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Praise for Nineteen Ways of Looking at Consciousness:

‘In Nineteen Ways of Looking at Consciousness, Patrick House explores intensely interesting, beautifully provocative ideas about the neurobiology of consciousness. In addition to being an intellectual pleasure, this is an aesthetic one as well – House writes like a dream, with great drollness and elegance of phrase. This book is a gem.’ Robert Sapolsky, MacArthur Fellowship winner and author of Behave

‘A highly unusual but brilliant book. . . with a distinct voice that is fiercely unique.’ Christof Koch, president and chief scientist, Allen Institute for Brain Science

‘Intriguing. . . impressively rich. This is bursting with insight.’ Publishers Weekly
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A concise, elegant, and thought-provoking exploration of the mystery of consciousness and the functioning of the brain.

Despite decades of research, remarkable imagery, and insights from a range of scientific and medical disciplines, the human brain remains largely unexplored. Consciousness has eluded explanation.

Nineteen Ways of Looking at Consciousness offers a brilliant overview of the state of modern consciousness research in twenty brief, revealing chapters. Neuroscientist and author Patrick House describes complex concepts in accessible terms, weaving brain science, technology, gaming, analogy, and philosophy into a tapestry that illuminates how the brain works and what enables consciousness. This remarkable book fosters a sense of mystery and wonder about the strangeness of the relationship between our inner selves and our environment.
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The movements of animals may be compared with those

of automatic puppets, which are set going on the occasion

of a tiny movement; the levers are released and strike

the twisted strings against one another.

—Aristotle, “On the Motion of Animals”
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If I were asked to create, from scratch and under duress, a universal mechanism for passing consciousness from parent to child, I would probably come up with something a bit like grafting a plant. Each parent would donate a small piece of their brain and place it on some sort of growth medium, maybe some agar, or some flour with sugar and yeast, and the child would sort of just expand, like those water-absorbent foam dinosaur toys, into its final shape around the pieces of parental brain until it, too, was conscious. How else could it possibly work?

Instead, something much more remarkable happens in nature. An entirely new creature can grow into a fully conscious version of itself, and the entire process occurs, as if by fiat, anytime a certain kind of single cell with the right mix of nucleotide sugars is kept alive for long enough. Which means that consciousness is not something passed on or recycled—like single molecules of water, which are retained as they move about the earth as ice, water, or dew—from one living creature to the next.

Instead, consciousness can be grown from “scratch” with only a few well-timed molecular parts and plans laid out. It is not drawn from a recycled tap of special kinds of cells or dredged from a vein of free will. No, the darn thing just grows. From its own rules. All by itself. And we have no idea how or why.

Despite this, most of the time, except to the philosophers and neuroscientists, there is no “problem” of consciousness. It seems to work just fine, almost effortlessly, which is a large part of its rarely questioned charm. One can have a full and vivid life without giving a second thought to the makings of the first. And yet, even though everybody knows what consciousness feels like, it remains central to the greatest unsolved scientific and existential mysteries we will probably ever face: What is it? And how did it get here?

This book is a collection of possible mechanisms, histories, observations, data, and theories of consciousness told nineteen different ways, as translations of a few moments described in a one-page scientific paper in Nature, published in 1998, titled “Electric Current Stimulates Laughter.” The idea is an homage to a short book of poetry and criticism, Nineteen Ways of Looking at Wang Wei, which takes the poem “Deer Park” by Wang Wei and analyzes nineteen different translations of it in the centuries since it was originally written.

Generally, though not in every case, each of the nineteen “ways” in this book promotes the idea that the brain evolved for, is itself, and will always be dedicated to movement. The best reason to start there is the simple, physical, and verifiable fact that a human brain’s only outputs are the muscles it connects to, whether the small ones that dart the eyes back and forth or the lumbering thigh muscles that kick-start a walk. No matter what goes into a brain, only movement ever comes out.

And though I believe that this is the correct starting point for understanding consciousness—that it can be fully understood from the brain’s parts and their goals—this starting point is by no means universally agreed upon. There are as many possible lenses to translate the details through as there are ways to hold a lens. Here, every chapter points toward an explanation for a few moments during the neurosurgery described in the Nature article, when a still-awake patient had her brain carefully prodded by an electrode capable of producing blasts of electricity and altering both her behavior and, arguably, her consciousness. Throughout this book, I will call the anonymous patient Anna. (Only her initials, A.K., are given in the original article.)

