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Foreword
Neurosciences now allow us to describe how children, adults, and even animals (Macaque Rhesus monkey) gain consciousness and are thus able to recognize others like them, objects, and contexts. But we still cannot explain how humans become conscious of themselves, nor how this self-awareness sets in during childhood.
 
This book’s central hypothesis is that to reach such a level of self-awareness, children must undergo a true psychic construction, that of their Me, which they will then project across time, as well as in imaginary situations. By projecting themselves into the future, they conceive projects and uncover their finitude. By projecting themselves into the past, they access memories and can tell their story. By projecting themselves into their imagination, they open themselves to the world of spirituality, art, and scientific abstractions. Their Me will also allow them to observe as Other, aware of being conscious.
 
I have relied on both scientific studies and my personal experience in describing how this shift happens in children – this leap of consciousness – and to also explore all the consequences on our adult life (for better and worse).
 
This research has been my life-long passion. The more I have studied, the more I have been struck by the fact that the philosophers – from Descartes to Heidegger, to use just two examples – who thought about the nature of our consciousness never questioned its emergence in our life, nor its development over time. Likewise, scientists would have focused more on our acquiring consciousness than on exploring our varied conscious lives (because of the limited resources allocated to research, even if these are increasingly proficient). Finally, as a doctor and psychotherapist, I have been able to see that the relationship between our conscious makeup and our psychic suffering was of little interest to psychologists. This opened for me the entire field of reflection that makes up this book.


Introduction
One day, I got a severe electric shock. I was doing some DIY when I found myself with a wire in each hand. A devastating charge went through my chest and I was paralysed, unable to call out for help or pull away the wires that were burning my fingers. But my brain was still functioning. Gripped by terror, I realised that I was dying. It seemed endless, interminable and atrocious. . . Then suddenly, everything seemed strangely calm within me and I heard a soft voice. Your legs still work. . . As in a dream, I headed towards the next room and the electric wires, which were too short to follow me, finally extracted themselves from my flesh. I collapsed onto a sofa, while blessing that mysterious voice. It was the first time that I had perceived the huge potential of my inner world and it changed my existence.
As a medical student at the time, I was involved in a passionate quest to understand what happens inside us, our consciousness and other processes. I have pursued that quest all my life, and eventually became a psychotherapist.
After all those years of research, the unbelievable richness of our inner worlds has never ceased to amaze me. It can be seen in all our inventions, our artworks, our libraries, the complexity of our towns and knowledge, but also in the multitude of our food recipes, our music, our clothes and so on. Everything is being transformed around us, imagined, created, narrated. We are unaware of it, but the greater part of our lives takes place in our inner world. It is a universe in which all our experiences are constantly being reviewed by our consciousness. We can thus live out time and again a scene without being present, just thanks to our imagination. Everything is reinterpreted. This means we can be miserable when all is going well and happy when all is going badly. Our reality becomes that of our inner world.
As a psychotherapist, I am attentive to the inner worlds of my patients and their disturbances, which bring their load of suffering. This intrigues me every time. How can we suffer so much and be so highly evolved within? From time immemorial, humanity has never stopped developing and enriching its knowledge, inventing then reinventing itself, while we humans can feel very small in such a prolific and complex world. The humanity able to go to the moon is not quite our own: we feel like a tiny cog in a massive machine, a machine which, what’s more, does not produce only good things. Yet, we all want to understand who we are, where we come from and how we function.
Progress in the neurosciences has allowed us to explain how we reach consciousness, for example the visual or aural stimuli around us, or the thoughts and sensations inside us. The neurological mechanisms at play have been described in adults, but also in young children between 5 and 15 months*1 and in monkeys*2 (the rhesus). Thus, animals and small children possess this first level of consciousness and, as we shall see, it can be highly elaborate.
On the other hand, we do not yet have an overall understanding of the workings of our conscious experiences, or our self-consciousness (for which the term “consciousness” will be used from now on). Nor do we understand how this elaborate level of consciousness arises during childhood. While we understand more and more about the cogs of our brain and its anomalies, our identity and suffering still remain mysterious.
WHAT HAVE WE REALLY CHOSEN?
Definitely not to have been born. Pick up your passport and look at it. What details on this document have you chosen for yourself? Your nationality on the cover? Your name? Your face, your gender, your height and the colour of your eyes? Your date and place of birth? Imagine that you blank out everything that you haven’t chosen: there would be nearly nothing left. This is quite a radical exercise that I sometimes suggest to my patients when they suffer from excessive identity issues. It often soothes them to realise that they are not responsible for any of this, and everyone else is like them. Yet, there are still people who will reproach you for who you are or what you look like, and feel superior because of their race, beauty or nationality! It’s alarming when you consider that none of those things are down to you. . .
Did you choose the country where you grew up? Your culture? Being raised in a rich or poor family? Religious or secular? Cultured or undereducated? It is hard to think that we are just pawns in all of this.
Even worse, we did not even select the body which we wash and dress every day or that face we look at each morning in the mirror. Who wanted to be tall or short? Beautiful or plain? Intelligent or limited? Brilliant or laborious? Still worse, who decided to get leukaemia at the age of 20, or AIDS at birth? In 2020, who chose to die, to survive, or be immune to the coronavirus?
Becoming conscious, one day in our lives, is like being in a car without having chosen the country, or the road, or the vehicle, or even the condition of that car and its passengers – but we are still holding the wheel, we can decide to turn right or left, and this can change the trajectory of our lives. We have dictated practically nothing about the situation, and yet everything depends on us! It makes your head spin!

