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Preface to the 2020 Edition
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Almost a decade has passed since the first release of Scientific Introspection and twenty years since it was drafted. I had hoped it could encourage a shift in focus among cognitive psychologists and other interested investigators to direct, empirical study of the mind. Instead, cognitive psychology was swallowed by the brain. 

I have no argument with cognitive neuropsychology and related scientific investigations into the brain. We need that. But the pathway from biology to mentality is unknown. The brain is a body part. Its description does not tell us what it is like to experience thinking. How can it be, in this modern age, that we know little more about the mind than Plato did? 

With the growth of information technology, there was a frisson of excitement when it seemed that the mind was like a computer. The promise was that mind could be studied with an information-processing approach. That siren lured me for many years, but the computer turned out to be only a loose metaphor, like the steam engine was in its time, and like Plato's double-horse chariot was in his time. 

We did get "AI" out of that romance, although artificial intelligence is only a metaphor for the clever tasks that robots and computers can perform. It could be genuine artificial intelligence if we knew what intelligence was, but we don't because we have no method for studying the mind. 

In scientific introspection, I sort out some problems and confusions that have prevented development of a method for the empirical study of experience. Those include questions about reflexivity, privacy, objectivity, and perception. I feel pretty solid about those resolutions. 

Where I am less confident is around suggesting yoga meditation as a portal to non-dual consciousness. Not that I think that's a wrong idea, but I wonder if it's impractical. I let it stand because my goal is to present a set of tools that do work and which could, in principle, be assembled into a successful discipline for investigating the mind. 

And, truth be told, I don't have any other ideas for what to do about the point of view problem. That problem is like deep-sea diving in a submersible and deciding to open a porthole to get a more direct experience of the ocean. If you do that, you will not find a different point of view from which to experience the ocean. You will find death, a state in which, presumably, there is no point of view. 

You need your hard-shell submersible intact to even ask the questions. The submersible of the mind is the socio-linguistic mind, the SLM. It is the ordinary, thinking and conceptualizing aspect of mind that is most familiar to us. We engage it right now to read and write these words and think about ideas. Step outside the SLM and the dialog is over; the inquiry is over; thinking itself dissipates. We have no other point of view that could support an epistemology except the point of view of the SLM. And yet we are perplexed by how the mind could turn back on itself to get a look at itself. 

For the past twenty years, I have been writing science-fiction of a type I dub psychological sci-fi, or "psi-fi." I hoped I might be able to imagine a fictional point of view outside the SLM. I'm still working on it. 

Until I stumble across a solution, scientific introspection is my best effort. It offers a methodology for getting outside of one's submersible to see what it looks like from an objective point of view. 

William A. Adams,

Writing as William X. Adams 

July 2020.
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Chapter One: Introduction
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Psychology has lost its mind. Academic psychology is commonly defined as the scientific study of almost anything but the mind: the body, the brain, human and animal behavior, animal-environment interactions, social relationships, information processing, social dynamics, and even "the whole person." Psychotherapists might say they work every day with the mind, and let us thank them for that, but I am searching for a way to discover what the mind is and how it works. 

Psychology as a field of intellectual inquiry is proud of being a scientific endeavor. Yet the methods of science are designed for the physical world we observe with our sense organs. Science has no way to observe intangible, immaterial objects. What can be done with thoughts, feelings, images, plans, hopes, deliberations, fears, and urges? These are scientifically undetectable. The brain can be observed, but the brain is a body part. If you dissect a brain, you find no images, words, numbers, songs, colors, or ideas in it. It is three pounds of meat, a physical thing, not a psychological event. Where is the mind?

How can a self-proclaimed scientific study of psychology be justified? Psychologists have developed a strategy to finesse this problem. We make inferences about the mind from scientific observations of the behavior of the body. For example, we watch people solve problems, push buttons, make choices, or answer questions. From those scientifically observable actions, we infer how the mind might be organized or how it works. We can do that because we assume actions are caused by the mind that lurks inside the body.

Two problems make that strategy extremely wobbly. 

First, it is entirely illogical. It embraces the logical error called assuming the consequent. You have to assume before you start that the person you are observing has a mind that causes the observed behavior, and that you already know how it does so. Only with those assumptions can you even pretend to infer anything from watching behavior. Objectively, what one observes is an animal emitting some uninterpretable actions or noises. You must assume almost everything you want to infer before you make the first observation. It's illogical. It's not "scientific."

Secondly, the inferences you make are limited only by your imagination. That's why conclusions psychologists draw from observation of brain and behavior are little more than creative guesses, self-fulfilling hypotheses, and circular truisms.

