
  
                           WHAT IS IT LIKE TO BE A BRAIN?

                 Considerations on R.S.Bakker's Blind Brain Theory

ABSTRACT

What are the consequences of taking seriously the idea that “cognition is heuristic all the way down”? I take 
R.S.Bakker to task on what I feel is an incomplete assimilation of this idea, that he explicitly espouses. 
Plunging into the ocean of immanence, where all is heuristics, is still a revolutionary experience. More 
revolutionary than Bakker in his vaticinations about the dire consequences of the general adoption of his 
BBT seems to realize. I compare Bakker’s take on immanence with that of epistemologist Paul Feyerabend 
and that of post-structuralist philosopher Gilles Deleuze. I find that unlike these philosphers Bakker retains 
some residues of scientism, ie a position that gives cognitive primacy to science.

I argue that not all cognition is scientific, nor even intellectual in the sense of proceeding by abstractions. 
Practical know-how and coping skills are cognition too. Science is no exception, it in fact includes much 
tacit knowledge and know-how. Research is a part of our individual and collective individuation, and can 
give rise to what Bernard Stiegler calls processes of transindividuation that heuristically synthesize and 
stabilize our interpretations and practices provisionally. In scientific research these partial, provisional points 
of view constitute paradigms, and there is no reason to believe that a particular science functions, or should 
function, with only one paradigm at any one time. Bakker’s BBT is in fact less a theory than the sketch of a 
possible paradigm, based on his own personal selection and combination of various scientific threads. It is 
part of his own individuation, but he wants it to be more than that (which is OK by me, I thank him for 
sharing) but this “more” tends in his texts to become too much, ie an implicit claim to unicity and 
apodicticity.

I further argue that not only do we cognize adequately (ie to a degree of approximation adapted to our tasks) 
a lot of the time, but that we meta-cognize adequately too, including our own brain. This metacognizing of 
the brain does not proceed uniquely via scientific research but occurs in artistic and self-transformative 
processes. Bakker does not take this into account in his synthesis, and thus at the meta-level gives primacy to 
scientific cognition, even if he denies this at the content-level.

Bakker and I seem to be talking past each other. The problem in communication may lie more in a difference 
in attitude, than in any great difference in the explicit claims we make. Scott claims that he already says what 
I accuse him of not saying, I reply that he may say it sometimes, but that at other times he proceeds as if he 
had never said it. Such talking at cross-purposes is the sign that there is no substantive difference between 
our philosophical visions and that a mere nuance in noetic attitude is all that separates us.

    1) HEURISTIC vs APODICTIC

Is a pluralist or an epistemological anarchist reading of Bakker's Blin Brain Theory (BBT) possible? 
It would seem difficult to reconcile the de-throning of science from its central position as purveyor 
of knowledge about the world in general with BBT's scientistic certitudes about the brain and its 
illusions in particular. Bakker likes to assert "Cognition is heuristic all the way down" as itself an 
apodictic, scientifically proven thesis – which is a flagrant pragmatic contradiction. On the one hand 
he affirms a position of radical immanence, as heuristics excludes any appeal to a transcendent 
norm or method as premature, unavailable, or unnecessary. On the other hand he relies on his own 
personal synthesis of neuroscience and cognitive science embedded in some overarching neo-
Darwinian paradigm. So we are obliged to limit the claim "Cognition is heuristic all the way down" 
with the disclaimer "except for scientific cognition, which is apodictic".

It may be useful to compare Bakker's BBT with Spinoza's philosophy. Spinoza propounds what 
Gilles Deleuze calls a philosophy of immanence: all theological notions are eliminated in favour of 
the rigorous deductive chains of premises and consequences in parallel with the rigorous physical 
chains of cause and effect. The common view of Spinoza's system thus places it under the auspices 



of scientism: the philosopher and the scientist know the true causes of things, whereas the common 
mortal in his or her ignorance replaces them with imagined sequences deriving from imaginary 
causes and fallacious premises. Feyerabend criticises Spinoza for his epistemological and 
ontological arrogance in situating other human beings at a lower level of existence. The scientist 
and the philosopher attain objective knowledge, whereas the common man and woman are limited 
to simple heuristic devices at best, and to mere chimeras in the normal state of things. The very 
privileging of conceptual understanding and and causal cognition over the imagination, according to 
Feyerabend, conserves an element of transcendence in the form despite its being denied in the 
content.