HERO OF OUR INNER WORLD
The film of our lives basically takes place in our inner world, because we reinterpret everything that we experience. Some might say that a certain emotion will lead to certain reactions, but with us humans it all depends on the individual. Let’s take an example. You go home and your cat inspects the shopping that you have put down on the kitchen table. Suddenly, it gets stuck in a plastic bag and goes crazy. It will continue to yowl and struggle until you free it, or it wears itself out. It is utterly dominated by its emotions and its behaviour is stereotypical.
Now let’s imagine a lift that gets stuck between two floors. After the initial stress and desire to flee, the reactions of the three people in the lift vary greatly. One is in a panic and moans and groans, the second calms themself down and looks for a solution, and the third gets angry with the owners of the building for doing nothing. . . We all act in a different film and we all control our emotions differently.
We are also the sole species to wear clothes. Look again at your passport: you decided on your haircut, your beard and your outfit. These are in fact the only things that you chose! Some might say that our choices of clothes depend on the weather – but why are we all dressed differently? Why are there so many types of watches or trainers available? Definitely not to help us check the time or to walk! It’s for our Me, and the various roles that we want to see it play out, because we need to be unique and different from others. If the textile, cosmetic and body art industries are so ubiquitous, it is because they are essential to us. We are the only species to dress ourselves, but we also clothe what is most precious to us: our Me.

