germany:
Classic Books.

Modern Psychology
Splits the mind into unconscious and conscious
processes…
We, now, are considered not only lacking access to
the ‘real’ world outside the mind, but also the ‘real
processes’ that drive our ‘subjective’ experience
We only have access to the unreliable, changing and
fleeting ‘subjective perceptions’ that pass across the
‘screen’ of ‘consciousness’
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Behaviourism

Cognitivism
 Agreed with behaviourism: introspectionist
methods can never be used to scientifically
investigate the mind
 But, also, agreed with the unconscious:
introspectionist methods could not be used
because an ordinary person could not access
the underlying causes of behaviour that lay in
the unconscious

The Computer Metaphor of Mind
 The mind is like a computer
 The unconscious processes are like a program
 Conscious experience is like the screen
 Cognitive psychologists posit ‘theories’, taken
as akin to ‘programs’.
 If the ‘program’ predicts behaviour, the
‘program’ is correct
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The Example: Memory

Test:
How many things do you remember?

Neurocognitivism
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The Brain as a Supercomputer
 The brain thinks???
 We process information???
 Where is the human being who finds
themselves in a historical situation with
others?
 However, this model does explain some of the
exaggerated and overly confident claims of
our technical engineers…

www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-07/explainer-what-is-artificial-intelligence/8771632
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 Psychologised explanations suggest that we
are dumb actors at the mercy of forces that
we do not, or cannot, understand
 Paradoxically, psychological experts can access
the causes of human experience and drivers of
human behaviour
 On this basis, psychology seemingly promises
corporations techniques for manipulating and
replacing people like never before
 Unless we question the model of the
psychologised self, we render the practices of
corporations invisible

The modern growth of wordlessness, the withering
away of everything between us, can also be described
as the spread of the desert… Modern psychology is
desert psychology: when we lose the faculty to judge –
to suffer and condemn – we begin to think that there is
something wrong with us if we cannot live under the
condition of desert life. Insofar as psychology tries to
‘help’ us, it helps us ‘adjust’ to those conditions, taking
away our only hope, namely that we, who are not of
the desert though we live in it, are able to transform it
into a human world. Psychology turns everything topsyturvy: precisely because we suffer under desert
conditions we are still human and still intact; the danger
lies in becoming true inhabitants of the desert and
feeling at home in it
Arendt, Hannah. "Epilogue." The Promise of Politics. Ed. Jerome Kohn. New York: Schocken Books, 2005a, 201-4, 201
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