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Preface

The twenty questions I have chosen here are among those that often occur to thoughtful men, women and children. They seem to arise naturally, without powers of reflection. We want to know the answers. Yet philosophy is unusual among academic disciplines in appearing to cherish the questions rather than provide the answers. The tradition contains few agreed and definitive solutions. This may be a matter of regret or embarrassment to those of us who work as academic philosophers, but I do not think it should be. This is partly because some questions which appear simple and straightforward at first glance fragment into many other little questions on reflection. We ask, ‘Why be moral?’ or ‘What is the meaning of life?’ as if one answer might be around the corner. But perhaps there are many different questions. Why be moral in this particular way on this particular occasion, faced with this, that or the other temptation? Which of the things that can interest and engage people deserve to do so? There will be many answers in different contexts, rather than one big answer, and it is progress to realize this.

Other questions may have different concealed traps in them. ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ is a good example. Although it is sometimes thought to be the fundamental question of philosophy, the deepest question anyone can ask, it may be that its depth, and the obsessive interest it can engender, are the artefact of a logical trick ensuring that it is unanswerable. Or perhaps not: these are matters on which we have to tread carefully, and not all thinkers will tread the same path. I do not think we should lament that or be embarrassed about that. We would not all tread the same path if we tried to write essays about almost any human affairs: just imagine the different lights in which a political decision or a family holiday (or family quarrel) may appear to different participants and observers. Shakespeare wrote wonderful plays about love, war, fear, ambition and many other things, but nobody believes that he gave definitive ‘answers’ or that there is nothing left to add.

So I have tried to acquaint the reader with the questions, with some of the things that get said, and with some of the pitfalls and perplexities surrounding them.

The twenty questions I have chosen are here arranged in no particular order, except for the last one, which comes last for all of us. The discussions are intended to be self-contained, and therefore readers are welcome to dip in wherever they wish. Since there are occasional cross-references, they may find themselves drawn backwards or forwards as the case may be, and I hope that they are.

The 21st century continues a trend also visible in the last century. This is a certain kind of scientific triumphalism. The euphoria that came with cracking the human genome, and the dazzling prospects of unlimited biological and medical progress that this encouraged, have contributed to an atmosphere in which humane studies like philosophy are put on the defensive. Insofar as we philosophers do things like interpreting human nature, then is philosophy itself due for retirement, overtaken and superseded by the juggernaut of advancing science? In a number of chapters I reflect on the actual achievements and promises of the new sciences of human nature, not always with quite the confidence that others seem to feel. I hope that the reasons in play at least raise some doubts, and enable others to approach the difficult problems of how we do think and feel, and then how we ought to think and feel, with proper respect.

I owe thanks to my agent, Catherine Clarke, and to my editor at Quercus, Wayne Davies, for unfailing encouragement. I owe thanks, as ever, to my wife whose editorial and literary help have been invaluable. The University of Cambridge granted me a sabbatical term in 2008 which gave me the leisure to write many of the following chapters, while the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill provided a research chair from which to work, and I am most grateful to both institutions.


AM I A GHOST IN A MACHINE?

The search for consciousness

Everyone knows that we are creatures of flesh and blood. Included in the flesh is a nice big brain, an unimaginably complex assemblage of some hundred billion neurons or brain cells, each with around a thousand connections with others: many trillions of connections in all.

The human brain controls memory, vision, learning, thought and voluntary behaviour. It also monitors and plays a part in controlling the involuntary behaviour and the autonomic activities of our organic support systems. Different sense organs respond to physical stimuli, and thence transmit signals to dedicated parts of the brain, which then work together to enable us to see, feel, taste, smell, remember and compare and classify things. Most of the time it all works magically well, and we only get a sense of its wonderfully fragile nature when things go wrong. A small amount of neuronal damage, and we have people who think that the person in the mirror is not themselves but someone different, or who cannot remember who or where they are, or who think their wife is a hat. A small shadow on a scan, and Alzheimer’s terrifyingly awaits a great many of us.