ARE WE THE ONLY SPECIES TO HAVE A “ME”?
This is the question that a Martian would ask upon arriving on Earth. Humans stand out because of their unique appearance (clothes, hairstyles, beards, tattoos, etc). Look at these two photos taken by an extra-terrestrial tourist:
[image: Image]
[image: Image]
From these it may conclude, like Darwin, that there is no part of the human body that has not undergone artificial modification1. There is clearly, for each of us, a Me which is the hero of our inner world. It is the mental ingredient of our consciousness, as we shall see. It personifies us in our various roles, according to the time of day and the situation. It is the most intimate representation that we have of ourselves, always with us, our true identity.
However, we know little about this inner world that characterises us and serves as the backdrop to our entire lives. What is the nature of this Me we talk to so much? I am going to suggest a few answers based on our scientific knowledge and on my experience as a psychotherapist, as well as my own story as a human being, with its trials and its joys.
In the years after my electrocution, I suffered from numerous mental conditions, including panic attacks with agoraphobia, obsessive-compulsive disorders, and multiple psychosomatic illnesses. I was in real trouble. Later, I went through a major episode of depression which devastated me. Before all that, my father’s violence had given me an impulsive personality, ever ready to get angry. Luckily, I was a sportsman, a hard worker and curious, while my childhood had also imbued me with the sensuality of Africa, where I had lived, and an openness towards others. I recovered from my problems thanks to my medical studies, my reading and a few psychotherapists to whom I am eternally grateful. They gave me the desire to be a therapist too.
Can you be a good analyst having been ill so often yourself? Alas, it is indeed possible to be a psychotherapist and to suffer like everyone else! I see my mental experience as a precious tool which allows me to advance in this exploration of our inner worlds. Would you follow a high-altitude mountain guide who had only done indoor climbing?
Some people might say that the idea of being able to know ourselves is an illusion. Our Me is above all an unknown and we lose ourselves by trying to understand it. It is true that it will always remain largely mysterious. However, I believe that we can now better identify its nature and its impact on our lives, which is what I intend to do in this book.
In the first part, we shall see that the Me is a mental construct built up by children, which allows them to reach consciousness between the ages of 5 and 7. We can then grasp some notions about how it works. In the second and third parts, we will deal with the total transformation of our experiences by our Me, both for good and bad. We can then deduce a few useful lessons to live better lives. We will also approach the possibility of a therapy for a Me in full consciousness, in an attempt to make it our best friend and no longer our worst enemy. At the same time, throughout the book, we will discover just how rich the experiences of our children and animals really are, and in particular their superiority in terms of the absolute present. We shall see that how they feel about time and their emotions is a decisive difference between them and us.
At this stage, I would like to present a few simple concepts, which will be gradually dealt with in more depth:
– our Me: the person we talk to in our minds: we can easily identify with this entity;
– our inner world: this is where we project ourselves in our imaginations or dreams; it potentially contains a wealth of possibilities;
– our Self: this is something that we do not perceive within ourselves, but which can act for us, for example when we walk, pedal, drive, etc; meanwhile our Me might be telling itself a story within our inner world.




*1. Kouider, S., Stahlhut, C., Gelskov, S.V., Barbosa, L.S., Dutat, M., de Gardelle, V., Christophe, A., Dehaene, S., Dehaene-Lambertz, G., “A neural marker of perceptual consciousness in infants”, Science, 340 (6130), 2013.
*2. van Vugt, B., Dagnino, B., Vartak, D., Safaai, H., Panzeri, S., Dehaene, S., Roelfsema, P.R., “The threshold for conscious report: Signal loss and response bias in visual and frontal cortex”, Science, 360 (6388), 2018.

I
REACHING A CONSCIOUSNESS OF MY “ME”