For example, the notion of God employed by Spinoza is a bloodless, de-vitalised abstraction that 
Feyerabend compares unfavorably with Newton’s more personal, and more fecund, conception of 
God. Even the rationalist Newton reserved some place for a more humanitarian vision than simple 
abstraction can accomodate: "Newton rejected the God of Descartes and Spinoza. For him God was 
a person showing concern and demanding respect, not an abstract principle" (CONQUEST OF 
ABUNDANCE, 236). Admittedly, in Newton's case, this is a small remnant of a once all pervasive 
component of our knowledge. "Newton...opposed intellectual notions of god (such as Descartes's 
and Spinoza's) and emphasised personal relations between God and his creatures", FAREWELL TO 
REASON, 146). This opposition between intellectual notions and personal relations is another 
variant of the struggle between apodictic knowledge and heuristic conjectures, or between 
justification and participation, that has traversed our intellectual and existential history.  

So we are led to pose the more general question: does immanence lead to a scientistic reliance on a 
univocal knowledge of causes and effects and an over-valorisation of intellectual at the expense of 
affective and perceptive intensities? Or can its eliminative thrust be turned against its own 
mythological self-entrapments?

The Blind Brain Theory expresses Bakker's take on immanence, but one wonders if he is aware of 
the tacit reintroduction of transcendence by means of scientistic presuppositions. His notion that our 
ordinary visions of the world do not contain knowledge of causes and effects but rather heuristic 
devices to cope in the absence of such knowledge, suggests a possible non-dogmatic way out. The 
transition from the commands and prohibitions of the Despot and the Priest to the prescriptions and 
recommendations of the Expert need not be interpreted as a transition from superstion to 
knowledge, but rather as a movement inside the same dogmatic form. The decisive change is the 
passage from the authoritative universality of dogmas and norms to be believed and to be obeyed  to 
the democratic provisionality of hypotheses and advice relative to a given revisable state of 
knowledge and a historically contingent situation. The implication should not be that we must leave 
behind heuristic devices for knowledge, but that absolute authority is for many people today 
heuristically unsound. Immanence means that we are always in the realm of heuristics. In particular, 
appeals to immanence cannot be reconciled with an epstemologically naïve submission to the 
authority of science. 

Thus, the Spinozan elimination of transcendence, while a step in the right direction, does not go far 
enough: it contains dogmatic and authoritarian elements in its reliance on a monistic “knowledge of 
causes and effects”, which ultimately comes down to a naïve and inadequate view of science. (In a 
slogan: don’t forget your Latour when you talk about Spinoza!). Naxos on his philosophical blog  
http://schizosophy.com/ proposes a reading of Spinoza in which the word “God” can be eliminated 
as our understanding of immanence affirms itself: “an immanence that means no transcendence, no 
heaven, no ‘God’.” This understanding of immanence must present itself first heuristically under 
the mask of a new conception of “God”, that then allows us to eliminate the word and the idea not 
just from our vocabulary, but also from our understanding and our body: “If we get rid of the word 
of ‘God’ as the result of this ethical and philosophical understanding of the infinite ―and through 
Spinoza’s axiomatic system―, we also get rid of its idea from our body”.

