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Foreword. Imagination, Cinema and Philosophy

Jiri Benovsky





Philosophers have a lot of imagination. This is necessary for their profession, as it is for any creative profession. What we create in philosophy are ideas and the arguments we need to understand them. And because philosophers have a great sense of humour and like to have some fun, this often results in (imaginary) situations that are both incongruous and amusing—all with the aim of helping us understand something deep and serious about the world and ourselves.

•

When philosophers sit down at their desks to work, they don’t necessarily say to themselves: “What good joke can I come up with today?”… but almost! Forget the image of a monastic scribe, face closed, hunched over a manuscript, sweating and sighing in the solitude of an ivory tower. Philosophers are sometimes punks, sometimes bikers who love Harley Davidsons, sometimes mountaineers, sometimes shy and sometimes extroverted, often party animals, and always, always passionate about questions that may seem strange or pointless at first, but turn out to be rich and fascinating once properly understood.

•

One of the main tools used by philosophers is what are known as “thought experiments.” In a nutshell, these are imaginary stories or situations, often involving somewhat far-fetched staging, and often involving ideas akin to science fiction. Not surprisingly, many of philosophy’s thought experiments have subsequently been used as the basis for film scripts, and we’ll be looking at a number of them in this book. As we know, the real screenwriter of The Matrix was René Descartes.

•

The aim is always the same: to create an “extreme” situation in which we can test our ideas and concepts. These “borderline cases” highlight certain philosophical ideas and force us to push our thinking to the limit. To do this is, in a sense, to become an explorer of possible worlds—worlds that are similar (or not so similar) to our own, but where some things happen differently or turn out differently, allowing us to examine and learn from these alternative situations.

•

I mentioned contemporary philosophers who ride motorbikes or climb mountains, but the use of such thought experiments is a method that many philosophers have used since ancient times. In this book, I invite you to meet these people and their ideas. We will look at various bizarre stories and situations that have inhabited, and still inhabit, philosophy. Often, as you will see, we will be able to see how these ideas have been used by filmmakers to create good entertainment that also makes you think. Each of these oddities will be an opportunity to discover a philosophical idea that will enrich our understanding of the world. I hope you enjoy reading and thinking with them.



Chapter I. A dream life





Let us begin with a riddle: what do Tom Cruise and René Descartes have in common?

Tick as appropriate:


	They are both extremely rich and famous.

	They are both interested in science.

	They both think their lives are just a dream.



In 2022, Tom Cruise was the highest paid actor in the world, earning $100 million from the release of Top Gun: Maverick. Cruise’s current fortune is estimated at $570 million. Not bad. At the time of Descartes, who was born in 1596, Hollywood did not exist. But Descartes was born into a wealthy family and never really needed to work for a living. He worked mainly for passion and pleasure, and that’s how he became one of the most famous philosophers in history. His motto “I think, therefore I am” is certainly more famous than any Tom Cruise film line. All right, one point for Descartes.

Descartes was a philosopher and scientist. He studied physics and mathematics in particular. In philosophy, he was one of the founders of modern philosophy—taking his inspiration from mathematics, he emphasised the rigour of reasoning and the ability to follow that reasoning through to the end in order to draw solid, indubitable conclusions. His approach truly gave rise to a new way of practising philosophy. As for Tom Cruise… well, it’s true that you can find the word “science” in “scientology” but, how can I put this, it’s not really the right idea… Tom, we do love you but you’ve gone astray here a bit. Come on then, a second point for Descartes.

What Descartes and Tom Cruise really have in common is that they both seriously considered the hypothesis that their lives are just a dream. In the film Vanilla Sky, released in 2001, the character of David Aames played by Cruise, suffers a serious road accident that disfigures him and David decides to enter a clinic that keeps his body in a state of cryosuspension (preservation by cold), until medical science advances sufficiently to be able to repair his face, which was deformed by the accident. He remains frozen there for almost 150 years, during which time the computer in the machine that maintains his body feeds his mind with impressions of a happy life—literally, a dream life. David is living in a dream, without knowing it. Everything seems normal, he feels his body, sees his surroundings, his flat, he talks to people, he falls in love… although all of this is only the product of a dream created by his own mind, with the help of the clinic’s computer. This dream then turns into a nightmare but I won’t reveal any more of the film’s plot here so as not to spoil for you the fun of seeing it! It’s not so different from the situation Neo finds himself in The Matrix. The Matrix was released in 1999, Vanilla Sky came out two years later, but Vanilla Sky is actually a remake of Abre los ojos (“Open your eyes”), a Spanish film directed by Alejandro Amenábar in 1997. But don’t go looking for the first person to come up with the idea, or who stole it from whom. The first was René Descartes, in his Meditations on First Philosophy, in 1641.