1
Being born into life, culture and consciousness
Are you one of those people who think that human consciousness is the acme of life on earth? The answer seems obvious, given the extent to which we dominate all other life forms thanks to our intelligence and achievements, some of which are sublime. That is what I thought for a long time, too. But a fuller understanding made me change my mind: any human being, even the dumbest or most odious, can produce conscious beings. In other words, consciousness is the bare minimum of humanity, because even the bloodiest murderers and the worst despots have it. The acme of being human is not just consciousness, but the wealth of our inner worlds.
Yet, many people, scientists included, have fallen into the trap of human superiority. Paul MacLean’s model of the triune brain still has influence to this day: he claimed that our brains are divided into three parts, from the most archaic to the most evolved – the reptilian for basic needs, the paleomammalian for emotions and the neomammalian to read Kant!
So it is that the poor reptiles, not having a limbic system that characterises the paleomammalian brain, are apparently deprived of the emotions that it provides. MacLean emphasises that “some authors refer to the existence of a limbic system in the brains of birds and reptiles”; while adding “but it is to be emphasized that the cortical areas in these two classes of animals are at best rudimentary and poorly developed2.” This weighty argument results in approximations of which women and animals are often the victims. In 1861, the great surgeon Paul Broca claimed “We must not forget that women are, on average, a little less intelligent than men, a difference which we should not exaggerate, but which is, nonetheless, real. We are therefore permitted to suppose that the relatively small size of the female brain depends in part upon her physical inferiority and in part upon her intellectual inferiority3.”
Whatever Broca and MacLean might have thought, women are as intelligent as men4, and reptiles and birds have emotions. The latter do in fact possess a limbic system and it has been shown that birds are capable of so much – despite their small size – because their brains’ neurones are far more concentrated than ours. It is this miniaturisation that allows them both to be light enough to fly and to be intelligent5. So, let’s leave behind this illusion of human superiority and instead focus on how humans are different from other groups of animals right from birth.
THE WORLD OF CHILDHOOD
At first glance, a human child is not very different from a young monkey, or cat. A baby cries when he’s hungry, calms down when he feeds from his mother or she cuddles him, and sleeps a lot. In this way, the baby forms an exclusive duo with his mother, they mean everything to each other; they are unique. This is the biological birth of all mammals.
Like a small monkey or kitten, we have no memories of being born. That day, we are just like them: a new animal starting its life on earth, not having asked for a single thing, thriving on the sun, the air, the water and the other living things it eats. A little human being will also depend on his group and find his place within it. Maybe he will give life, then die, like any other animal.
However, on the day they are born, human children will receive one or more forenames, the surname of their father or mother, or both. Their family and their family’s friends will tell them the story of their filiation, son or daughter of, nephew or niece of, cousin of, grandson or granddaughter of, etc. The people who talk to them will use their family’s language. The people who bless them will do so in the name of their God or gods. This twofold birth into the biological world of animals and the cultural world of humans characterises our species. Each of us has a Me which we will personalise through our appearance, our identity and our history, and at least partly in response to the demands of those closest to us.
Our cultural world is continually evolving in line with the histories of our various groups and our constant progress. Through education, which starts the day we are born, a human child learns about the cultural order it lives in. This order draws him into an utterly transformed universe, which is often artificial or fictional – far distant from the biological world of the chimpanzee, which has not changed in centuries –, and which becomes ever more complex as the child grows up. Thanks to his immediate family and friends, he will learn to speak, read, write and count, to like marshmallows, play games on screens and desire pointless possessions. According to the random fortunes of his existence, he will adopt the lifestyle, aspirations and beliefs of his milieu, or reject them to adopt others.
But there is one thing that he will learn for himself like all little human beings aged 5‒7. And that day will mark a before and an after. He will understand that he is mortal, or in other words that he will inevitably die one day. This discovery will shake up his life, just as it has devastated the lives of all humans before him, once they became aware of it. He will come to this conclusion on his own, because no one teaches this to children, not even their parents, for fear of terrifying them: living while knowing that you are mortal is not the innocent life of a little child or animal.
I can remember the day I realised that I would die. I was five and a half and living in Douala, in Cameroon. Behind the house there was a ravine covered in dense vegetation, where we were not allowed to go because of the snakes. But my brothers and I went anyway, especially because we could collect clay there to make various objects that we played with in the garden. Another childhood pleasure of mine was when my parents gave me each evening the picture of an animal which I could stick in my album when I woke up in the morning. But then came the picture of the cobra which set off a series of nightmares. As I pictured it rising up, ready to bite, I understood the threat: I could die! I thus attained consciousness, which is a genuine leap: I have almost no memories of my life before that moment, as is the case for many of us. There really is a before and an after, which is why I talk about the concept of a leap in consciousness6; a fascinating phenomenon that takes place between the ages of 5 and 7 and which I shall describe later.
Once conscious, a child starts to play out the different roles expected of him by his family, his school and in other contexts. We are so absorbed by our roles that we no longer notice their often artificial nature. We go so far as to think that when he grows up the child leaves behind his imaginary world and joins adult reality. But the opposite is true! Who is it who invents the thousands of toys, games, tales, Mickey Mouse products and fancy dress options available to children? The challenge for the little human is to adapt to his parents’ cultural world, which will allow for this leap of consciousness, because humans’ greatest freedom is being able to create their own inner worlds capable of incorporating all the worlds in which they exist.