I would like to push this further and say that “Nature” and “Reason” and "Science" are such 
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epistemological masks too. This is a version of the Nietzschean move of eliminating “Nature” and 
“Reason” and "Science"as themselves being religious residues. For me it resonates with Lyotard's 
move of a complexifying reading relevant to the present: “I read Kant [Note by me: we can equally 
read "Spinoza"] not just with Kant himself, but, simultaneously, with all that comes after Kant – and 
this in the hope of ameliorating my complexity or my differentiation”. The result of such non-
dogmatic understanding by means of self-deconstructing concepts is perhaps best described as the 
attainment of the post-Spinozan felicity of ungrounded freedom. This task of ameliorating my 
complexity is the guiding thread of my thinking. It is also the only way I can explain to myself 
positively Bakker's continuing scientism, despite his intense theoretical trajectory: BBT is his way 
of ameliorating his complexity, and perhaps ours. It is an integral part of his individuation process, 
and he proposes it to us as such, not as a final truth but as a possible way out of the philosophical 
labyrinth.

    2) SCIENCE: MONIST EXCEPTION OR PLURALIST EXAMPLE?

I have undertaken to examine Bakker's BBT by way of a detour through a philosophical system that 
presents some similarities with Bakker's theory, ie Spinoza's ontology of immanence. All that I have 
argued for so far is that like BBT Spinoza's philosophy under a certain reading may be guilty of 
containing certain dogmatic residues and authoritarian tendencies. But is another reading possible, 
one that does not fall under the Feyerabendian critique of epistemological naivety and political 
authoritarianism? Gilles Deleuze proposes such a reading in terms of relations between speeds and 
slownesses (kinetic axis) and relations between forces or between powers of affecting and being 
affected. This reading does not give primacy to the vocabulary of causes and effects and to the 
geometric model of apodictic knowledge, but rather talks in terms of a knowledge of relations and 
of an artistic model of skills and know-how. Jean-Michel Pamart remarks that with science "we 
know the sun, we know the effect of the sun on our body, but we do not know the relation that we 
entertain with the sun" (DELEUZE ET LE CINÉMA, 103). So for Deleuze on Spinoza we could 
argue that "scientific knowledge...can be considered to be something like the summit of [Spinoza's] 
first kind of knowledge" (ibid, 103), as the paradigmatic instance of intellectual cognition, whereas 
the second type of knowledge is close to Bergson's intuition, and comports practical knowledge of 
relating to and coping with the world. This is the realm of the "common notions", where to know 
something is to enter into relation with it, to compose our relations with its relations forming a more 
englobing common body.

Palmart cites a very illuminating lecture by Deleuze where he considers the question of whether we 
need to go a step further, to what Spinoza calls the third type of knowledge, which would give us a 
knowledge of essences. Deleuze claims that he can see why Spinoza would need such a further 
stage, but that he personally is satisfied with the second type of knowledge and with what he calls a 
"mutilated" Spinozism, or again a "truncated" Spinozism. This rejoins Naxos's point that ultimately 
we can be Spinozists without "God", and Deleuze's general point that we should always "subtract" 
the unifying center, the founding and authoritarian instance or dimension:

"I would be very much in favour of a mutilated Spinozism, I find that at the level of the common 
notions it's perfect, it suits me, it's great, for a very simple reason, but then there is a condition for 
being a truncated Spinozism. To be a mutilated Spinozism one must really believe that there is no 
essence, that there are only relations, if I believe that there are only relations and no essence, then it 
is obvious I have no need of the third type of knowledge, I don't need it, and not only have I no 
need of it, but it loses all meaning. So  you have to see...you can be a truncated Spinozism only if 
you think that, finally, there is no being, there are only relations". (seminar 17-03-1981, my 
translation).

My question to Scott Bakker is clear: is he ready to espouse a "mutilated" BBT, which makes use of 
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a science divested of its apodicticity? Bakker constantly opposes our metacognitive illusions (above 
all common sense and philosophy) and actual neural function, which is recounted by science. Yet 
science is produced by brains and so should be regarded as just as mythical and heuristic as the rest. 
Bakker has to choose between

1) the exceptionality of science, ie everything is heuristic except science. This amounts to 
assigning apodicticity to science and thus by association to BBT, which is not a scientific 
theory as such, but Bakker's own ongoing metacognising of diverse scientific theories and 
findings, and

2)  the individuating (perhaps even on the level of collective individuation) function of BBT, 
which amounts to affirming its mythical and heuristic status, but finding certain pragmatic 
(in the largest sense) advantages in this particular theory over and above rival theories. This 
would imply keeping the scientific bases but subtracting the apodicticity.