Here's an example. Psychologists Meltzoff and Brooks (2006) described observations of human infants 12- to 18-months-old who each turned their head to follow the gaze of an adult. The infants seem to believe that the adult was looking at something interesting, and they wanted to see it, too, so they looked in the same direction. 

Interestingly, the infants did not follow the adult's gaze if the adult's eyes were closed. If the adult turned their head as before, but with closed eyes, the infants didn't look. Why not? The authors say it's because the infants were following the adult's interest, not simply imitating the adult's head movement. The infants were interested in whatever the adult was interested in. They wanted a piece of the action. 

The psychologists inferred that they observed mind-reading in infants. It must be inborn, they suggested, since these infants had only been alive a little over a year. They wouldn't have the mental sophistication to logically "infer" anything. They didn't even have language yet. Headline: Babies Can Read Minds!

But consider: To gaze is to stare at something because you find it interesting or because you are absent-mindedly thinking of something else. But "interesting" and "absent-mindedness" are not things that can anybody can scientifically observe. That is mental stuff. What you can see are head movement and eye movements. You cannot see a gaze. You must assume, or infer a gaze. 

The experimenters also presupposed that they understood both the adult's mind and the infant's mind. But they did not scientifically observe anything except head, eye, and neck movements.

Now, I do not doubt for a minute that Meltzoff and Brooks observed gaze-following because I make the same unscientific presuppositions they did about the meaning of the observed behavior. I can tell when someone is "gazing." So can you. So can babies, apparently. My objection is not that their conclusion is false. My objection is that it is not scientifically justified. 

What this experiment presented was a "folk-psychology" demonstration that exploits common sense understanding of what a "gaze" is and how you recognize it when you see it. The scientific observations do not, however, support the scientific inference the experimenters want to make. 

There's nothing wrong with inference. But a scientific inference is logically supported by observed and documented physical sciences. There are only so many things that could happen according to the "laws of nature." Scientific inference is very tightly constrained. 

In psychology though, the inference is like free speculation. Did those infants really understand the adults' mental state? Maybe, maybe not. We cannot say because there is no science of the mind. 

Similarly, can we legitimately (scientifically) infer an unconscious process from a person's statement of what they saw or did not see? Does a particular test really measure "intelligence?" Any observation could imply any sort of mentality. Who is to say otherwise? For psychologists like me, such experiments are generally unconvincing or trivially obvious from a common-sense point of view. 

I call scientific psychology a "quasi-science" because it has the trappings of science, but fundamentally it is only half a science. Half of it is based on scientific observation of bodies and their behavior, followed by the other half, wild speculation, unjustified presumption, and marginally plausible inference. The second half is not scientific at all.

Understanding the mind by inference from behavior is sometimes compared to observing a factory through binoculars from a hill. We see truckloads of plastic, wood, and rubber delivered to the loading dock, and we see boats on trailers leave the factory on the other side. So we make a guess: this factory manufactures boats. 

The mind is supposed to be a black box similar to that factory. We can vary its inputs, such as the objects or problems we present to a person. Then we observe the outputs, the person's answers, button-presses, head-turns, or other behavior. From the correlation, we try to infer what's in the box. All scientists engage in that kind of reasoning, but psychologists stretch its limits.

The example of inferring a boat factory seems reasonable because we already have a pretty good idea of what it means to manufacture something, and we understand how factories work in general. We generally know what a boat is and what it would take to make one. When we conclude that a factory must be making boats, we can be fairly confident, and we can verify the inference by going down the hill to look inside the factory to see if we were correct. 

But with the black box of the mind, we have no idea what might be going on in there. We did not build that factory, and we have never seen anything like it before. Plus, there is no scientific way to go into the mind to confirm the inference. You can look inside the brain, but you will see only brain. There is no scientific way to look inside a mind. 

So we speculate. The mental black box "processes ideas," we say, without knowing for sure what that means. How do you "process" an idea? It's a loose computer analogy. We stack new unclear and unverified inference upon earlier ones until we have an elaborate house of cards that we call a theory of the mind. But none of it is based on anything but assumptions and speculations.

This is a ridiculous way for psychology to proceed, but what else could a scientific psychology do? One alternative is to just forget about the mind. Just study the brain and bodily performance, including verbal behavior. You can observe and record that scientifically. But that would be biology, linguistics, or kinesiology. Where's the psychology? Gone. 

By making scientific observations of bodies and their behavior, psychology has survived almost two centuries as a fraudulent quasi-science. Psychology did not really lose its mind; it deliberately abandoned it on the doorstep of science. It was a historical choice between science and philosophy, and psychology was determined to be a science, so has worn the scientific costume ever since. 

