[dentity, Self-Reflection, and Inner Speech;
or, What Can an “I” Ask about and
Learn from Its SelfTalk’©

A. SAMUEL KIMBALL

“The ‘technigue,” or treatment, of a problem begins with its first expression as a ques-
tion.
The way a question is asked limits and disposes the ways in which any answer to it—
right or wrong—may be given.”

_Suzanne Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, 15.

and such kindred words as quest and inquire (along with a few other terms,

Question
the verb quaerere and its

like require and conquer) derive from a common Latin stem,
noun form questum. However, just where the Latin comes from is not known, which

means that the earliest etymological root of question is itself in question.

—Adapted from The American Heritage Dictionary
of Indo-European Roots, 53.

“The one story that the ‘I’ cannot tell is the story of its own emergence as an ‘I ’
who not only speaks but comes to give an account of itself.”

~Judith Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself, 66.

THE ARGUMENT AND ITINERARY OF THIS ESSAY

What could be more familiar than one’s own thoughts? And yet we do not re-
ally know how to characterize the manner in which we produce our thoughts,
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especially our awareness of ourselves being aware, and our inner speech, our
private self-addresses. [1] We receive no formal training in how to examine our
self-talk and pay little attention to what questions we might ask about a mental
activity that is at the heatt of our experience of our own minds. We seldom rec-
ognize where our self-talk comes from. We tend not to ask about what emotion-
al conditioning we were subject to as infants and children long before we had
a memory of being an “I” and thus long before we had a fully operational self-
remembering sense of ourselves. We rarely, if ever, ask whether our childhood
conditioning might be influencing our present self-talk without our being able
to tell. In addition, although we know that others can have false beliefs, we

never believe that we do—at least not at the moment that we believe what we
do. We always think that what we believe—at least, again, at the moment that

we believe it—is true. When we talk to ourselves about what is wrong with the

world, we do not tend to think: “I myself have false beliefs (even though I do
not know what they are), and my false beliefs are a problem for others.” Not
many of us know precisely how to use our self-talk to take greater responsibil-
ity for our minds.

Self-help psychologists are among the few who have explored the subject of
selftalk in a non-academic discourse that is readily available to the public. [2]
Those academicians who conduct research into the nature of self-talk seldom
invoke this phrase. Rather, they refer to “mentalese,” “symbolic representa-
tion,” “cognitive mapping,” “the distribution of discourse,” and other such ab-
stractions that lead away from the phenomenological experience humans have
of . .. talking to themselves. [3] Moreover, those who study the way in which
humans experience their mental representations of themselves and the world
seldom investigate the content of people’s self-talk, how the self-talk of one per-
son is different from that of another, and more generally how self-talk might
be related to the formation and transformation of identity over the course of
a lifetime. Rather, they tend to investigate the neuroanatomy involved in how
the brain produces thinking as inner speech, [4] or how the ability to think
abstractly evolved or co-evolved with the advent and acquisition of language,
which intensified the production of complex selfrepresentational feedback
loops and levels of intentionality, [5] or how humans unconsciously internal-
ize ideological norms. [6] In the pages that follow, I want to demonstrate why

* educators might want to consider “self-talk”—the ordinary experience humans

have of their own minds in action—especially in any course that asks students
to engage in “critical thinking”: doing so is a signal opportunity to interest
students (perhaps teachers as well) in reallocating some of the psychological
energy that they use for maintaining their identities into the work of critical
lf-reflection or into new avenues of self-review.

‘In the first section, I offer a thought experiment in order to indicate the
simple fact that we tend to take our self-talk for granted rather than to reflect
critically on it. In section II, I raise a number of possible questions we might
ask ourselves in order to determine the nature and quality of our self-talk and
its possible role in our lives. In section III, I focus on questions the point of
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which is to demonstrate the possibility that our self-talk emerges from out of an
affective conditioning in childhood and infancy, a conditioning that we cannot
and will never be able to access directly and that affects our present self-ralk in
ways we must infer, surmise, or interpret. In section IV, I raise questions tbe
point of which is to underline a limit to firstperson consciousness. Finally, in
the concluding section I ask how we can use our knowledge of the limit to first-
person consciousness to take control of our selftalk, if we so desire, to shape
our minds and become who we are not (yet) but want to be.

I.: ATHOUGHT EXPERIMENT

Imagine being someone else—someone with different beliefs, a different body
type, or a different gender, perhaps someone older or younger. Perbaps the
person is unusual or exceptional in some way—a wortld record holder in some
sporting event, like Lance Armstrong in cycling, or like the teenager who re-
cently sailed around the world (neatly 25,000 miles) . . . alone. Perhaps‘the
person is someone who knows that he or she is going to die soon, a bridge
painter, a coal miner, ot someone who is autistic. Perhaps the person is an 'art—
ist of some sort. Perhaps the person has a great, even wortld-wide, following.
Whoever the person might be, what do you imagine the person is thinking!
What is the self-talk like that this person is engaging in Is it the same self-talk
that goes through your mind? Is it different! Do you, in fact, know how to char-
acterize your own self-talk? If someone were to imagine being you, what would
their experience of your selftalk be like? Are you hard on yourself, perhaps
even punitive in the way you talk to yourself? How do you talk to yourself when
confronted with difficult social situations! Do you know whether or not your
selftalk has contributed to your successes and failures, whether or not it is a
strength or a shortcoming, whether or not it is leading you closer to fulfilling
your aspirations or getting in the way!

