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SCIENCE/TECHNOLOGY & THE HUMANITIES

The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind bv
lul ian ra! 'nes.  Boston: Houghton Mif f l in Company. tg7Z.467 pp.

For his study ofconsciousness and its o gins fulian fal.nes could scarcely have
chosen a title more precise-nor one more likely to suggest dull or at best esoteric
readirg. Any such misgivings vanish rapidly. Jaynes,s thesis is audacious, his ranqe
ot evidence remarkable, and his style del ighrful .

Only the barest outline ofThe Origin ofConsciousness can be given here. In brief
Iaynes advances an extraordinary psychologi caI and neurcphysiological explanation
for both coDsciousness and its attendant objectification, human civilization. His
initial premise is th€ recently proposed theory of the ,,double brain,,, accordinq to
which the human bmin, or mther the cerebral cortex, is hjBhly ..lareratized.,, Its iwo
hemispheres behave in radically different ways. Typically, the left hemisphere exer-
cisesthemore "rational" or " consc ious" functions such as analysis and ve$alization;
thedght thinks in an iniuitive, holistic, crcative manner. Seldom, ii appears, is there
directcommudcation b€tween thetwo hemispheres. To this still conhoversial th€on,
Ia),nes adds Lhe even more <tart l ing norion t lar rhe human mind was nor alwavs
divided. The character ist ic mode ot pcrceiving rhe external world and rhe 

"el f ,  
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state we call consciousn€ss, resulted from "the breakdown of the bicameral mind,"
i.e., the pmgressive latemlization of bmin functions, tle virtual cessation of dir€ct
communication between the two hemispheres, and, usually, the marked dominance
of the left hemisphere. Moreover, consciousness originated only in the very recent
history of our species-a time,span to b€ measured in terms of a few thousand vears.
rather than bundreds of t iousands or even mil l ions.

In a skillful and entertaining manner ja!:nes orchesbates evidence fiomboth the
sciences and the humanities. To showthathis theoryis even initialiy tenable, he must
descdbe the hypothetical "bicaneral mind" and refute the objection rhat a few
millenia arc patentty insufficient for so radical an evolutionarv develoDment as the
' 'double braiD. laynes a| |acls both problpms simultaneoust i .  Schizophrenic be-
havior, he suggests, indicates th€ nature ofthe bicameral mind and shows rhat direct
and powerful communication between the cerebral hemispheres indeed still occurs;
its typical form is aulal, admonitoryhallucination in responseto stess. yet there is no
significant anatomical differenc€ betweenthe schizophrenic and thenolmalbrain; in
fact, under exhaordinary strcss the Iatter may also generate hallucinations.

Jaynes then tums to historical evidence which miBht document the genesis of
consciousness and even explain why this particular psychological structure, and
inde€d not some other, evolved at all. The rnembers oI primitive M€diterranean
societies, he suggests, had bicameral minds. \ryhen they expe enced undue stress-
-unfamiliar situations orcomplex tasks involving abstract, remote goals*the delib-
erations which the lefthemisphere could not manage wereperformed in the righr. The
decisions thus reached were then conveyed to the l€fr hemisph€re as oowertul
' 'neuroloSical  commands {p.991 which $ere regisrered as aural  or even visual
hallucinations of figures of authodry. Thus the bicameral mind created aods and
god-kings, and thereby provided a form of socidl  conbol (p.  r261 which made
possible the f st stages oI civilization.

But by p€rmitting the groMh of civilization the bicameral mind facititated irs
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ownobsolescence and theevolution of consciousness. Societies became toolargeaDd
complex lor the haUucinatory voices to control. Eiiher a babel of conflicting voices
was heard. or-a similar evolutionary disadvantage the voices simply ceased Cul-
tures which sulvived this psycholgical and social cIisis might experience the cyclical
renewal and breakdown ofthe bicameral structurc, or they might evolve some more
workable psychoiogical structure and mechanism of social control. ln their attempts
to lend meaninS to the world, to revive or create anew the presence ofauthority, such
tansitional criturcs (including our own, according to la!'nesl developed religion' law,
alt, science, ard technology. Eventuauy consciousness energed as an often barely
successtul substitute for the bicameral mind. Man gained his individual and collec-
tive maturity, ai the p ce of having to face stress alone, always mournfully aski ng why
the gods had deserted him.