                                                                                                                                                     

Bakker's various expositions of the theory maintain the ambiguity for me. I think that by opposing 
scientific claims to traditional claims he may be biting off more than he can, or even needs to, chew, 
if he means to refer to the claims of full-blown traditions and not just to what is “traditionally” 
thought. Traditions have corrected science over and over again, and have been the source of many 
of its ideas. True, science is a self-correcting tradition, but not always, it contains much inertia too. 
And all traditions are self-correcting, and so capable of learning from some theses of specific 
sciences without going over to the “science-side” of the Force entirely. 

Bakker seems to overestimate the unity and the fixity of our metacognitive intuitions, and this is 
evident in his appeal to such stereotypes as the “scientific image” and the “manifest” image. We 
have already seen that he is not presenting us with the scientific image of our brained existence, as 
no such unique unified perspective exists. He is giving us his own personal selection and synthesis. 
But there is no such thing as the manifest image either. The Deleuzian detour would suggest that 
Bakker does not see clearly the variety within the notion of manifest image because he implicitly 
identifies cognition with intellectual cognition, and so remains inside the confines of the first type 
of knowledge, by abstraction, privileging knowledge of causes and effects. This is the only 
justification for saying that the brain does not cognize itself, or meta-cognize itself. But we are 
constantly learning to do things with our brain, and so cognizing it quite effectively, at least some of 
the time. We are constantly individuating ourselves, and part of this process is that we are 
constantly individuating our brains, so that no two brains are the same. 

3) THE SPECTRE OF ELIMINATIVISM

Deleuze thought that we were moving towards a new configuration that would involve the release 
of the forces contained up to now in the human form as one particular organisation of these forces 
dependent on a particular state of the sciences and of our technologies. He envisaged a vast 
recombination of these forces due to molecular biology, the neurosciences, information science 
and digital technologies, such that we may no longer be be “human” in the traditional sense in the 
new configuration. Faced with new knowledge and new forms of control (what Bernard Stiegler 
calls psycho-power and neuro-power) Deleuze poses the question: what are people going to 
become? How are they going to individuate themselves, and what new forms of individuation will 
they invent? What is the role of the brain, its control and its individuation, in the changes to 
come?

These considerations raise the spectre of “eliminativism”. I am not an eliminativist, although I find 
eliminativism a line worth pursuing, and thus defend it against a certain type of non-empirical 
objection. I know that Feyerabend defended it as early as 1951 in his doctoral thesis. Feyerabend 
always defended eliminativism against silly conservative objections that presupposed the meaning 



invariance of terms in successive theories and that prohibited incommensurable leaps. So 
Feyerabend’s aim was to defend the intelligibility of eliminativism, and here I agree with him. His 
later meditations on Being (especially in CONQUEST OF ABUNDANCE) would suggest however 
that this eliminativism cannot exhaust the meaning of Being and cannot be imposed on full-fledged 
traditions that interpret and experience things otherwise. I find that eliminativism sharpens the 
debate and produces interesting hypotheses, but so do hypotheses of the unconscious that make no 
reference to material inscription and indeed relativise its meaning and importance. I think the 
neuronal unconscious may ultimately replace the Freudian unconscious. But I don’t see the 
hypothesis of the unconscious in its most general form (as in Jung, Deleuze and Guattari, and James 
Hillman) give up the ghost so easily, as eliminativism, from this point of view, is just one cognitive 
style amongst many. That said I think it is heuristically useful to pursue the eliminativist programme 
as an aid to thinking and research.