I1: INITIAL QUESTIONS ABOUT SELF-TALK

One of the most characteristic mental activities humans perform is talking to
themselves. Why and with what consequences! And why do we do so automati-
cally, typically without thinking about the matter—that is, without thinking
about why we are thinking in just the particular way that we are! What would
we learn if we were to inspect our self-talk! We cannot do so, of course, without
producing more self-talk. What happens to our self-talk when it becomes the
object of our self-talk? What happens, in other words, when we reflect on our
acts of consciousness, our acts of self-reflection, and what can we learn?

To answer such questions, we might proceed by asking yet another—a defi-
nitional question: What is “selfalk”? I propose to define the term as a provi

. “. T o W ‘li NN o ’
sional name for the way humans engage in "inner speech” or “interior mono

logue.” Although we sometimes mutter to ourselves under our breaths, we

69




How Canl...!?

typically communicate with ourselves withour actually talking. We just turn
our attention onto our own thoughts—we just think a thought, and, voila, we
(think we) know what we are thinking. We do not literally hear ourselves speak-
ing, however; rather, when we are conscious of our thoughts, it is as if we are
talking inside our minds. “Selttalk,” then, is a metaphor for thinking where
thinﬁgg  seems to be so much. like having a conversation with ourselves that we
think we actually are having a self-conversation. o

Why is self-talk important, [7] and why is it valuable to recognize that we
designate the idea and the phenomenon by means of a metaphot! In order to
answer these further questions, we need to ask still others, especially the fol-
lowing metalevel question: What questions can be asked of the concept and
experience of self-talk? The following are some of the many possibilities.

We might ask about when and why we talk to ourselves and what difficulties
we sometimes encounter:

*  Why do we talk to ourselves? That is, for what different purposes do we
engage in an interior monologue?

*  Under what different circumstances do we talk to ourselves, how do
these circumstances affect our reasons for talking to ourselves, and how
do they affect the way we run words through our heads?

Why is it sometimes the case that, in our mind’s eye, we know what we
want to say but that, when we try to put our thoughts down on paper,
we have trouble doing so and experience our spoken or typed words as
not expressing what was so clear to us before we tried to translate them
into oral or written form?

We might also ask about how people come to talk to themselves:

®  When do children begin to talk to themselves? Do they learn to do so
and, if so, how?

®  When do children recognize that others talk to themselves?

* How do medical conditions—like certain kinds of brain damage from
stroke or from Alzheimer’s—affect a person’s self-talk?

We might pose questions about the forces and circumstances that shape

self-talk:

®  What influences our selftalk? For example, is our present-day self.talk
affected by the way we were raised in infancy and childhood, and, if so,
h(;lxz; would we know what effect our parents and others had on our self-
talk!

* Do people in different cultures and different historical eras talk to

themselves differently? [8]

Is self-talk affected by technology? Do new technologies change the

way people talk to themselves? Do people talk to themselves differently
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when writing a letter in long-hand from they way they do when typing
an email or when text-messaging on a cell phone? Did the advent of writ-
ing change how the first literate humans talked to themselves? [9] When
did humans learn to read silently rather than out loud? It appears that
most people subvocalize when they read. Is it possible to learn to read
without doing this?

We might raise evolutionary questions, such as:

®  When in the course of evolution did humans begin to talk to them-
selves, and what survival, reproductive, or other “adaptive” purpose or
purposes did it serve? [10]

°  What parts of the brain are involved in the various kinds of self-talk? Do
different parts participate depending on what one is thinking to oneself
ot depending on the occasion for talking to oneself?

Closer to our daily experiences of our own minds and what we infer of the
minds of others, we might inquire about the relation between self-ralk and a
person’s success in life:

°  How do those with good judgment, those who make wise decisions, or
those who realize their dreams talk to themselves?

e Are there general guidelines for disciplining one’s self-talk that will en-
able a person to live well and better still?

Clearly, we could expand this list of questions indefinitely. Rather than doing
so, I will turn to two sets of questions—the first concerns the childhood roots
of identity (section III), the second concerns the difference between first- and
third-person consciousness (section [V)—that I believe are especially important,
for they point to a basic problem associated with the experience of self-talk in
particular and of being an “I” that is self-conscious in general.

III: THE CHILDHOOD ROOTS OF IDENTITY

Where does our sense of being an “I” come from? Although we do not beget
ourselves, when it comes to our sense of first-person consciousness, it seems as
if each individual’s mind arises from out of itself. This is the starting point for
the first modern philosopher, René Descartes, who famously declared that “I
think, therefore I am” (in French: je pense, donc je suis; in Latin: cogito ergo sum).
The “T” thinks, and when it does, it seems to produce itself; its thoughts seem
to come from itself, spontaneously-so;-notfrom elsewhere. [11]

And yet the truth-is-clearly otherwise, for human newborns come into the

world radically_ immature elpless, astonishingly vulnerable, and in need of

extremely close attention and care. Indeed, human infants and children are de-
pendent for years on the care-giving of parents or parental substitutes. During
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this time, children receive innumerable nonverbal and verbal communications