THE BIRTH OF HUMAN CULTURE
One of the key conditions for having a Me thus seems to be a complete immersion in the cultural world of humans, which raises the fascinating question of how our culture arrived on Earth. Who were the first “real” humans to make this leap of consciousness? There, too, the trap of our superiority falsified the initial answers: our direct ancestor, Homo sapiens, has naturally been seen as the pioneer. Weren’t they the first to produce those wonderful cave paintings, as well as engravings and sculptures on bone, after their widespread arrival in Europe about 45,000 years ago? While we have found no evidence of the slightest production of artistic merit from the Neanderthals who inhabited Europe for 400,000 years, despite a century of research? Alas, we have in fact recently discovered Neanderthal works dating back 65,000 years7 and, even better, a work by Homo erectus from 500,000 years ago8!
[image: Image]
The marks engraved on this shell are the oldest artwork in the world, made by a Homo erectus. The zigzag lines are impossible to interpret. I’ll stick my neck out and say “LVMH”, foretelling mankind’s craze for fashion!
Homo erectus*1: these distant ancestors who appeared on the Earth about two million years ago were already quite like us, even if their brains were smaller (while still being twice as large as that of a chimpanzee). We owe several great discoveries to them. The list is impressive: the mastery of fire, the cooking of food, the cutting of stones into increasingly sharp bifaces, mass tourism (their fossils have been found everywhere they could go, in Africa where they came from, but also the Middle East, Europe, and even in China!), and so on.
The domestication of fire and the invention of cooking were the most decisive acts of genius for our species: eating cooked food gave us more energy for the growth of our brains, as well as more free time to use them and to develop our different cultures. We owe this observation to a primatologist who was so passionate about his subject that he attempted to live like the apes he was observing. Richard Wrangham9 tried to adopt their diet of leaves, fruits, nuts, insects, etc, and he thus realised that eating such raw and highly fibrous foods took a very long time: almost seven hours a day for the primates, and half a waking day for him, who did not have their large molars or powerful jaws. He came to the conclusion that humans could no longer live like apes without dying of hunger. He showed that this was also true for Homo erectus whose molars were too small.
So, we owe our cooked food and our free time for films, video games and other activities to Homo erectus. Without him, our recent lockdown experiences would have been awful! It is also thanks to Homo erectus that we left behind the animal world.



*1. And their pre-Sapiens counterparts, such as Homo ergaster.

2
Living in the absolute present like an animal
How does your dog or cat perceive the world? What is their experience? In what way is it different from ours, influenced as we are by our consciousness? This question is even more relevant when applied to children under 3, who are closer to them in many ways. This point is really fascinating, because it is very difficult for us adults to imagine what goes on in the mind of a young child or animal. This naturally raises the question of animals’ behavioural and cognitive aptitudes; a subject which has been broadly studied. Here, too, our misguided ideas about human superiority have been a hindrance: it took us more than a century to reach the conclusion that animals in fact have many talents.
HIGHLY INTELLIGENT ANIMALS
Let’s start by going through some of their aptitudes, so as to form a clearer idea of what all this means. In a maze, rats move forward by testing different routes, like us, with each error or success leading them towards the exit. And they are as quick at it as we are10. In a forest, tits make a series of visits to locate the hiding places where they stocked their seeds for the winter11 (this ability would sometimes be very useful for us. . .). On a treasure hunt, chimpanzees optimise their journeys, having observed the humans hiding their delicacies12. The rats, meanwhile, avoid the zones they have already visited13. Hummingbirds choose the flowers that are richest in nectar according to their relative positions and their previous visits14.
Many animals use tools. For example, the sea otter will fetch a stone from the bottom of the water, place it on its abdomen and use the stone to break open the mussels it finds15. The woodpecker finch of the Galapagos uses twigs to fish out insect larvae from the hollows of trees16. Chimpanzees plan ahead when it comes to breaking open nuts by choosing a selection of the best suited stones to act as anvils or hammers and positioning them under their chosen tree17. More impressive still, pigeons are technically capable of passing antirobot Captcha tests on the Internet, because they are able to categorize images according to their type (a tree or not a tree)18. A baboon can use a lever to control a screen and thus recognize a causality between objects19 (the stick on one side and the pointer on the screen on the other). Even more abstractly, a chimpanzee is capable of winning tokens which can be exchanged later for food20. To reach an object which is high up, a chimpanzee will go around its cage looking for a solution; a solution which it will suddenly discover. This “insight” means it will stack up boxes beneath a banana, which allows it to jump up and grab the fruit21. An orang-outan or chimpanzee can recognize themselves in a mirror and use it to observe themselves in detail, as we do every morning22.
My two cats, Luna and Seta, are capable of third-order intentionality*1, that is to say that they want me to know that they don’t like their food. To make this clear, they scratch around their feeding bowls as though they contain faeces. They only do this in my presence and it is very explicit. Many animals have a vocabulary or signals which they learn from us, or among themselves. Their aptitude for syntax remains an open question23.
Lastly, animals do appear to adhere to certain standards of morality, which makes them sensitive to the fate of their fellow animals and even, on occasion, altruistic. They are also affected by injustice which, like us, they tolerate poorly. For example, Frans de Waal gave two capuchin monkeys an exercise where they each received a piece of cucumber in exchange for a pebble24. The two monkeys were pleased to take part until one of them was rewarded with a grape – which is clearly far better – while the other continued to get pieces of cucumber. The latter threw away its cucumber in disgust on several occasions!