As a whole, the arguments and ideas in this book represent some of the most popular or plausible theories of how consciousness arises, works, feels, or degrades with use or error. Each chapter does not align neatly with any one theory or thinker, and some theories find their way into multiple chapters. In part, this is necessary because the many theories of consciousness today are as varied as the scientific fields they draw from, a funny quirk of human reason. For those studying the origins of life on the seafloor, for example, consciousness may be the natural interactions of pH, proton pumps, and evolved metabolic efficiency over time. But another theory, from someone who happens to know psychology and decision-making well, may be explained by lots of org-chart-style boxes and arrows. To those scientists who study attention, perhaps consciousness is the mathematical equivalent of a spotlight; to those who study eye movements, it might be the grand effort to cancel out self-generated movement; to those who study flies, it could be as probabilistic as a population of midges’ decision to go left or right or loop back on itself; to those who study songbirds, it might be the cognitive consequence of the rewiring of language-learning loops; and so on. There are, in other words, almost as many theories as there are thinkers out there.

I can be clear about my biases, too. I spent the better part of a decade doing laboratory research on a tiny parasite that infects mouse brains and maybe makes the infected host mouse prefer the smell of cat urine just a little bit more than they had before. Thus, I am a mind-control parasite guy. I think in host-parasite terms and relations. I think of free will as something like a river’s current with a natural direction and kind of physics to it, which also can, under the right conditions, be redirected. However, as with Wang Wei’s original poem, which is lost to history, I believe there is still a way to inch closer to an unknowable truth, guided by the sense that one is on the right track.

For this reason, some chapters are explanations of consciousness as a single allegory, comparing the evolution of consciousness with the evolution of the game of pinball (chapter 2) or even to a small town (chapter 10). Other chapters base the explanation on the latest scientific research into how a brain controls a body’s movement (chapters 3 and 17) or on how consciousness arises from waves of electrical activity (chapter 4), language learning (chapter 12), causal power (chapter 14), or efficient compression of information (chapter 11).

Some chapters seek explanations in the physics of temperature and prediction (chapter 8) or in the quantum realm (chapter 15). Others propose that the best clues are found in the minds of learning robots (chapter 18) or in the mind of a cat with thousands of toes, should she lose some of them (chapter 16).

Others consider why removing parts of the brain changes some aspects of self but not all of them (chapter 13) or how and why a conscious brain is often telling itself fictions (chapter 1). Some consider whether the brain is more like a simulation (chapter 6) or a radio broadcast (chapter 9) with networks in the brain the receiving antennae. Others take issue with the very idea of theorizing about consciousness and defining its terms (chapters 7 and 19) or wonder what answer humanity would give if forced (chapter 5).

Each of the nineteen ways described in this book is a patchwork or tapestry of scientific findings and arguments and a collection of compelling or interesting conclusions organized around a few themes or arguments. For the sake of clarity, and readability, each translation is self-sufficient, and requires no background knowledge of the philosophical or scientific work on which the chapter is based. Names, credit, and caveats have been excluded from the main text and included in footnotes, which give context, references, and sources as appropriate.

The twentieth and final chapter ties all of them together.

The hardest part about studying consciousness is that it hides by making the outside world into a version of its wishes, trapping its host in a kind of virtual, fragile snow globe we call subjective experience. We are stuck studying it from the inside, and any attempt at explanation is always going to be an attempt at translating kinds of experience.

In Nineteen Ways of Looking at Wang Wei, the book’s editor directly confronts the problems inherent to translation. I have a similar hope for this book, where contradictions, ambiguities, and debates around relative priority of theories or thinkers are encouraged, rather than dismissed, as they often are in academic discussion around consciousness. Who, for example, has authority to speak about consciousness? Do scientists poking around mouse brains really know more about human brains than therapists or manicurists, who have spent tens of thousands of hours probing why someone had a bad day? Does an electrode really tell you more than a question? (If so, by what measure?) Is there one answer for how all consciousness works across all of life, or one answer per consciousness, per moment? When different explanations are possible, which aspects of which theories get collapsed or lost and why?

In answering these and related questions, this book offers complex arguments and thought experiments that highlight the differences and similarities among many of the major modern theories of consciousness. The hope is that, through repetition and variation from different angles and points of view, a clearer sense of each and, ultimately, of the original—that is, the subjective feeling of what it is like to be conscious—can emerge.

Why another book on consciousness? Why now? When I was training for my Ph.D., at Stanford, I was once asked by a local vacuum repairman if I could help explain to his brother, a drug addict, what addiction truly was down there in the weeds of his brain. When I responded that I could not, that I am just a laboratory researcher and that, besides, we do not know what addiction is because we do not know what brains are and that addiction is social and complicated and context-dependent and its mechanisms mostly unknown, he responded ruefully, but with a kind of haughty resignation, that he works with vacuums because he can fix them.