As a psychologist, I am not happy with this state of affairs. First, I find it embarrassing, but I could embrace a quasi-science if, despite its flaws, it produced great results. However, I don't think we are getting anywhere. We know a lot more about the brain today than ever before, but we don't know much more about how the mind works than did the earliest psychologists, such as William James, Wilhelm Wundt, or Sigmund Freud. Maybe we know more about the mind than Plato did, but I'm not sure about that.

What I would like is a way to observe the mind directly so we wouldn't have to guess, presume, and speculate. Can we do that? We can. 

Any mature, normally socialized adult is capable of observing their own mind. You know when you're hungry; you know what you're thinking; you know what you want; you know what you believe and don't believe. We look into our minds every day, all day. It's something we do. 

I doubt that rabbits can introspect. I doubt that beetles can. But I am absolutely sure that you and I can. It's a remarkable fact about human beings. We can observe our own minds.

We don't always articulate well what we find when we look into our minds. And self-deception and confusion are ever-present hazards, but there can be no doubt about the fact that we can introspect. That is a very odd quirk of nature. It is an amazing ability that has no obvious evolutionary reason to exist. But here we are.

Introspection is not a perfect method of observation. One big problem is that each person does not have introspective access to any mind other than his or her own. Consequently, when we discuss our introspective observations, we never know if we are talking about similar or different things. And unlike science, introspection lacks a systematic method and a common language for building consensus about observations.

The more subtle problem is that introspection is confusing. Who is the observer, and what is the observed? Does "observation" even have a meaning when the observer and observed are the same person? It is difficult to understand.

I believe these problems can be solved, opening up the possibility of a genuine science of the mind. What we need is to define a practice of introspection that standardizes observational methods and language. Such a scientific introspection could not contradict any procedures or findings of traditional science. It would have to work alongside existing science. That's basically the proposal of this book. I present it in more detail in the next chapter.

Most psychologists know there was a school of introspective psychology that flourished in the last years of the nineteenth century. It was abandoned in the early twentieth. I take a look at that episode in the third chapter to see what went wrong. I think some ideas can be polished up and used to support a new scientific introspection.

The fourth chapter acknowledges that literal self-observation is not possible because introspection is not like perception. We need a different model of observation for introspection. Perception is not it. 

Chapters Five and Six look more closely at the requirements of observation if we're not going to use the perceptual analogy. 

In Chapter Seven, introspection is described as a social activity, not a solitary one, as often assumed. Paradoxically, to introspect, we engage all sorts of socially learned and practiced mental processes. 

Chapter Eight sets out the principles needed for a systematic introspection that could serve as a shared epistemology for the study of the mind.

Chapter Nine brings together three existing methods of introspection, reflection, phenomenology, and meditation to see what we can take to synthesize a scientific introspection. 

In Chapter Ten, we get to a demonstration of a prototype scientific introspection. How would it work? The procedure is illustrated.

Chapter Eleven is an appendix in which I briefly survey some historical descriptions of introspection from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. That review shows the gradual evolution of thinking about introspection into some of the ideas we use today. 

The bibliography was once a proper reference list, but in this edition I have removed nearly all citations, for improved readability. This is not a "scholarly" essay that needs citations and references. Rather, it is merely a proposal that hopes to stimulate somebody to carry the vision further. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two: Recovering the Mind
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No modern psychology textbook attempts to define the mind. The field of psychology is variously defined as the study of humankind, the study of behavior, or the study of the whole person. Notice what's missing. "Mind" is like a dirty word that one should not mention.

I have a current introductory psychology textbook in front of me now. The word "mind" does not even appear in the index. The defining characteristic of my human existence is my mind, yet incredibly, the term is not in the index of a psychology textbook. 

The textbook I am looking at does have chapters on thinking and language. Those are important topics involving the mind. But when I look into those chapters, I find that "thinking" is a kind of problem-solving, which is described, but not explained. Language is a skill, mysteriously acquired, then used for communication. "Communication" is not defined.

Since the chapters of the book don't talk to each other, there is no comment on whether thinking is required for language, or if language is required for thinking, or how they might be related.

In the section on perception, the textbook illustrates several curious visual phenomena and "illusions," though none is explained to my satisfaction. There is a lot of information about the anatomy and physiology of the visual system, with optic nerves traced back into the occipital cortex of the brain. But nowhere does the book explain why, when I open my eyes, I see things! 

Learning, I learn, is a system of reflexes and "adaptations." That is surprising. I went to college to adapt my reflexes? I didn't see it that way. 