⁂

Descartes simply asks us to imagine that we are asleep and dreaming. The world we see around us is then nothing more than a very realistic and vivid dream. Why would a serious philosopher (who is not planning to write a screenplay for a film) ask us to do this? The point of this thought experiment is not to really believe that this is actually the case. Descartes’ aim was rather to explore the limits of what we can doubt. Since it is possible for me to conceive that I am at this very moment dreaming that I am at my desk writing this book, or it is possible foryou to conceive that you are now dreaming of reading it, then neither you nor I can be really sure that we are not dreaming all this. Thus, we can doubt the existence of everything we see around us—maybe we’re dreaming it all (or maybe we’re in a virtual reality machine, like Tom Cruise in Vanilla Sky).

But Descartes didn’t stop there. Looking at the nature of our dreams, he realised that they are often constructed from elements that we experienced when we were awake (and this is also the case for the character played by Tom Cruise). This means that what we see, even in a dream, still corresponds to a certain reality that exists independently of our dream. Descartes therefore wanted to conceive of a situation that could make us doubt everything, absolutely everything. This is his thought experiment of the Evil Demon (and to my knowledge, no one has yet stolen this idea to make a film about it). Descartes imagined the existence of a very powerful demon, a kind of God, who uses all his energy to deceive us, so that every time we think that we perceive something, our perceptions are wrong. For all I know, I have no body, no legs, no arms, and there’s no book I’m writing—the evil demon is making me imagine all this, with no link to reality whatsoever. In short, Descartes suggests that we may be no more than a mind continually deceived by an evil demon. Everything we believe we are experiencing is, quite simply, false.

I don’t know about you, but I’d love to be able to refute that idea. I’d like to think that I have legs and arms, and that I can eat chocolate, real chocolate, not just in my dreams. But how can we prove, philosophically or scientifically, that this idea of an deceiving evil demon or a dream is false?

⁂

One of the most famous philosophers of the 20th century, Bertrand Russell, suggested that we accept that it is not possible to prove, rigorously and indubitably, that we are not living a dream life, as in the thought experiments we have seen. Russell had indeed studied Descartes’ thought at length and taken it very seriously. He had also immediately thought of Descartes when he was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1950, and said at the time:

“When I had to go to Stockholm at the end of 1950, in order to receive the Nobel Prize […] I was not without apprehension because I remembered that three hundred years earlier, almost to the day, Descartes had been invited to Sweden by Queen Christina in winter and had died there because of the cold.”


But he did go, he did get his Nobel Prize, and he also suggested what attitude we should adopt in the face of Descartes’ challenge. Because even if we cannot show, strictly speaking, that we are not dreaming or being deceived by an evil demon, we must ask ourselves not “what reasons do I have for thinking that this is not the case?” but rather “what reasons do I have for thinking that it is?”

There is nothing to show that we are not dreaming a very realistic dream all our lives, but there is nothing to show that we are dreaming. Russell then invokes a principle of simplicity: it is simpler to think that we have a body, legs and arms, and that we eat real chocolate than to imagine that we are being deceived by some sort of deceitful God. And, as a good mathematician and philosopher, Russell suggested that it is always better to adopt the simplest idea. In conclusion, since the hypothesis that the world as I see it exists is simpler than the hypothesis that I am a mind deceived by an evil demon, then I have more reason to believe in the real existence of the world than to believe in the scenario invented by Descartes. QED.