The examples la],nes cites are sometimes widely familiar (Homer. the Bible),
sometimes ratheresoteric (Mesopotamian art)i invariably the interpretations he offers
are provocative. "The Trojan War," he states, "was directed by hallucinations." The
liadic heroes " did not have any eg o whatever . . . no conscious min ds s uch as we say
wehave. -  .  .  lThey]werc noble automatons who knew noiwhatthey did'{pp. 72-75).

laynes also examines a tdbe of initially bicameral outcasts who survived the cata-
strophic downfall ofthe major eastem Mediterranean civilizations. These Khabiru or
Hebrews created the Old Testament, "in its grand overall contour the description of
the loss of the bicameral mind, and its replacement by subjectivity over the first
millenium B.C." [p. 29a). ]aynes has an obvious penchant for flashy, sometimes
blasphemous, but often enticing language-not necessarily a weakness; such utter-
ances as thos e quoted here soundfar rnore convincing when read in context.laynes is
also skilled at subtly trsnsforming the mere h)"othesis of one argument into the
accepted premise ofthe next, often simply by a iiberal use ofthe word "bicameral."
But it would be naive to suppose that scientific argumentation dispenses with
rhetoric, and bo ns if it did.

Jalnes does not systematicatly examine the subsequent history ofconsciousness
and civilization. Book III, "Vestiges of the Bicameral Mind in the Modern World,"
serves instead to bolster the tundamental theory by elucidaiing a variety of
phenomena seldom considered to be related more than tenuously, if al all. Chapters
entitled "The Quest for Authorization," "Of Prophets and Possession," "Of Poetry
and Music," "Hypnosis," and "Schizophrenia" suggest that the lunatic and the
poet-and not only they,laynes says-are indeed of imasination all compact. The
final chapter, "The Augudes of Science," proposes that science, too, is part of the
"quest for authorization" which cha-racterizes "this transitional period after the
breakdown of the bicameral mind. And this essay is no exception." (p. 4431.

laj.nes's argument may depend heavily on the Esources of psychology and
neurophysiology, but the issues he addresses are familiar io every student of the
humanities. Thus, by supplyins the knowledge of neurophysiological rnechanisms
underctandably unavailable to Kant, laynes's model of consciousness couoborates
and amplifies the Critique ofPure Reoson. The search for some all-important princi-
ple underlying the operations of hisiory places faynes, as he well knows, in another
grand humanistic tradition. But T}e O.igin ol Consciousness is of particular interest
to students ofliterature. Jaynes's own discussions of I anguage, literature, and creativ-
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ity €.re fascinating, and add new life io some time-honored but occasionally anemic

subiects like epic poety, metaphor, and metics. The reader's specialized knowledge
will provide material for further speculation The present reviewer could not help

thinking, for example, of the mystifying German poet Friedrich Holderlin: his
philosophy of history, concept of alienation, incredible mastery of classical metres,
and not least of  al l  h is severe schizophrenid.

la]'nes's ideas can enlance both ourapprcciation ofliterature and our teaching as

well, perhaps especially on the undergraduate level. In a time when scientilic inves-
tigdtion enjoys enormous prestige and credence, and lit€rature and literary criticism

very little, The Origin oiConsciousness suggests not ody that science can indeed be

applied to th€ study ofliteraturc, but also that language and literature are important
parts of the mind's attempt to understand the world and itself More sp€cifically,

Ia)'nes's analyses of metaphor, metrics, and poetic creativitv, by showing that form

and content may be intimately relatedto each other in the process ofcr€ation, might

well help us to counter thefiequenttendency to reduce literary criticismto two isolated

exercises, the mechanical analvsis of meidcs, vers e forms, figures, and images, and on
the other hand the vague paraphrase of "meaning." Language teachers will also find

Ja]'nes's discussions oflatemlization and linguistic processes interestins One starts
to see why beginning language students, while tiey can passively understand a

foreign language, can reproduce lairly complex sequences of sounds without com-
prehendin8 them, and can laboriously assembletheir ownutterances, still have such

difficulty combining the thrce oPeraiions
The Origin of Consciousness is not above criticism laynes's individual points'

choice of evidence, argumeniative stategy, and of course his general theory deserve

careful and skeptical scrutiny - far more than is possible herc, or perhaps even really

necessmy, for The Origin of Consciousness is not the solt of book which evokes
irdifference. But however ghtor wmngit proves tobe, The Origin otConsciousness

is a valuable work. laynes offers students o{ the humanities new insights, without

suggesting that their work is unimportant or their methods obsolete He also aims at

cEating, notjusttalking aboutthe much-desired interaction between the sciences and

what are now termed, somewhat inaccurately, the humaniiies Not least of all The

Origin ofConscjousness reminds us that good wriiing is not the exclusive preseNe ot

humanities scholars.In sum, laynes's book exempiifies what humanism can be-or at

least attempt to be.

William B. Fischer
Department of Foreign Languages

Portland State University
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