[12] of ivbic,li they hazeﬂ no memory. Infants are cooed at, comforted with hums
and songs, and totiched over and over as they are held, fed, rocked, their dia-
pers changed, and so on. Who can remember these interactions andywhat the

were like, what sensations they evoked, and how they made one feel? Who caZ
remember the hands that held them? Who can recollect how quicklél their par-

ents were able to reli i i
lieve them of whatever distress was making them cry? Who

can remember what it was like to be talked to, to learn the names of things and

to talk in turn? Children have either no recollection or only the most occasion-
al, disconnected, and incomplete of memories of their infancy and early child-
hood, and yet during this time they are subject to countless interactions b
which they are emotionally conditioned in ways to which they have no accessY
They are subject to an endless variety of commands, directions instructions.
acknowledgments, greetings and welcomes, “or else’s,” “no’s,” ,exclamations’
permissions, questions, interrogations, cautions, “please’s” prayers requests’
refusals, denials, curses, blessings, and many other “interpellations."’ [13] ’
This condition of being subject to affects our development in ways that we
can never know. We might suspect that our anxieties, for example, or certain
characteristic ways of responding to others trace back to patterns d,lat were es-
tabliQshed in childhood and perhaps even in infancy. However, even if we are
motivated to try to find out about how this might be so, we v,vill not be able
to go back and retrieve a memory of all the interactions that might have had a
shaping influence on our nervous system. Why not? Until a child learns lan-
guage and acquires the mental ability to represent others as having a point of
view that is not necessarily the same as its own—that is, until the child has a
Theory of Mind, which develops ewhere jlrolllldLhQﬁgetoﬁfOl;plu&y—éars—

the child has very few coherent memories of itself by which it can access its

personal, developmental history. In consequence, our earliest development in
infancy and early childhood occurs such that we have no retrievable record
selfmemory, of what has happened to us. e
Thus, it is not the case that, “I think, therefore I am,” as if one’s thoughts
emerged from out of oneself, but that, “I was given sufficient care as an infant
to survive and develop to the point where, having been emotionally condi-
tioned by countless interactions with my parents or other care-givers, | now
h%Y-?, the experience that my thoughts seem to come from myself, tlle,refofé 1
Unless we suffer from some exceptional condition that makes the normal
course of human development not possible, we learn to speak before the age of
two and eventually to ralk silently to ourselves We are genetically programimed
to do so. Howev we are not genetically programmed to talk to ourselyes in
the pas hat we do so. That we can talk to ourselves is part of our
biological endowment. What we say and think to ourselves is part of our ac-
culturation, which we acquire or pass through under the influence of others
early on; later, we begin to discover or invent new things to think or say to our-
selves as we acquire greater and greater linguistic experience and skill and as
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our brains and minds develop to the point where we experience ourselves as
individual “I's.” Before that point, we learn how to talk and use words without
being able to decide about the matter and without being able to be in charge
of our learning. More fundamentally, we learn how to talk in conjunction with
a more general emotional conditioning that happens without us being able to
choose, direct, or otherwise control this conditioning.

Does this eatly childhood learning affect our feelings about ourselves and
others, and do these feelings affect our self-talk in some way! To the extent that
(some of) our thoughts, feelings, and attitudes are shaped in infancy and child-
hood, might this shaping also have influenced and still be influencing our self-
talk? How would we know? How would we be able to recognize when our self
talk is us speaking our own minds and when it is u channel
being ventriloquized by them, us repeating (perhaps in disguised, displaced, or
symbolic form) our early childhood conditioning?

Consider the following scenario in which a toddler stumbles forward, stops,
turns, and sees that it is being watched (its parent is paying very close atten-
tion), and turns back, hurrying away giggling and otherwise happy, its legs mov-
ing unsteadily, its arms aflutter, its eyes sparkling. Flash forward thirty years
and the person is stepping off an airplane in France or Italy, eyes sparkling. .
.. Is it possible that a person’s love of traveling is an evocative “memory” of a
repeated childhood experience—and the thrill of that experience—of stepping
forward, away from one’s parent, somehow “knowing” that it is safe to do so
because behind one is the good and loving and protective parent whose good-
ness one has internalized to such an extent that it is a model for what one ex-
pects to encounter “up ahead”—in the world that opens up before one, hence
is a model for one’s sense of the future!

Alternatively, consider having been raised by parents who did not provide
such protection, encouragement, playfulness, or support, who were not par-
ticularly attuned to one’s needs, who may not have known how to be a good
parent, who may have been neglectful at critical moments in one’s life, or who
may have been abusive. . . . Consider having been raised in another historical
era, in utterly different economic and social circumstances. . . .

Clearly, imagining (and trying to feel the difference) a different past might
have made is a speculative exercise. The value of such a speculation is in mak-
ing it possible to consider that the way we talk to ourselves in the present might
follow not only a cognitive but an emotional pattern that was established long
before we were selfaware, long before we could talk to ourselves.