HUMANITY AND THE FACULTY FOR SELF-PERFECTION
We can see all these aptitudes in our children and we find them admirable. And so, apart from our clothes and our cooking, what do we do better than animals? We shall see that the answer is: everything, and in a far more complex way. Based on this observation, Jean-Jacques Rousseau considered that what distinguished mankind from animals is the faculty for “self-perfection”. In contrast, “after a few months, animals are what they will be all their lives and, after a thousand years, their species will be what it was during the first of those thousand years25.” This is a given: the habitats of animals are still part of the natural world, identical since the dawn of time, and with no clear chronology in their technological acquisitions. Their nut-breaking exercises using stones as hammers date back several centuries and do not differ from their activities today. Thus, when we walk through their forests or savannas, we leave behind mankind’s completely transformed world for the immaculate environment of nature. In this respect, there is now a total divide between animality and humanity as well as, sadly, a growing imbalance between them.
It is necessary to investigate over long periods to explain this lack of any rapid accumulation of progress among animals, such as in the work of Michael Tomasello, a specialist in the comparative studies of the aptitudes of apes and children. He noticed that there is only one way for young primates in captivity to acquire new skills: by successive trial and error, after observing what their fellow primates are doing. They have a very low aptitude when it comes to the transmission of their knowledge: they only very rarely teach a new behaviour to others. For example, they may point out objects to show how they can be used or take them to places for observation26.
Yet, monkeys are rather good at learning and when they are placed in a human family they acquire a lot of skills. For example, Washoe, a small female chimpanzee, learned to use the American sign language of her educators, Allen and Beatrix Gardner, who had adopted her at the age of 10 months27. In this way, she assimilated about 250 signs which she knew how to recognise and combine. But she did far more than simply learn the signs: she also taught some of them to her adoptive son, Loulis! This was in 1979 and it was the first time that such a transmission of knowledge had been observed – Washoe became the animal world’s first teacher28!
Other observations have been made in the wild, showing that mothers can help their young in their learning. On 18 February 1987, the primatologist Christophe Boesch observed a fascinating scene in one of the Ivory Coast’s forests: Nina, a young female chimpanzee aged 5, could not crack open her hardest “Panda” nuts, and had been struggling with her stone “hammer” for eight minutes29. Her mother, Ricci, sat down in front of her, on the other side of the stone that Nina was using as an anvil. Nina immediately handed her the tool, which Ricci took before slowly taking a full minute to show her daughter how to hold it in the right position. Then she cracked ten nuts in front of her, giving her six of them. Once her mother had gone, Nina started breaking the nuts while holding the hammer as her mother had shown her, and she cracked open five nuts in fifteen minutes.
[image: Image]
A rare photo: a mother baboon draws her baby’s attention to a piece of fruit which she moves around in her fingers.
For chimpanzees, learning to crack nuts is not unlike learning how to use a knife and fork or chopsticks for us: time and patience are required, both for the child and their parents! The youngster starts a hundred times over, and the mother gives it ready-to-eat pieces of nuts while it makes progress. Then she increasingly encourages it to manage alone, by giving it fewer already opened nuts and lending her own tools more frequently. But Nina will not go to school and the example of Washoe and Loulis is absolutely exceptional. Their technical accomplishments are rare and limited to such an extent that it might be said that after clothes and cooking humans invented education. These three activities are highly complex, because they require the aptitude to project ourselves into a sufficiently distant future to be able to conceive the consequences of a series of actions with a given objective. This is true for all our inventions and is what constitutes the complexity of our universe, which is in constant progress.
Animals are thus generally capable of acquiring numerous skills, while not being very good at transmitting them. Like our children, who are like little sponges for many years! How do we explain this phenomenon? It is no doubt because they live in such an intense present that they have problems projecting themselves into a sufficiently distant future to be able to appreciate the importance of being constantly and collectively involved in the training of their young. Animals do not have a cumulative and collective culture that allows them to continuously perfect their inventions, nor a social organisation for the transmission of their knowledge. This is a major difference from us: thanks to the constant education of our children and the training of our fellow human beings, we are now capable of accelerating the cycles of transmission of our knowledge and practices. Thus, human culture was born and progress made possible via the continual growth of our collective know-how.