The inner world

This is the physical basis of our lives as conscious, thinking, active animals. But there is a temptation to think: that’s fine as a basis, but then what? What is it the basis of? We could chase, say, an optical stimulation from the time a light ray hits our eyes, on to a pattern of activation of cells in the retina, on to excitations in the optic nerve, back into increased activity in the visual cortex, and thence, perhaps, into a diffusion of excitements across different parts of the entire system. But where in all this is the fact of me, say, seeing a car passing? How does the conscious experience arise or emerge from the fantastic physical system? And in our imaginings there is then a kind of secondary, superadded world. This is the world of our ‘inner’ experience, our imaginings, feelings, thoughts and sense experiences: our own private take on things.
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We go on to think that my inner world is accessible to me and yours is accessible to you. But yours is not accessible to me, or not in the same way that it is to you or that mine is to me. We have privileged access to our own mental states. You, as scientist, might be able to chart the excitation patterns in my brain. But it is I, the subject, who sees the car passing. And you do not see my sight of that, however closely you pry into my brain, or however accurately you plot the way the cells are doing their dance. Our mental states are themselves invisible to the best sciences of the brain. Suppose I think about the boulevards of Paris, pleasurably laying them out in my mind’s eye as I imagine strolling down them. The neurophysiologist, however far he probes, will not be able to hold up a fragment of brain and say, ‘Aha! Here we have a thought about the boulevards of Paris!’ For, alas, the brain is grey but in my thoughts the boulevards are brightly coloured. The bit of brain is small, but the boulevards are long and wide. The brain is soft tissue, while in my daydream the boulevards are hard pavement, and with traffic on them.

Such thoughts are natural enough, but rapidly lead to insoluble puzzles. At the beginning of the scientific revolution of the 17th century they led René Descartes to postulate a part of the brain (he fixed on something called the pineal gland) as a kind of gateway to the soul. The you, or self, resided behind this portal, and the brain brought messages to you, while you could issue dictates to it, thereby initiating a train of events that might lead to your walking or talking or even becoming irritated at the problem of consciousness. This is the model that Gilbert Ryle, in the 20th century, called that of the ‘ghost in the machine’. The brain–body system is a giant machine; its function is to bring information to the ghost, and to transmit back instructions from him. Descartes actually denied that he wanted a model of the self residing in the body like a pilot in a ship, but basically that is the image he has left us.

God’s good pleasure

Thinking of consciousness like this is highly unsatisfactory. It clearly clips the wings of science rather dramatically. On this model it turns out that however much neuroscience learns, there will always be the closed door, the portal to the world of consciousness, and behind that closed door a world with utterly mysterious connections with the physical world. The world of the ghost is shut off from scientific inquiry. But so is the system whereby the ghost is connected with the body, a whole new set of laws and forces about which we are doomed to know nothing. Neither science nor philosophy likes to be told of such no-go areas in our attempts to understand the world.

Although the last decade of the last century has been called the decade of consciousness studies, with a wide variety of contributions from a wide variety of disciplines, the basic philosophical options were laid down not long after Descartes first wrote. They emerge in a dialogue between John Locke, who followed Descartes’s model, and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. When Locke confronted the question of why a particular sensation, such as feeling a pin prick, should arise from a particular excitation pattern in the physical world, he could only say that it was ‘God’s good pleasure’ to make the association, this being a colourful way of saying that we cannot know anything about it. Leibniz, more optimistic perhaps about the powers of human understanding (see Why Is There Something and Not Nothing?), replied:

It must not be thought that ideas such as those of colour and pain are arbitrary and that between them and their causes there is no relation or natural connection: it is not God’s way to act in such an unruly and unreasoned fashion. I would say, rather, that there is a resemblance of a kind – not a perfect one which holds all the way through, but a resemblance in which one thing expresses another through some orderly relationship between them. Thus an ellipse, and even a parabola or hyperbola, has some resemblance to the circle of which it is a projection on a plane … it is true that pain does not resemble the movement of a pin; but it might thoroughly resemble the motions which the pin causes in our body, and might represent them in the soul; and I have not the least doubt that it does.

For Locke, it is as if God had to do three things: make a physical world, make the world of conscious experience, and then make some bridging laws linking one to the other. Leibniz says he has only to do one thing: make a physical world, and the rest follows on in the way that geometrical consequences follow their premises. Once God (nature) has generated a right-angled triangle, he or it does not have to do anything else to ensure that the square on the hypotenuse is the sum of the squares on the other two sides. Leibniz wants it to be like this, pinpointing exactly what we need: the ‘world’ of conscious experience has to be put into an intelligible relationship with that of physics and neuroscience.

Mary, spectra, zombies

So it is not much good only being told that our thoughts ‘emerge’ from particular combinations of brain excitations. They may ‘supervene’ on them, to use a popular philosophical term, meaning that there is no change in thought without an underlying change in the state of the brain. But it is little help to say such things if at the end of the day we can understand nothing about how this emergence takes place, or what the conscious world is that indeed emerges. This is the same counsel of despair as Locke’s stopping with ‘God’s good pleasure’. Leibniz insists on a more transparent understanding than that. He wants to close what more recent philosophers have called the ‘explanatory gap’.