We cannot choose our past. We cannot choose to have undergone a different
emotional conditioning from what we did undergo. Indeed, we cannot know
what that conditioning was, only what it might have been. We cannot choose
how we learned to talk to ourselves the way we did and perhaps still do. How,
then, might we respond to this peculiar condition of having a consciousness, of
being aware that we are aware but not being aware of how we have been emo-

tionally conditioned? Starting with our present self-talk, can we choose to talk
to ourselves differently, to talk to ourselves in o S nother! Can

e
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e choose to greet the day, the world, the future as if we had a different past, a
. different emotional conditioning in childhood and infancy, a different attim;le
toward ourselves! Can we deliberately choose our future selves? (Isn’t that what
~we do, in effect, though mostly without paying much attention to the fact that
| we are doing so—whenever we take one class rather than another, read one text
rather than another, listen to one song rather than another, ar;d in general
- choose x rather than y? If so, how often do we remind ourselves th;t we are in’
fact, choosing or at least shaping our future? How often do we remind ourseives
% that we are shaping or even choosing our future every time we attend classes and
complete assignments?)
There is a problem, however, that interferes with our ability to change the
way we talk IS ourselves. The problem arises when the “I” takes for gféht_
“ed its own point of view, as it does whenever it (thinks it) knows somethin
This problem—the problem of first-person self—cer’t»éint‘y;iks especfally *‘a*i?ﬁcui'
because, at the moment of self-certainty,

we are most vul
of false belief. When we (think we) kno g conperaote to the crror

: w something concerning a matter of
importance to us—above all a matter on which we feel compelled to reject, re-
b

pucha‘te, contest, or go to war over someone else’s contrary view—we tend to
experience the cause of the conflict as being the other person’s consciousness
nOt O : o e - R »A-NW' et ’
B ur own Thu}s, we treat the problem of (our) first-person consciousness as
the solution to this problem. Why is this so?

IV: FIRST- AND THIRD-PERSON CONSCIOUSNESS

First-person consciousness is the consciousness that each

“wyn .
sciousness that the “I” o ol a con

scions ‘ is usually able to access, more or less directly and seem-
ingly ‘unmedlately, simply by turning its attention toward itself. If an “I”
fl?}; ’1t is not only aware of the world but aware of itself being aware of the world
1rd—pers;)n consciousness, in contrast, is the awareness that each “I” has of
someone else’s first-person i i
omes D son consciousness. Unlike the awareness
a can access what is in the mind of others on
inference, which means only by turning its attenti
the 1nc}1car1ons or signs of what they are thinking (the words, the gestures, the
Fone ;) voice, the posture, the look in their eyes, their energy, and so on)—that
is, only by surmising what their self-talk might be. When we do not know or are
s At their v.hen we do not know or ar
}“?E sure what anotherls F}}fllklllg, we become quite self-conscious of the fact
that L direct access to another’s fiind, ———— e

does

it has of itself,
ly indirectly, only by way of
ons toward and interpreting

he difference between first- and thitdse

' -Person consciousness means that
there is a sharp difference between what we know (or think we know) of our |

selves as well as how we know it and what /

we know of another’s mind and |
» ywe /
how we know it. This difference between knowing our own minds seemingly )'

directly and knowing another’s mind only indirectly produces an epistemological
asymmetry between first- and third-person consciousness. Epistemology is the
branch of philosophy that investigates what we can know; asyminetry refers to
an unevenness or a lack of a parallel, an incommensurability, a divide. Because

Identity, SelfReflection, and Inner Speech

we cannot know another’s mind in the same way that we can know our own
minds, because we are denied the kind of access to the other’s mind that we
have to our own, we must hvemacondmonof epistemological asymmetry, a
condition of being at a distance from the inner most expenenceapgt_hg; has
of himself or herself. With what consequences must we bear this asymmetry
‘between our relation to ourselves and our relations to others?

We can begin to understand the implications of this epistemological asym-
metry by asking whether or not we would choose to give up our own minds,
if we could, in favor of having someone else’s mind, when the matter at hand
is our first-person consciousness of ourselves—and especially of our wants and

motivations. Have you ever said something to someone and have this person
interpret you as meaning something that you did not intend at all? Under this
circumstance, whose consciousness would you rather have—your consciousness
of yourself, your awareness of your intent, or the other person’s consciousness,
a consciousness that has led this person to attribute to you a meaning that was
the furthest thing from your mind? More generally, which consciousness of
your own mind would you rather have—your own first-person consciousness or
another person’s third-person consciousness! What does this imaginary choice

entail? A

/" Consider the following. Suppose you are convinced that something is the

¢ case while someone else is convinced that you are in error. (For example, sup-

pose that you are a medieval scholar or cleric and you know that the earth is the
center of the universe and that the sun literally rises on the horizon as it circles
our planet. Suppose that a Copernicus comes along and says, no, the sun is the
center. . . .) One of you is right, the other is wrong.

*  For your part, you are not in doubt: you do not just think you know,
you know you know that something is the case. You are certain, and you
know it.

®  Therefore, at the moment that you (think you) are convinced that you
know you are right, you cannot simultaneously know you are wrong (if,
contrary to your conviction, it is the case that you are in fact wrong).
You may learn very quickly that you are wrong, but at the moment that
you think you are right, you cannot also know that you are not right.

e The other person is, of course, in the same boat.