THE ABSOLUTE PRESENT OF THE ANIMAL
But, be careful: while we manage to project ourselves into the future and into space, we have lost much of our capacity when it comes to being fully attentive to the present. In contrast, as they get older, monkeys become the champions of the absolute present. This difference between the world of animals and young children on the one hand, and the world of older children and human adults on the other is essential. For animals and young children, instant memories are not restrained by a systematic analysis of all the available information, and their attentive capacity remains global. So it was that Ayumu excelled at the experiment carried out by the primatologist Tetsuro Matsuzawa. During his research, Matsuzawa trained chimpanzees in exercises using numbers and ideograms30. Ayumu had to look at a screen which showed nine numbers, arranged randomly on a chessboard. A few tenths of a second later (down to 210 milliseconds!), the numbers were replaced by grey squares and Ayumu had to point them out in the right order to obtain a reward. The chimpanzee barely had to glance at the screen, the time needed to “take a photo”, before rapidly reproducing the series every time31. For humans, this experiment is extremely laborious and practically always fails. For example, the director of the primate research institute at the University of Kyoto tried to do the same test: out of 30 attempts he was successful just once, compared to 27 success in 30 for Ayumu! The strangest thing to notice is that when doing the same test as them we feel as though we don’t have enough time. Why not try it yourself*2?
[image: Image]
1. Ayumu looks at the series of nine numbers on the screen.
[image: Image]
2. As soon as Ayumu presses number 1, the others vanish.
[image: Image]
3. Ayumu then reconstitutes the series on the blank screen extremely quickly.
This great superiority of chimpanzees over us is highly impressive. It perfectly illustrates the difference between the absolute present, in which an animal can use all of its concentration capacity, and a present which is constantly being reinterpreted by our consciousness and which demands the majority of our faculties. Our consciousness uses up a lot of our brains’ bandwidth!
THE ABSOLUTE PRESENT OF OUR CHILDREN
But what about the experiences of our children? It is probable that they live a great part of their young childhood in an absolute present. But how can we confirm this? In the simplest way possible: by asking them! From the age of 3 to 4 it becomes feasible to question them about their thoughts; just as they have understood that living beings can move, they can also accept that they think32. They are capable too of forming interior images on request and fully comprehend that they are not real. They can see thought as an internal mechanism, and they know how to distinguish between mental and physical phenomena33.
They can also grasp that, like desires or beliefs, when someone thinks they think about something that can be either present or absent, imaginary or not. They have thus acquired quite an appreciable level of understanding of their thoughts and it was John Flavell, a psychologist specialised in studying children’s cognitive development, who had a stroke of genius when he quite simply decided to ask them what they were thinking or what they thought about in various situations.
The first observation was that children do not constantly perceive their thoughts as we do. When asked what an adult thinks about when doing nothing and staring at a blank wall, children generally answer that the adult is thinking about nothing34. Similarly, it is not a problem for them to keep their minds empty for an extended period if they are asked to do so. More surprisingly, they do not envisage seeing, listening, conversing or reading as mental activities taking place inside them. This is why they feel like they are thinking essentially only when they desire something or when they try to solve a problem.
They thus have great difficulty attributing thoughts to other people, even when the latter are clearly interested in certain objects, touching or looking at them for example. If the object is not desired, or if the action that has been undertaken fails, pre-school children find it hard to imagine that this object or that action might be a source of thoughts. In fact, they often make mistakes when identifying the contents of other people’s thoughts35.
Even more surprisingly, they do not keep their own thoughts in their memories, even the most recent ones. For example, some children were asked to think about the room where their toothbrush is kept (while keeping the answer to themselves), then a minute later they were shown a picture of a giraffe. When asked if they had been thinking about a bathroom just before, 63% of them said that they hadn’t.
In their absolute present, their attention remains global. For example, if they are told that someone is concentrating on recognising people in a group photo and they are asked if this person also notices the frame around the photo, children aged 6‒8 think that he or she is totally focused on the task, while those aged 4 think that they can also see the frame36. In other words, pre-school children still pay broader attention to what they can see, and even if they concentrate that attention on an object they can still include its immediate environment.
This research confirms the important proximity between young children and animals which really shouldn’t come as much of a surprise: between the moment they are born and the moment they reach adult consciousness, it is logical for them to experience a similar existence. At every level, their pathways are similar. Aristotle also emphasised the proximity between animals and children when he claimed that “the souls of children do not differ substantially from the souls of animals”; so it is not unreasonable that “some things present in the other animals are the same, others quite similar, and others analogous [to those found in humans]37.”