In the old days people used to distinguish the context of discovery from the context of justification, 
but then Feyerabend came along and said it’s all heuristics folks. In other words, what is primary is 
the context of participation. But in fact I am going too fast. What actually happened is that 
Feyerabend came along and said “Everything is pluralism”. He then went to von Weizsäckers 
seminar on Quantum Theory and said again “everything is pluralism” and argued that alternative 
lines of research had been ruled out, and that they should be explored. However, von Weizsäcker 
showed him the way quantum mechanics arose out of concrete research. So Feyerabend concluded 
that “Everything is heuristics” and von Weizsäcker was not happy about that when he learned of it 
12 years later. Thus even quantum theorists can have amazing ideas at the content level (cognition) 
but balk at the metacognitive heuristic implications. This is why Feyerabend looks more to Niels 
Bohr and Wolfgang Pauli for the heuristic attitude.

For me the concept of heuristics and of its pervasiveness is tied to the notion of diachronics. 
Heuristics are ecologically sensitive, and thus multiple and variable over time and that’s the big 
point of the cluster of ideas around diachronic ontology that I have been writing about. Derrida 
remarks that in deconstructing a binary opposition one can be led proximately to privilege the 
underprivileged term. I have been at pains to explain that it is only a question of the relative 
primacy of diachrony over synchrony, as one couldn’t exist without the other. I am thinking also of 
Althusser’s auto-critique, where he uses the image of bending a stick that is already bent in one 
direction in the other direction to get it straight. When I read this it amused me greatly as I used to 
maintain to the Althusserians that the famous science/ideology distinction was conjunctural (an 
important word for them) in its importance, in its nature, and in its necessity ie that its very 
existence and use was dependent on the conjuncture. They would have none of that, and so I was 
pleased to be partially vindicated by Althusser himself. Of course not only did I argue that this 
distinction was relative to the conjuncture, I maintained that Althusser had in fact misread the 
conjuncture and that this was not a distinction to insist on. I still maintain that.

Bakker strangely comes back to this sort of epistemological dualism. As ordinary brains we live in 
cognitive illusion, but science tells us how wrong we are, and how constitutive this miscognition is. 
I think Bakker is in danger of falling into a performative contradiction that both he and I find in 
Levi Bryant: despite enouncing our “theoretical incompetence” and admitting that his BBT is 
“speculation” (ie NOT science) and so seeming to espouse “non-foundationalism” and conceptual 
experimentation, Bakker does have a foundational level and vocabulary, that of BBT and its 
scientific parents (cognitive psychology, neuroscience, neo-darwinian synthesis, which his appeal to 
the cognitive incomptence thesis illustrates. Bakker has created from these a speculative synthesis 
that we are entitled to call the “metaphysical lens” of BBT, which poses an epistemological 
foundation in science and an ontological foundation with its neural reality behind our cognitive 
illusions. However, Bakker himself is still responsible before the question that he so readily 
addresses to others “How do you know”, not in the narrowense of any particular knowledge claim 
but in the global sense of “How do you know your fundamental ontology is true? and is it 
revisable?”, given that BBT is not science but speculation. The question amounts to : is your BBT a 
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useful heuristic that can guide and explicate philosophical and scientific research or is it a new 
apodictic foundation, unrevisable in its basic structure?

To be clear: Bakker’s brain talk seems to be his own foundational level, and so his epistemology is 
unsatisfactory, to say the least. So much for the problem of the status of science in his discourse. 
But a further problem remains. Everything is heuristic, except apparently this theory, whose actual 
status seems unclear. This further objection addresses the status of BBT itself, which Bakker admits 
to be “speculation”. This implies that what Bakker is doing is more metaphysics than science, and 
in that case it is bad metaphysics at that. He is proposing an interpretative synthesis based on an 
extrapolation of the cognitive and neuronal sciences, and thus he is shielding himself from scientific 
testability, without engaging the philosophical issues. He seems to be speaking from his own 
personal no man’s land, neither inside science nor inside philosophy.