⁂

I leave you, dear reader, with this thought. For my part, I find little comfort in Russell’s idea, because in the end he does recognize that it could very well be that nothing I see around me is real. Hmm. Maybe I don’t need a philosopher, but a good shrink. Or maybe, in the end, the best attitude to adopt here is that of one of the characters in The Matrix. At one point in the film, Cypher, the traitorous character played by Joe Pantoliano, is inside the virtual simulation enjoying a superb rare steak (veganism wasn’t as fashionable in 1999 as it is today) and he says:

“You know, I know this steak doesn’t exist. I know that when I put it in my mouth, the Matrix is telling my brain that it’s juicy and delicious. And after nine years, you know what I’ve realised?”


He pauses dramatically, chewing and enjoying his steak.

“Ignorance is bliss.”


Maybe Cypher is right. Maybe what really matters to us is not the truth. Maybe we don’t know, and can’t know, what the world is really like. Maybe all we can have are the sensations and perceptions we have of it. And perhaps these are very different from reality, the real thing. Quite a few philosophers have been attracted by this idea, starting with Kant as well as certain currents of Buddhist thought, for example. (For my part, I defend this idea in my book “Meta-metaphysics”, published in 2016. I wouldn’t advise you to read it. It’s dryly academic and hyper-picky. Perhaps you can just buy it instead of a sleeping pill if you have trouble falling asleep at night thinking about this idea that maybe you are in fact already dreaming.)

On that note, I leave you here to think about it, and I’ll go and get myself a piece of (hopefully real) chocolate from the fridge, because my brain burnt a few too many calories writing this chapter… and this brain business will precisely be the subject of the next chapter.


Thought experiment

Our life is just a dream.

René Descartes conducted the thought experiment that we are currently asleep and dreaming up the world around us. It’s a way of questioning the very existence of the world surrounding us. But a dream always bears some resemblance to what we have experienced while awake—to the real world.





Thought experiment

The evil demon.

Another of Descartes’ thought experiments goes further than the previous one. Descartes imagines a very powerful demon constantly deceiving our minds into believing that we live in the world we see around us, when in fact there is no such world. It could be that there is no reality at all that corresponds to what we perceive.







Chapter II. Your brain in a vat





“You think that’s air you’re breathing now?”


That’s what Morpheus asks Neo, the hero of The Matrix. We’re in the middle of an action scene in which the two men face off in a friendly but spectacular martial arts combat. Set in a magnificent dojo, the two characters pause briefly between blows to catch their breath, at which point Morpheus says: “Do you think that’s air you’re breathing now?” He’s trying to make Neo realise that he’s not in a dojo, he’s not wearing a kimono, and he doesn’t have the lungs, the hands or any of the body parts he thinks he has. In reality, Neo finds himself strapped into a surgical recliner on an exploration ship where a kind of big USB cable is connected to his brain to send out electrical stimuli to make him think he’s in a dojo doing incredible Kung Fu moves. It’s a particularly realistic kind of virtual reality—it really feels like being there.

In fact, it’s so believable that once you’re immersed in this virtual reality, you’re completely unable to tell the difference from “real” reality. And that’s the plot of the whole film: it turns out that all the characters who think they’re living ordinary lives, going to work and cooking at home, are actually lying in vats filled with a gelatinous liquid and connected by a big cable coming out of the back of their heads to a computer that makes them believe they’re living in a world… in our world. This world is just a highly sophisticated computer simulation of the world we live in.

The suggestion is then that maybe you and I are in this situation. Maybe I think I’m sitting at my desk, maybe I think I can see my hands typing on a computer keyboard to write this book, maybe I think I’m feeling aches and pains in my legs from my mountain climb yesterday… when in reality I’m lying on a piece of equipment and hooked up to a supercomputer that’s making me believe all this. I have some freedom when it comes to my decisions, for instance I can write “write” instead of “wirtte”, but I can’t get out of this simulation or unplug the cable attached to my brain. (In the film, Neo and his friends can do just that, which gives rise to the film’s plot.) You and I are all wired in the same way, so we can interact virtually, and we have no idea that our real bodies are actually elsewhere.