THE EXPERIENCE OF THE ABSOLUTE PRESENT
Thus, children have to live out their early years in an absolute present like all living beings on Earth. But how can we better understand this experience? Not an easy task for beings who are constantly immersed in their thoughts like us! To get an idea of how this works, I suggest we look at two pioneering experiments conceived by physiologists. Benjamin Libet asked participants to flick their wrists at random, while visually memorising on a rotating disk the moment when they decided to do so. Libet recorded the electrical brain wave that corresponded to the triggering of the action. This wave appeared between 350 and 400 milliseconds before the decision was taken! Libet concluded that “the cerebral initiation of a spontaneous voluntary act begins unconsciously38.” As for Grey Walter, he invited patients to look at a slideshow during a surgical operation. He told them the remote control for the slideshow could be activated at their own pace. But the remote control was fake – the flow of images was actually triggered by an electrode placed on their brains. The patients were under the impression that the device decided for them, because it anticipated their wishes39. How can we interpret this phenomenon of anticipation or divergence? According to the philosopher Daniel Dennett, “this seems to show that your consciousness lags behind the brain processes that actually control your body40.”
These processes have subsequently been described as the cognitive unconscious41, in other words, “that which knows”. They are all the neuronal mechanisms that take place inside us without our being aware of them; they correspond to our Self and potentially concern our entire brains. These “knowing” processes do what we want, whether it be flick a wrist or change a slide, but before we are aware of having decided to do so! It seems as if these mechanisms which we do not control are at our service. This observation is very disturbing, because we do not appear to be the ones deciding our actions. However, it does give us a glimpse of how the absolute present works; the present we live in once we become conscious. In the absolute present, it is the action which is at the centre of the process. It generates feedback to the cognitive unconscious, which in turn corrects the ongoing or upcoming action. This process has existed since birth and spontaneous movements have been progressively adapted in line with the available regulation processes: genetic imperative, reward circuits, emotions, learning outcomes, attention, etc. There is no need for an elaborate consciousness in this self-governing dynamic: the cognitive unconscious, the Self, “learns” how to select the actions that are best suited to various situations. It potentially mobilises the entire brain and, to a certain degree, resembles what we produce today with artificial intelligence where computer programmes are enriched by all the feedback they receive. So it is that young chimpanzees use their Self to learn how to crack nuts and our children practise eating with a fork. This requires from our children and from animals long learning processes lasting several years. But after that everything becomes automatic: walking, running, doing acrobatics, cycling, using a fork, etc42. All this represents thousands of trials, but it is clearly gratifying because each cognitive unconscious, each Self, will keep these acquisitions for the rest of their lives.
But animals and young children should not be seen as machines. Do not fall into the trap of Descartes who considered animals to be automata devoid of any reason43. We shall see later on what is truly prodigious about the cognitive unconscious and, though they may lack a Me, animals and small children do have a “self” of their own; both are unique and we know this as soon as we take a newly born baby in our arms – he or she is unlike their brother or sister!
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