However we can perhaps agree that empirical research can be accomplished by philosophers, or 
novelists, who are open to conceptual experimentation and also to new information coming from 
the sciences. In this understanding the dividing line between the BBT as metaphysical speculation 
and BBT as heuristic synthesis of and guide to empirical research becomes a little more subtle, but 
does not vanish – it is more a question of two different treatments of the same theory, two different 
uses: apodictic and heuristic. But this implies that “speculation” can be cognitive too, if only we 
have a diachronic approach to cognition. Metacognition would not be just the second-order realm of 
illusion, but the dimension of metanoia, or deep transformation of cognitive and existential 
paradigms.

Bakker seems to recognise and acknowledge some of these complications by claiming that BBT is 
“continuous with the natural sciences”, I gloss “continuous but not identical”, continuous because 
continuing the research on the interpretative and so conceptual level. I find a Laruellian non-
standard philosophy ring to the phrase. So my question is pluralist: does Bakker admit the value of 
other quite different approaches that aim at being “continuous with the natural sciences” such as for 
example Bruno Latour’s or François Laruelle’s? If yes, then great as he is maintaining his pluralism 
and applying it to himself. If no, then I fear his baby is not only drowning in metaphysical 
bathwater, it is dissolving in it. Which would be regrettable.

Bakker’s BBT goes in the direction that Deleuze was taking in his “brain turn”: “There is no subject 
or object on BBT, no ‘correlativity,’ no fundamental ‘inside/outside,’ only a series of heuristic 
lenses (to opt for a visual heuristic) allowing various kinds of grasp (to opt for a kinesthetic 
heuristic)”. I too think it is heuristics all the way down. My question is: To what degree is the BBT 
itself heuristic and not just another theory of heuristic theories? Is the BBT a new foundation or a 
new heuristic?

I am reminded of Popper’s notion of metaphysical research programmes that are continuous with 
the sciences without (yet) being part of the sciences. A metaphysical programme can guide and 
promote testable research and protect it from premature criticism while being itself testable, at least 
for the moment. Eliminate these “metaphysical” research programmes (scare quotes because 
metaphysical here has no relation to transcendence) and you would eliminate all science. Bakker 
seems to be saying on a charitable (ie heuristic) reading that his BBT is a metaphysical research 
programme (or hypothesis) reflecting and guiding research, and on the way to testability.

On the question of “cognition”, what I am trying to express is the Deleuzian sense in which 
knowledge of the brain is not limited to the neurosciences, but that cinema and music and painting 
and novel-writing can give us images of the brain that are cognitive ie embody knowledge, and that 
may resonate with brain science. So I maintain that not all cognition is intellectual, proceding by 
way of abstractions. Knowing how to swim, for example, is cognition too. When Deleuze talks 
about the affect belonging to the second kind, and the percept belonging to the third kind of 
knowledge I think he is making this point too. This non-intellectual cognition is evident in our 
practical embodied know-how and also in artistic knowledge. Scott Bakker is a novelist, and so it 
should be evident to him too. Yet he persists in affirming the ideal of scientific imperialism (which 



is not at all science!) that all “good” cognition ( called “knowledge” in other modes of life) is 
science. I like his work and I am trying to find a “diplomatic” (in Bruno Latour’s sense) way of 
getting him to include his own writing practice in his image of knowledge, and so to pluralise him a 
little more.