® And yet the other person may, in fact, have superior knowledge. It is
possible that this person right and knows it, in which case the person
knows (i) that you are wrong, (ii) that you do not believe you are wrong,
and (iii) that you do not recognize that it would be better for you to have
his or her consciousness of the matter at hand than your own present
consciousness, which is mistaken. -

In general, when a person holds a belief that is false but thinks that the belief
is true, whose consciousness would you choose, if you had a choice and if the
truth or falsity of the belief mattered—the consciousness of the person who be-
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rible injusti i
o Ojr t'1c;< Suppose you believe that you have been treated unfairly, inequj
wi ‘
Y, thout regard to the truth, and that you are in consequenc; havcilng
to suffer some loss or punishment that you should not

have to suffer. Suppose that you are furious abour havin,
b'een the victim of what you are convinced is an in‘uf
tice. Suppose further, however, that you are mismke]n
thaf your belief is based on assumptions that are ff:lse o:
on incomplete or even erroneous information—but that
you do not know that you are mistaken or that you refus
to be told otherwise. How likely is it that you ill gi ;
your (false) belief? e
;f you agree that when people are impassioned about
their beliefs they are less, not more, open to learni
that they are in error, the next question would be to asrllf
W"he.n are we most impassioned about what we believe;
Fhat is, about what we (think we) know to be the case?
it not the case that We ate most impassioned when él;s
belief concerns_issues ofultunate concern—matters oef3

@"ﬂhﬁ«fot\ g;fampl?, or of right and wrong, or of the wa

the world ought to be, Ino .

’ f‘ norltendk FQ}?EH}T}QSf committed to a beljef precisely
hen the stakes are rhlgrl’rewsg when we have the most to

gal'r; or lqse by being right or wrong? Do we not tend to
ref{?[f}?h?? people’s beliefs when theyop
or threaten our own? When twe o oo

the right and jts Obpotents in the wrong?

O‘r"x‘e ‘anguishing testcase for-Americans was the d
strl‘lcnon of the World Trade Center on 9/11. When t .
rorists flew into the towers and the Pentagon &and ai 3:1‘
to destroy the White House), when they did so in Itllele
n‘a‘me of a sacred cause, when they killed thousands of ¢j
Vlh'ans, including children, and when they claimed to 5 ;
so in the name of Allah, was it possible for Americans tg

G b
o?ds Own Word? Clearly, no. Americans—-indeed, the
world—repudiated as false the terrorists’ belief that their
cause was hnotbonly true but divinely sanctioned. At the
moment they believed, the terrorists .
: could not gras
they believed falsely. b tha
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Do you see the problem? Eatlier, we saw that no one can believe he or she
has a false belief. By definition, an “I” can only believe that it believes truly.
Can an “I” ever have a false belief about what it truly believes? Can you—not
justan “I” not just someone else, but you, you yourself? If not, if you and I nec-
essarily believe that we believe truly, then our self-alk, our experience of being
certain, our selfawareness is not the solution but part of the problem, which

we typically locate in the other’s false belief. -

~ What can people learn about how they talk to themselves that would in-
crease the chances that they could avoid the conflicts, the wars, the destruction

that they unleash on one another in the name of what one side believes to be
true (is convinced is true, knows is true) and the other side believes to be false
(is convinced is false, knows is false)? This is a consequential question because
it opens up the general kiss’l’leﬁyorfupbe‘rrsqgé‘l'ryésponsibilit’y'. If we are responsible
for our selftalk, what does that responsibility entail? Tf wi re responsible to
ourselves for ourselves, how might we use our selftalk to meet this double re-

e

sponsibility?

V: SHAPING YOUR BRAIN—
TAKING RESPONSIBILITY FOR YOUR SELFTALK

Genes determine the general form of the brain, its circumvolutions, its struc-
tures and the organization of its areas—in short, “the general architecture of
cerebral tissue. . . .” Nevertheless, “considerable variability . . . remains despite
the genes’ power.” [16] Indeed, there is accumulating evidence that the human
brain is remarkably plastic—that is, capable of changing itself, including repair-
ing and reconfiguring itself when damaged in certain ways—and that it modi-
fies itself synaptically such that it sculpts itself, as it were. Moreover, the brain
evidently does so in an effort to represent and interpret its own processes on
the way to making new (unprogrammed and unpredictable) connections and
patterns of connections, hence on the way to enabling us to become the person

we are not yet. According to Marc Jeannerod:

If a synapse belongs to a circuit in frequent use, it tends to grow in vol-
ume, its permeability increases, and its efficacy increases. Inversely, a lit-
tle-used synapse tends to become less efficacious. The theory of synaptic
efficacy thus allows us to explain the gradual molding of a brain under
the influence of individual experience, to the point of making it possible
for us, in principle, to account for the individual characteristics and par-
ticularities of each brain. We are dealing here with a mechanism of indi-
viduation that makes each brain a unique object despite its adherence to

a common model. [17]

ay is not the brain each of us is stuck with. We
o learn. We can also unlearn, and we can even

Thus, the brain each of us has
can learn, and we can learn ho

.