That same year, a brilliant friend of mine, whom I had met at a neuroscience retreat, died by suicide, at age twenty-two. I was told by another of her friends, before I had even asked, that she had always been “very sad.” Neuroscience is a frustrating field to be in. We have mostly failed, as there is little point to celebrate an understanding of small pieces of something if you cannot prevent the failures of its whole. We know very little about the things we wish to know much more about, and the strain on mental, subjective well-being today is, from the global numbers, only getting worse.

Sometimes, I imagine that modern neuroscientists share both the wonders and frustrations of an astronomer in, say, the Babylonian times; the simultaneous wonders and frustrations of looking up at the sky every night in awe at what was and was not known about the motions of the points of light up there so impossibly high in the sky. At the time, Babylonian astronomers knew where stars would be next but not why; they knew that some stars, which were actually planets, would appear to move backward in the sky but, again, not why. Their guesses, and they had a lot of guesses, were all wrong.

Similarly, today, across the many scientific disciplines that study the brain and wish to know its secrets, we know where activity occurs in the brain and can maybe even predict where it might occur if you show someone, say, a face—in the “face area” of the inferior temporal cortex—but we do not know why. I have heard it said that the difference between physics and biology is the difference between Galileo dropping both a bowling ball and a pigeon off the top of the Tower of Pisa. But really the difference is that physics can land an autonomous robot on Mars with pinpoint accuracy, study the origins of the Big Bang from under a mountain in Italy, and split a literal atom in half to unleash the cosmic hell of a thousand suns, while we over in neuroscience cannot even tell you what being “very sad” is. That gap in knowledge frustrates the search for consciousness. And the longer we go without understanding it, the more people we will lose for inexplicable reasons.

My preferred translation of Wang Wei’s poem “Deer Park” is the following literal, character-by-character attempt at translating the twenty ideograms directly from classical Chinese.
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What I appreciate most about this translation is that many of the individual ideograms have multiple or ambiguous meanings that the translation leaves unresolved. The middle character of the last line can be translated as “green,” “blue,” or “black”; the fourth character of the last line as either “moss” or “lichen”; the second character on the first line as “mountain” or “mountains” or “hills”; the second character on the third line as “bright” or “brightness” or their opposite, “shadow.”

The character-by-character translation does not settle on which version of a concept or word is “correct.” In my years of studying the brain, I have found no more compelling analogy to the difficulty of understanding the human mind than this single page of poetry. It has been said that the uniquenesses of humans’ consciousness is our ability to hold more than one contradictory idea in our head at the same time, a feat that this translation embraces.

What does it mean to translate consciousness when some people see images in their mind’s eye but others, called aphantasics, “see” nothing? What does it mean that there are twenty amino acids that make up all of life on Earth and that, depending on the context (like each ideogram), can take on separate roles? What does it mean that some people have more kinds of light-responsive cells in their retina, which may allow them to discriminate more colors than others, or that some of those same people see dresses as white-and-gold striped and others see the same dress as blue-and-black striped? Or that some people remember things and can replay them just as they lived them while others see memories replay as if they were broadcast on a television one hundred feet away?

What does it mean for the ability to talk about the human mind, as if it is only one thing, that one person (James Joyce) described the inside of his mind as a “grocer’s assistant” while another (Albert Einstein) claimed to be able to visually imagine the speed of light as a teenager? Or that when the first description of the “stream of consciousness” was used, to describe a work by the novelist Dorothy Richardson, she strongly objected to the phrase, saying that consciousness to her, instead, “sits stiller than a tree”? Which of all these versions of consciousness is “correct”?

Nobody is wrong, but in a way everyone is, because their version is theirs alone. So, too, must we start at the simplest, most literal translation of consciousness to have any hope of grasping it. The character-by-character translation. The one and only thing we know for certain for every one of us. That there is something that it is like to be us. That’s it. Everything else is unknowable excess. One of the beauties, and frustrations, of talking about consciousness is that everyone can know only their slice of the world. We have many tools, like language, gesture, and theory of mind, to try to jump into others’ heads, but at the end of the day we can only ever scratch the surface of what really goes on inside.