     4) FINAL THOUGHTS: A NUANCE DIVIDES US

In my view, pluralism is itself pluralistic (some pluralism is). One of my favorite examples is when 
Feyerabend, who had developpped a doctrine of methodological pluralism, attended Weiszacker’s 
seminar on quantum physics. Like a good believing pluralist he argued that quantum theory was 
dogmatic as it had failed to consider other alternative theories, but Weiszacker showed by analysing 
the historical steps in context that each development of the theory was based on a wealth of 
concrete arguments. Feyerabend realised that it was in fact he that was dogmatic insisting on a 
universal pluralist method, and that scientists should have complete freedom from methodological 
strictures. All that could be done was to analyse concrete moves in particual cases and consider the 
methodological remarks of successful practitioners to arrive at not a doctrine but a set of tips and 
astuces, handy rules of thumb that sometimes work and that are not prescriptive but optional, 
requiring us to take into account the context and to use and develop our own intuition and know-
how. This was his move from methodological pluralism (dogmatic, apodictic) to a more free-
wheeling pluralism (anarchist, heuristic). He expressed this new attitude in AGAINST METHOD.

Another name for such a pluralism is immanence, which means not taking any entity or principle as 
transcendent to and having supreme authority (ontological, epistemological, or political) over a 
domain. This is the same as the heuristic pluralist idea that meta-level and object-level are 
inextricably inter-twined. This way of talking about it all comes from Deleuze, and he describes a 
similar change (or conversion, if you will). He had elaborated a whole pluralist theory about 
multplicities, but it was classically expressed, and so, while an improvement on his predecessors, 
constituted a new dogmatism, a new servitude, as he came to see later). He was approached by a 
dissenting psychoanalyst who was more used to working with psychotics than with neurotics, who 
argued that psychoanalysts were afraid of schizophrenics because they were in fact afraid of the 
unconscious as it was too pluralist for them and they failed to simplify and codify it into conformity 
with social ideals. Deleuze began a long collaboration with Guattari over many years based on the 
idea that it was not enough to have a pluralist theory but that they had to have a pluralist attitude 
(attitude is meta-) to all theory and that to theorise multiplicities meant also to live them out and to 
produce them. This led to a series of very brilliant books, beginning with ANTI-OEDIPUS.

I discuss Scott’s work because he sometimes says pluralist and immanentist and heuristic things, but 
then goes on to contradict himself in the way he talks about “science”. So I have a problem here, 
what Scott says about science and cognition does not correspond to the way he says it. At least not 
in my eyes. My problem, then, is not that he isn't a pluralist, but that he is a pluralist, but is 
incoherent in his pluralism. I think he is missing a nuance that may be hard to isolate out. That’s 
why in my text a take the long way round and talk about Feyerabend and Deleuze and Spinoza and 
whatnot, because if I am too direct he tells me he knows and says all that already. But what he says 
is not what he does when he uses “science”. At this level I think he is just plain wrong. Cognitive 
science is not just about illusions, it studies our cognition and not just its pathologies. And we do in 
fact cognize lots of things. Otherwise we could not cognize that we don’t cognize things. Noone 
claims that our cognition is always accurate or unchanging or universal or even very detailed. 
Knowing how to thrash your limbs about while trying unsuccessfully to swim is still knowledge, 
that a newborn baby would not know how to do, and the same applies to calling out for help, and 
knowing what’s happening to you. Not all cognition is detailed, you’re swimming discomfits are a 
striking case of coarse cognition. But all cognition is coarse compared the the next lower order of 
magnitude, all knowledge is approximative – that’s another case for heuristics.

When I talk about intuition I am not, in this discussion, talking about the philosophical sense of 



intuition as sensation, nor about the psychological notion of perceiving with a sort of “sixth sense” 
things that I shouldn’t be able to. I am talking about heuristic know-how, skill at coping with things 
I have gotten familiar with. Scott’s using massive online feedback is one heuristic technique among 
many, and poses no problem for me. And a computer algorithm that produces even a whole novel 
does not bother me in principle. But it won’t produce Proust or Joyce, or even Agatha Christie, at 
least at their inception. Maybe now that there are dozens of Agatha Christie novels you could cook 
up a programme to generate more, but you can’t get one to invent a new genre of writing. And if 
you could actually get a programme that does not generate but “cobbles” then it would have know-
how like us, who are all cobblers and bricoleurs, and I would welcome it to the club of heuristics, as 
it would no longer be an algorithm.