.
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1§zr11 bow to unlearn. And we are able to do so according to a process of indi-
viduation that changes us, that makes us different from who we have been as well

as from others, who likewise are capable of undergoing similar individuation
For this reason the brain each of us has and can have is not exactly the sa;ne
as the brain someone else has: “the brain of a pianist is not strictly identical
to that of a mathematician, a mechanic, or a graphic artist,” notes Catherine
Malabou. [18] She goes on to point out that our brains are not different merel
in terms of having formed different habits, having learned different skills, ha\z

ing memorized different facts, or having immersed oneself in different areas
of knowledge:

it is obviously not just a person’s “trade” or “specialty” that matters here
The entire identity of the individual is in play: her past, her surroundi
ings, her encounters, her activities; in a word, the ability that our brain—
that every brain—has to adapt itself, to include modifications, to receive
sbocks, and to create anew on the basis of this very receptim’). It is pre-
cisely because—contrary to what we normally think—the brain is not al-
ready made that we must ask what we should do with it, what we should
do with this plasticity that makes us, precisely in the ;ense of a work:
sculpture, modeling, architecture. [19] '

I’f'hl.s quotation suggests that each of us has the opportunity to shape our own
rlam and the responsibility for doing so in order to work toward becoming
whatever person we might yet become. Again, the words of Malabou:

It is already known that “synaptic plasticity, continuing throughout
learning, throughout development as well as adulthood, sculpts each
of our brains. Education, experience, and training make each brain a
unique work.” What should we do with all this potential within us? [20]

What can we do to shape our brains? What can we (try to) learn? What might
we need to (try to) unlearn? What can we choose to become? What willgw
choose for, which means what will we choose against! (What we choose at ane
one point in time can be measured in terms of what we do not choose whiclz
henceforth are, in the term used by economists, “lost opportunities.” ’In this
regard, we must be beware, be aware, that existence costs, the future c;)sts con-
sciousness costs, choice costs. That is why choices are consequential and a, mat:
ter of politics and ethics—that is, of responsibility.) v
' Will we choose (and accept the costs of our choices) to cultivate our brains
in a certain way? Can we make choices that take us in a direction that signifi-
ce.uTtly .modifies (what we may not be aware is) our childhood emotionalgcow
d;t(liorf?g, thlat goles counter to our upbringing, that puts us in the position
of deliberately unlearnin ‘ i
s “a seltculrvting oginc” 1f s i wha neeon e ot B
‘ , what aims, do we
want to cultivate this self-cultivating part of our being? What kind of’ world
what kind of future, what kind f culture, do we want to live in? “Whi‘chki:uli
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ture is the culture of neuronal liberation? Which world? Which society?” [21]
Which future!

If it is the case that “humans make their own brains, and they do not know
that they do so,” that “Our brain is a work, and we do not know it,” part of
the reason why is the seemingly selfevident nature of our present moment of
firstperson consciousness coupled with the difficulty of recognizing the child-
hood emotional patterning of this consciousness. These two situations are fun-
damental barriers to “neuronal liberation.” Thus, to take the responsibility by

which one could answer Malabou’s questions, we would have to interrupt our
selftalk, begin to vfé'c/b(gnize how we are ventriloquized—that is, conditioned to
talk to ourselves in ways we would never choose if the matter had been up to
us at th§,\ka_tisggi:,a_uid,__garefullv examine the way we represent ourselves to our-
selves and the world. We would have to learn how to consciously inspect the
emotional needs that we unconsciously seek to satisfy by the particular ways
in which we have learned to talk to ourselves. We would have to learn how to
talk ourselves through the limits of firstperson point of view, which means we
would have to learn how to talk to ourselves about talking to ourselves—and
in the process unlearn much of what we (thought we) knew. In short, each of
us would have to accept responsibility for becoming the person each of us is
not but might yet become. We would need to scrutinize our selftalk in order
to (try to) learn what we do not already know—or think we already know but

may not—about who we are, who we have been, and who, perhaps, we will be.

1. In A Brief Tour of Human Consciousness (New York: PI Press, 1004), V. S.
Ramachandran observes that “A crucial yet elusive aspect of self is its self-ref-
erential quality, the fact that it is aware of itself.” This second-order awareness
depends on “a metarepresentation—an awareness of awareness and a concomi-
tant sense of self” (111). It depends, that is, on being a self that represents itself
to itself, the experience of which often takes the form of inner speech.

2. The number of selfhelp books that offer advice on how to talk to one-
self are legion. Three that I find exemplary are Al Siebert’s The Survivor Person-
ality: Why Some People Are Stronger, Smarter, and More Skillful at Handling Life’s
Difficulties . . . and How You Can Be, Too, rev. ed. (New York: Perigee Books,
1996), Siebert’s The Resiliency Advantage: Master Change, Thrive under Pressure,
and Bounce Back from Setbacks (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2005), and Ber-
nie Siegel’s Love, Medicine, and Miracles: Lessons Learned about SelfHealing from a
Surgeon’s Experience with Exceptional Patients (New York: Harper and Row, 1986).