There are a number of arguments (sometimes referred to pejoratively as ‘intuition pumps’) that are designed to make us keep the explanatory gap open. One is the fantasy of the zombie: the thought experiment of a creature that is physically just like us, but in whom the portal to the world of conscious experience is shut. This creature behaves like you and me, but all without consciousness. It has no inner life, only the outward appearances of one. On Locke’s view, God can make zombies. A second thought experiment is that of the ‘inverted spectrum’. Here you are to imagine a person whose physical structures are just like yours, but who sees colours in a systematically inverted way. Colours you see towards the blue end of the spectrum, he or she sees towards the red end, and vice versa. Physically, again, he is just like you, but things look different to him and his conscious life is very different. A third thought experiment introduces something known as ‘Frank Jackson’s knowledge argument’, after it was unveiled in a seminal paper by the Australian philosopher Frank Jackson. In his story Mary is an incredibly knowledgeable physical scientist who knows everything there is to know about physics, chemistry, the workings of the human brain and human behavioural responses to things. But she has been kept all her life in a monochrome room. One day she is released, and for the first time in her life sees a banana. ‘Aha!’ she says to herself, ‘So that’s what it’s like to see the colour yellow! I have often wondered. ‘The intuition here is that Mary indeed learns something new. There is an ‘Aha!’ moment signalling a new arrival in her conscious inner theatre, and she could not have told what it would be like, however much she knew about rods and cones in the eye, or the best theories of how the eye–brain system reacts to light of different energies at different wavelengths. This predictive gap is the same as the explanatory gap.



How does the conscious experience arise or emerge from the fantastic physical system?



Many philosophers want to fight back, with Leibniz, against the direction in which these intuition pumps push us. Perhaps the most obvious reason for doing so is that it leaves us in despair about the minds of others. If zombies are possible, then how do I know that you are not one? If everything I can ever detect in your doings and sayings leaves it open whether you are conscious, why even suppose that you are? Perhaps it was God’s good pleasure to make me the only conscious being amongst billions of zombies. Or perhaps his well-known goodness brings it about that only people leading relatively nice lives are conscious, and the poor and neglected of the world are fortunately unconscious and aware of nothing.

If inverted spectra are possible then, again, you may be the proud possessor of one. Perhaps we could bite this bullet and reflect sadly that perhaps we do know less about others than we like to think. But it is worse than that. In one of his most brilliant arguments, Ludwig Wittgenstein pressed the question into our own case. How do I know that I see colours the way I did yesterday? How do I know that I was conscious during my life until this moment? It is no good answering that my memories assure me of these things. Perhaps my present neurology is indeed modified by the whole train of physical events that have happened to my brain and body until now. And perhaps it is now delivering messages up through the portal of consciousness, including messages assuring me, in my thoughts, that I do see colours as I saw them yesterday, or that I was conscious during the decades of my life before now. But why take memory to be reliable on that? Perhaps the portals of consciousness do not open all that often, but just now I am under the illusion that my own were always open even during times when they were not! After all, there is no theory, on this account, of how consciousness manages to leave traces of itself. We know that memory is generally entirely dependent on well-functioning neurophysiology, and so far as we can tell it takes physical energies to have cellular effects. So perhaps consciousness cannot leave traces and never does, and we live under the perpetual illusion that we have been conscious up until the present, just as we now are.

Fighting back

Surely this will not do. Back, then, to Leibniz. How is his intelligible relationship to be found? Let us consider the three intuition pumps one by one. Zombies? I find it amusing that when I explain the zombie thought experiment to a class, most students find it convincing. If I then ask them how zombies move, most of them do a stiff parody of Frankenstein’s monster, lumbering and lurching around in a kind of mechanical, automated way. If asked how zombies talk, they come up with something sounding like a computerized telephone answering system, monotonic, expressionless and mechanical. But that’s wrong! Zombies are supposed to move and talk like the rest of us! But now think of our own activities. We show quick attention, flexible smiles, flashes of understanding, agile appreciation of situations and jokes, indefinitely controlled movements, puzzled frowns and a great variety of emotions, moods, attitudes and feelings. Our faces alone picture our thought processes with wonderful precision. If we think about this, something like Leibniz’s geometrical analogy begins to come into view: our consciousness is expressed in our faces and movements, and perhaps the relation is intelligible in just the way that the circle and the ellipse are in his example. We know what our friend’s conscious life must be like if we see him dejected and fighting back tears after some blow or her sudden dawning appreciation of a joke. And then the zombie possibility begins to fade: a creature whose quick smile, dart of recognition, frowns and postures are indistinguishable from ours is expressing what we express. He is animated, just as we are. My students’ zombies differed exactly in not being animated at all.