Memory, it says, boils down to changes in brain activity and structure. That would mean my vivid memory of catching bullfrogs at a river one childhood summer is just a complex cell assembly in my brain. Okay, suppose it is. Then I must ask, who or what entity "looks at" that cell assembly and says, "Ah, yes." 

Motivation and emotion are explained in ways that explain nothing. Why do I feel a certain way? My body does something bodily, which I "interpret" as an emotion. But surely, my body can get along without any interpretations from me. What are the interpretations for? The book says my brain does the interpreting, so I am personally out of the loop anyway.

After reading a textbook like this, a student should feel cheated. The facts of mental life—that we have thoughts, feelings, desires, images, intuition, confusion, plans, regrets, dreams, fears, ideas, and so on; these facts are as obvious as sunshine. They are the facts of life. Without them, there is nothing. Mental life defines the world for us. 

Yet mental life is hardly addressed by an introductory textbook on psychology. Like a magician's sleight of hand, the book makes you believe you are learning about the mind without giving anything away.

The Mind in Psychology

The lack of essential information about the mind is not just a problem with the particular textbook I selected. They are all like that. Neither is the omission of mind just a problem with the omnibus introductory textbook. My shelves are heavy with books on perception, personality, learning, cognition, and myriad psychological topics, and they all have the same hole in the middle. 

Nor is it only a modern problem. When I look at introductory psychology textbooks from over a hundred years ago, I find the same sleight of hand. William James, much admired by nearly all modern psychologists, opens his textbook, Psychology (1890), with these words:


"The definition of Psychology may be best given in the words of Professor Ladd, as the description and explanation of states of consciousness as such. By states of consciousness are meant such things as sensations, desires, emotions, cognitions, reasonings, decisions, volitions, and the like. Their 'explanation' must of course include the study of their causes, conditions, and immediate consequences, so far as these can be ascertained." (p. 1).


Well, hallelujah! That is exactly what we want and need! Yet only four pages later, the rug of hope is pulled out when we are told that after all, we shall be studying the brain:


"The immediate condition of a state of consciousness is an activity of some sort in the cerebral hemispheres. This proposition is supported by so many pathological facts, and laid by physiologists at the base of so many of their reasonings, that to the medically educated mind it seems almost axiomatic... Taking all such facts together, the simple and radical conception dawns upon the mind that mental action may be uniformly and absolutely a function of brain-action, varying as the latter varies, and being to the brain-action as effect to cause." (pp. 5-6).


The mind, he is saying, is a side effect of brain activity, a waste product. It should make more sense in James' view to study the root cause of mind, brain activity. And that's what his book is actually about.

In 150 pages of anatomy and physiology, everyday mental experiences are systematically explained away as byproducts of the brain and body. We learn that paying attention is a variety of muscular exertion (p. 149), and experience is "almost entirely determined by our habits of attention (p. 172). A habit, in turn, is "...nothing but a new pathway of discharge formed in the brain, by which certain incoming currents ever after tend to escape" (p. 134). Memory is a kind of habit. Just as in the modern textbook, the person disappears, replaced by a brain.

However, in a famous and remarkable two chapters in the center of the book, James suddenly abandons the pretense of biological explanation to provide an interesting analysis of consciousness and "the self" based on descriptions of actual experience. 

He asserts, for example, "The first and foremost concrete fact which every one will affirm to belong to his inner experience is the fact that consciousness of some sort goes on." (p. 152). Two chapters then begin to address the facts of mental experience by describing them as experience, not as brain spasms. 

But then, as if regretting his lapse, James quickly reverts to discounting mental phenomena, such as discrimination, association, and imagination, as fallout from "nerve-tracts" in the cerebrum. 

Another early introduction to psychology is E.B. Titchener's A Text-book of Psychology (1916), an update of his Outline of Psychology of 1896. Unlike James, who believed that mental experience was a byproduct of brain activity, Titchener thought that mental experience and brain activity were two sides of a coin. Neither was the cause of the other, so mental experience should be studied in its own right, only as experience:


"Our own position has been that mind and body, the subject-matter of psychology and the subject-matter of physiology, are simply two aspects of the same world of experience. They cannot influence each other, because they are not separate and independent things. For the same reason however, wherever the two aspects appear, any change that occurs in the one will be accompanied by a corresponding change in the other. Your view of a town from the east cannot influence your view of the same town from the west; but as your view from the east differs in sunlight and moonlight, so correspondingly will your view from the west differ." (Titchener, 1916, p. 13).


Titchener advocated studying mental experience directly, by the method of laboratory introspection. Trained observers were asked to report, for example, whether one light seemed brighter than another. In tens of thousands of experiments like that, Titchener's lab described what
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