Sigmund Freud sometimes referred to Psychoanalysis as providing a “ralk-
ing cure” (see John Launer, “Anno O and the “Talking Cure,” QJIM: An Interna-
tional Journal of Medicine 98.6 [2005]: 465-66). In the contemporary field of clin-
ical psychology, much counseling aims at changing the patient’s self-talk. In the
cognitive approach known as Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), for
example, one must learn to recognize one’s irrational beliefs and how they af-
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fect one’ i i
fec t(;ncehs teelings ’and actions; one must then learn how to talk to oneself i
deriod j;l}g:E cg}e s thoughts, feelings, and actions. (Among the many bool?s ?f’
P ur REE ,Tzze Albert Ellis and Windy Dryden, The Practice of Rationaz
et Crhnicr’cszpoy, 1?nd ed. gNew York: Springer Publishing, 2007, See
nline article on cognitive tl “S : ‘
o the b . e nerapy, “Self-esteem:
¥ " seltimage with these 5 steps,” at http://www.mayoclini (ni BOOS;
se gsteemz MHO00129; accessed 21 July 2009) eomhealth
on i ‘
I coermng the general neglect of selftalk by psychologists, Alain Mo
trOductorn two }sltudles he conducted. In one, he found that 01;1y 7 of 320 r'm
o OZ pslx);c ology textbooks mentioned “inner speech, selftalk, priv l?‘
fheed ,r o ieh«statements‘ in their subject indexes.” In the other s;ulc)l E;e
e t elaverage citation frequency” in peerteviewed journal arzj 116
o Waey‘l.)syg 1olog1cal (,:’oncepts and phenomena” was 1,719 whereas “hif o
» Oveﬂooskczlte 52 times.” Morin concludes that “inner speech does tendl:3 X
Mo Peh cel probabl;i because it is taken for granted” (“Inner Speech AO
enomenon,” http://www. i i :
aceeseed 20 g s tp:// - psychoscience.ntt/ inner_speech.hem;
3. Ac i i “
- ;zr:‘l}llllg Lo. Ste'ven Pinker, “People do not think in English or Chinese
probat I, ey t ink in a language of thought,” what he calls “mentalese” (The
inguc ﬁ Cr;;tsm’ct. 1-1131;)41:]he M)ind Creates Language [New York: Harper Perennial
sics, 72): In The Symboli i '
, ymbolic Species: The Co.E. i
' ‘ ; o-Evolut -
iri :fn agfd“the Bmin (New York: Norton, 1997), Terrence W Deacon IIOOZa?f L‘fl"
an? . . ¢
e SUChlrrxeenrta ese in the evolutionary advent of symbolic represenratioitlrf
Selfﬂc,onscmup eser}‘tanon, h.e surmises, accounts for the emergence of hun;al
eons Selfsrlless:- The self that is the source of one’s experience of intenti :
i ;elf ol t 1at‘1s judged 'by ‘itself as well as by others for its moral choiczl:
e ot wo;;ws about its impending departure from the world, this sel%
A seitsel(;H‘Z)‘ ﬁnd this fsymbolic self is able to represent it’self to it
—in all sorts of ways, See also th i —
i ' - See also the collection of i
Wfl 1»;paresentatlonal Approaches to Consciousness, ed. Uriah Krie 1 dpapers 0
illiford (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006) e and Kenneth
4‘ F . . ! :
i b:‘: blbél(}graphy, see the references in Alain Morin’s article, “Possill
een Self-Awareness and Inner Speech: Theoretical Backgr,ound llJne

derlvi )
erlying Mechanisms, and Empirical Bvidence, http.//co rints.org/378
» http://cogprints.org/3784/

(accessed 20 July 2009).
5. i
s fez} g)r ex.ample, Daniel C. Dennett, Kinds of Minds: Toward an Und
s lg i fonsaousness (New York: BasicBooks, 1996), especially 148.50 eg
6gsaes ofstadter, I am a Strange Loop (New York: BasicBooks, 2007) "
unde.r \ }1 allllgzélign othefr ;;:sea;clh endeavors, the immense schola,rship tilat goes
o5 0 L )
e e oA ew Historicism, Culture Studies, and allied areas of
7. L i
functio«;:lvin\/ygcf)tskly undertook bloneering research into the nature and
junction! g of self-talk. See, for example, Language and Thought, tr
nd pes Yre\; and ed. z’AxleX Kozulin (Cambridge, MA: MIT. 198’6) ansci
ysis of Vygotsky’s work by James V. Wertsch in Voices, of the li/I?:d
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Sociocultural Approach to Mediated Action (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP,

1993).

8. In one of the early efforts to address this question, George Steiner sug-

gests that “there is a history, a morphology, a rhetoric of inner speech as there
is of outer. The relationships of internal language to the environment are dia-
lectical, precisely as are those of voice utterance; they help to create the world of
experience and, at the same time, reflect it” (“The Distribution of Discourse,”
On Difficulty and Other Essays [New York: Oxford University Press, 1978], 91).
Steiner hypothesizes that “internalized speech-forms in the literate segments
of Western society” underwent a “radical shift . . . between the seventeenth
century and the present” (70) and that the evidence of this shift is available in
way that “The generation and emission of language”—both public and inner
speech—“by the individual both enacts and mirrors the power relations, the
conventional and contingent hierarchies in the social unit” (71).