Some practical notes on reading this book. The original text of “Electrical Current Stimulates Laughter” can be read in the appendix (page 199). It is mostly readable to nonscientists. However, this book is meant to be read with no knowledge of the study in question, and it is explained in pieces, sometimes just as a hint, in every chapter. The basic story is that a neurosurgeon, using small, carefully placed blasts of electricity to the brain, was able to cause the patient, Anna, to laugh. Alone, this is not surprising. We have long known that electricity powers our muscles to act, and laughter is just a series of rapid, coordinated muscle movements. What was so surprising was that Anna said afterward that she also felt the subjective sensations of joy and mirth alongside the laughter and that she, when asked why she laughed, gave different and implausible answers each time.

This book is based on the idea that, like an unsplit atom, Anna’s story contains within it hidden multitudes and that any attempt to explain consciousness should be able to fully explain the events of that day, both inside and outside Anna’s head. Thus, each chapter title can be preceded by the words “Consciousness is . . .” These titles do not always represent my opinion, nor is each statement inarguable fact, and all are best read with the presumption that the point of view is being argued by someone who believes strongly in that chapter’s claims or conclusions.

A clear example of this approach is chapter 7, “The Median Price of a Thrift-Store Bin of Evolutionary Hacks Russian-Dolled into a Watery, Salty Piñata We Call a Head.” The chapter starts with a quote from Sydney Brenner, Nobel laureate in genetics and close friend to Francis Crick, that “consciousness” is not the singular problem we think it is and will be remembered in time as a confusing misdirection, like the search for “luminiferous aether” in the late nineteenth century. This was something he told me, in personal communication. I spent days interviewing Brenner, who has since passed away, about his ideas on the brain, in his hotel suite at the Shangri-La, in Singapore. I listened; we argued; I came back the next day.

Brenner, hooked up to oxygen and bound to a wheelchair, had spent each morning combing through genomic databases for the web of life, trawling it for similarity to human genes in hopes of finding one last secret; I, alas, had mostly spent my mornings wondering if it was ironic or unironic that the cuttlefish we ate for dinner the prior night had tasted like nothing. And so, that chapter, its title, and conclusions are my best efforts to summarize his idea that brains are an evolutionary happenstance full of errors and that the lessons of history apply to genomics and neuroscience all the same. It is his translation, in a sense, but in my words. I’m just the ghostwriter, as everyone translating “Deer Park” was for Wang Wei, for millennia hence.

Similarly, other chapters do the same for a variety of thinkers and theories, some of whom I have met or interviewed for this book and some of whom I have followed and read from afar. (There are many theories and thinkers that this book owes a great debt to—sources, notes, references, and further reading can be found in the Notes section at the end of the book.)

Any repetition or small variation in repetition is on purpose. Of the fifteen translations of “Deer Park” that are in prose, the description of “moss” or “lichen” is translated thirteen times as “green,” once as “blue,” and twice as no color at all. What a reader is left with if they developed all the translations, as a kind of photograph, would be a single image, multiply exposed, with a combination of mostly green, a little bit of blue, and a little bit of nothing. I believe that every book on consciousness is confronting a similar translation effort, even if naively.

Ideally, any explanatory gaps along the way (“Wait, how did we get from microtubules to the subjective feeling of joy, exactly?”) also exist in nature. We are pretelescope. Pre–Isaac Newton. Some of the biggest and best brain-reading devices in existence have not been the clear keyhole into the hallowed rooms of the mind that we had hoped for decades ago. Instead, today’s tools are more like the lens grinders that laid the foundations for Galileo to, one day, make glass smooth enough to curve and capture just enough light for him to turn a telescope upward and outward.

One last note. In any act of selection, people can get sensitive about rankings or inclusion. If you know of or adhere to a particular theory of consciousness that does not get mention in this book, and take umbrage, I defer to a line from the editor of Nineteen Ways of Looking at Wang Wei, which both addresses and immediately closes the door on a similar problem, but for poems: “I have presented only those definitions that are possible for this text. There are others.”

Whatever Wang Wei or evolution intended for their respective creations no longer matters. All we have left are versions. I have presented only those theories that I believe give the best clues to explaining the mysteries, horrors, and awe-inspiring details of consciousness and its multiple explanations. (There are others.) At the very least, the various and sometimes contradictory theories are essential background to the gathering of stable and accurate observations about brains and minds, which will persist as data for future scientists or philosophers to figure out what it all means. There is a precedent. For many centuries, observations about magnetism and electricity were tallied and noted, but it was not until a theory came along relating the two that the cataloged unexplainable phenomena were suddenly understood as the symptoms of fully explainable interactions.

Perhaps the same will happen, one day, with consciousness.
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