The inverted spectrum raises a host of fascinating questions that can only be indicated here. First of all, it is telling that it is always colour inversion that presents itself as possible. It is harder to be captivated by the idea that there might be a creature indistinguishable from me who has tone inversion (so what I hear as a low growl he hears as a high squeak, and vice versa). Or one who sees as black what I see as white, for that matter. This last might quickly seem incoherent. Is he supposed to see things better as the light gets darker? Is night to be like broad daylight, although he stumbles into things just like I do, while daylight to him is like night, although he is much better at avoiding obstacles? Can we really make sense of that? With chromatic vision, it is not so obvious, but similar arguments may well apply. Colours have connections with other aspects of things: red is a warm and exciting colour, yellow is bright, blue dark and green cool, for example. Colours have their own very intricate connections with each other, and it is not at all obvious that a systematic displacement around the colour wheel, but one which leaves all these interrelations intact, is possible. If we put all this together, we might begin to hope that we can indeed ‘see’ how, once the physics is fixed, so is the way colours look.

If that is so, then Mary’s ‘Aha!’ moment need not be so dramatic. Suppose Mary is presented with a purple banana. She might know she is being tricked. The neurophysiology of our light sensitivity will have told her that there are just four colours that look unique: red, green, yellow and blue. Others look like mixtures, such as purple (red/blue) or orange (red/yellow). Since she is allowed to know beforehand that yellow, whatever it looks like, is a unique bright colour, and that bananas are said to be yellow, she may know, just by looking, that a purple impostor is not an ordinary banana. Perhaps by extending this sort of argument we can diminish the explanatory gap down to the point where Leibniz’s ambition becomes realizable.



We may wonder whether some creatures are conscious at all. It looks as though the fish on the end of a hook is in pain, but is it?



We have further worries about consciousness. People who have been totally paralysed may remember a fairly rich mental life with no possibility of expressing it, and this too makes it seem as though the mind and the body are very different things. And we see how animals look and behave, yet we somehow feel that their mental lives are opaque to us. At the limits we may wonder whether some creatures are conscious at all. It looks as though the fish on the end of a hook is in pain, but is it? In the way that we would be? It is important to note that this is a different problem. We might get a sense of why someone behaving in every way like a normal person must have the conscious life of a normal person (thereby siding with Leibniz) without quite knowing what to say either about people who in some ways do not behave normally, or about animals who behave differently in any case.

A popular contemporary suggestion is that consciousness comes with a ‘higher-order’ set of skills of monitoring states of our brains or bodies. It is our awareness of our own damage or our own distress that makes up conscious pain, so while the fish is ‘in distress’ this may be more like the sense in which a plant without water can be in distress. Descartes managed to convince himself that apart from human beings no other animals were conscious, and others have argued that without language, higher-order thought, and hence consciousness, is impossible. But most of us feel a twinge of unease at these rather speciesist arguments. When it comes to the loyal dog or the miserable-looking ape in the zoo it is hard to think like that. And there is no evolutionary reason to think that consciousness has only the function of monitoring our own states as opposed to also having the function of monitoring the world around us.

I believe that we best approach the nature of consciousness by getting over the idea that the way it is expressed in bodily behaviour is somehow unintelligible. We have to recapture the idea that a smile is an utterly natural mode of expression of pleasure or happiness, so the mental state is not something lying behind the fully functioning individual, but something that is visible in their face or in their doings. It is not accidental, for instance, that someone who feels happy walks with a light step, someone who feels dejected with a heavy step and downcast face. We also have to insist that we do know a lot about the conscious lives of others. Someone who watches the same football match from the adjacent seat sees things in very much the way that I do, unless his attention or experience makes different things salient to him – and that also can be detected.

This approaches something of what Aristotle meant when he said that the mind is the form of the body, and it is telling that the Greeks had no word directly translatable as ‘consciousness’. Perhaps they were ahead of us in recognizing that consciousness is not a matter of happenings in a mysterious, parallel world to the one we inhabit. It is simply our animation in that world. So once God, or nature, had made the animated creature, the work was done. There was no second world to add on and no third task of adjusting the two worlds to each other.
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