9. In Becoming Beside Quaselves: The Alphabet, Ghosts, and Distributed Human
Being (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), Brian Rotman argues that first
speech, then alphabetic writing, and now digital writing have transformed the
nature, character, thythms, thought processes, and emotionality—in sum, the
very experience—of firstperson consciousness. In cultures that have writing
(alphabet writing, for example), the experience of oneself associated with the
representation of oneself as an “I” is profoundly different from the experience
of oneself in cultures without writing. In a world-wide globalization based on
“digital writing,” the experience of being an “I” is undergoing another pro-
found transformation; a new pattern of selfrepresentation, and with it new
habits of selfreference are emerging. Rotman characterizes this development
as the advent of “a self becoming beside itself, plural, trans-alphabetic, derived
from and spread over multiple sites of agency, a self going parallel: a para-self”
(89).

Maryanne Wolf begins her study, Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science

of the Reading Brain (New York: Harper, 2007), with the declaration: “We were

never born to read. Human beings invented reading only a few thousand years

ago. And with this invention, we rearranged the very organization of our brain,

which in turn expended the ways we were able to think”—hence to talk to our-
selves—“which altered the intellectual evolution of our species” (3). She goes on
to note that “Knowing what reading demands of our brain and knowing how it
contributes to our capacity to think, to feel, to infer, and to understand other
humans beings”"—and, again, knowing how it affects our self-talk—"is especially
important today as we make the transition from a reading brain to an increas-
ingly digital one” (4).

10. Thus does Steiner imagine that “It is entirely possible to envisage an
evolutionary scenario in which the dynamics of survival would entail the early
development of inner-directed and intra-personal address” (“The Distribution
of Discourse,” On Difficulty, 63).

Among the rapidly expanding number of works in evolutionary linguistics,
see, in addition to the books by Deacon and Pinker mentioned in note 1, Rob-
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in Dunbar’s Grooming, Gossip, and the Evolution of Language (Harvard University
Press, 1996).

11. The twentieth-century philosopher Jacques Derrida calls this the expe-
rience of “auto-affection.” See Of Grammatology, corrected ed., trans. Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 20.

12. How many—thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands,
more! Steiner wonders: “How would one define, for purposes of quantifica-
tion, the sum of speech, of linguistic communication, of enunciatory action
by verbal means, in a given society and at a given moment? What is the word-
count of articulate exchange or discourse during a twenty-four hour period for
any ‘speech-unit’ or ‘socialsemantic clustre’ of two or more humans beings?”
(“The Distribution of Discourse,” On Difficulty, 61).

13. An “interpellation” is a formal address or call to someone (for example,
an official) to give an accounting of himself or herself. The Latin source of this
word, “interpelllre,” means to interrupt (from “inter” and “pellire,” to speak).
“Interpellation” is cognate with “appellation,” which means name or designa-
tion. The Indo-European root of both words, “pel,” means to thrust, strike,
drive (see The American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots, rev. and ed.
Calvert Watkins [Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1985), 48). In his ar-
ticle, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” the philosopher Louis AL
thusser uses “interpellation” as a synonym for all the ways in which humans are
hailed or addressed, including even before they are born. One way humans are
“interpellated” is by being given names—by having names thrust on them, as
it were. Our names, then, are instances of the way in which we come into the
world subject to the expectations of others. Thus, when parents want to have a
baby, their own, they do not just want to bring a person, a consciousness, into
existence; they have hopes and dreams as well as fears about their child and
ideas about the best way to raise him or her. The point is that parents begin
shaping the identity of their child-tobe even before the child is born, and in
this way identity, like a name, is (interpellatively) thrust upon the child. (See
Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays [New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971},
127-86, especially pp. 170-77). Not surprisingly, those who practice taking on
alternative identities—actors—often change their names.

14. In Giving an Account of Oneself (New York: Fordham University Press,
2005) and in other works, Judith Butler analyzes at length how the condition
of being subject to the voice control of others and of not knowing it or being
able to recall what it felt like affects the formation of individual identity: “the
subject is opaque to itself, not fully translucent and knowable to itself” (18), for

blindness—at the very moment they think they see clearly. (See “At the [Infan
ticidal] Limits of First-Person Consciousness: Anger, Shame, and the Sacred in
Paul Haggis’s Crash,” Soundings 91.1-2 [Spring/Summer, 2008]: 133-66,

15. Dir. by Jetfrey Reiner, written Donald D. Moore, et al. (Universal Stu.
dios Home Entertainment, 2009). The original television pilot aired on 12
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April 2009; the DVD, which includes an extended version of the pilot, was

d on 21 April 2009. . ' ’
relefése]e:;Pierre Changeux, Neuronal Man: The Biology of the Mind, trans. Lau

rence Garey (New York: Pantheon, 1985), 247;. cited in CatheYrinle(‘ I;/Ijjglﬁzﬁ;
What Should We Do with Our Brain? trans. Sebastian Rand (New York:
Univerlf;ry P]re;:nz(g?)g)yfi cerveau et la pensée: La revolution des sciences cognitwe.s,
ed I]Zan—gznegois Dort’ier (Paris: Sciences Humapines Editions, 1999), 63; cit-
ed"m Malabou, What Should We Do with Our Bmlv?? 77

18. Malabou, What Should We Do with Our Brain? 7

t Should We Do with Our Brain? 7. o N
5(9) ﬁiﬁiﬁ vv(éhh::t Shc:)uld We Do with Our Brain? 15; she is evidently citing

Jeannerod, Le cerveau.

21. Malabou, What Should We Do with Our Brain? 30
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