The Matrix wasreleased in 1999 and was directed by the Wachowskis. I don’t know if the Wachowskis have read the American philosopher Hilary Putnam, but it looks like they have. Putnam was a professor of mathematical logic and philosophy at Harvard until his retirement in 2000. But he could very well have been a film scriptwriter. One chapter of his book Reason, Truth and History, published in 1981, deals precisely with the idea that you are, as he puts it, a “brain in a vat”. Yes, Putnam goes further than the Wachowskis and imagines a situation where not only is everything you perceive at the moment virtual reality, but you don’t even have a body lying around anywhere. You’re just a brain, without a body, bathing in a nutrient liquid in a laboratory, and this (your) brain is directly connected to a super-computer that sends you the chemical-electrical impulses that make you believe you’re reading this book (or that make me believe I’m writing it).

But why invent such stories? In the case of the Wachowskis, it’s understandable: it makes a great script for a good film. But what about a Harvard philosopher? Are philosophers paid to do that? This is where we can appreciate the usefulness of thought experiments. Putnam is not suggesting that we believe this scenario to be true, but he is asking the question of how it is possible to know whether I am a brain in a vat or not. It’s about testing our capacity for knowledge and thinking about what it means to know, for example, that I’m sitting at a desk. How do I get this knowledge? If I say it’s because I see a desk and I see my hands and I hear the sound of the keys on my keyboard as I type the sentence I’m writing… then the brain-in-a-vat thought experiment tells me: “no, no, that’s not how you can know—if that’s the case, you’re a brain in a vat being made to believe that by the supercomputer, and you have no way of telling the difference between this virtual reality and the truth.”

⁂

So let’s give it a try. Suppose we wanted to prove that we are not, at the moment, brains in vats. I don’t know about you, but that would make me feel a lot better. Putnam puts forward the argument that this idea, if taken seriously, would be false because it would be “self-refuting”. Sounds complicated, but the idea is really quite simple. Take the sentence “This sentence is false”, which refers to itself. If it is true, then it is false. But if it is false, then it is true. But if it is true… you get the idea. If this sentence is true, it affirms its own falsity. It’s a paradoxical sentence.

Hilary Putnam then proposes that the same applies to the brain-in-a-vat scenario. Take the sentence “I am a brain in a vat” and take two people, one of whom (let’s call her Monique) is not a brain in a vat, while the other (let’s call him Gerald) is. If Monique sees a cherry tree in her garden, it’s because there’s a cherry tree in front of her. If Gerald sees a cherry tree in his garden, it has nothing to do with a cherry tree, it’s simply because the supercomputer is supplying him with a series of chemical and electrical impulses that stimulate certain areas of his brain and make him believe that he has a visual representation of a cherry tree. These chemical and electrical signals correspond to the signals that the brain normally receives through the eyes and the optic nerve, as would be the case if Gerald wasn’t a brain in a vat.

So, if Monique uses the word “cherry”, she’s not referring to the same thing as if Gerald uses the word “cherry.” When Monique says “cherry tree,” she’s referring to a cherry tree. In Gerald’s mouth, the same word refers to a set of chemical and electrical impulses sent to him by the supercomputer. That’s what it means for him to “see” a cherry tree.

Putnam then tells us that we can use the same technique as for the sentence “This sentence is false” to solve our brain-in-a-tank problem. Monique’s case is easy: if she says she’s a brain in a vat, it’s simply not true, because she’s not a brain in a vat. Gerald’s case is more subtle: his statement “I am a brain in a vat” is false because his words refer not to real objects like vats but to sets of chemical and electrical impulses. The word “vat”, spoken by him, does not refer to a vat, but to the impulses sent by the supercomputer. If Gerald says “I’m a brain in a vat”, he’s saying something like (hold your breath!): “I’m a set of chemical and electrical impulses that make me think of a brain in a set of chemical and electrical impulses that make me think of a vat.” (Phew!)

And here, Putnam tells us, this sentence is clearly false since, by hypothesis, Gerald is not a set of chemical and electrical impulses within another set of chemical and electrical impulses, but… a brain in a vat. So even if Gerald is one, his statement “I am a brain in a vat” is false.

Thus, we don’t know in which of the two cases we find ourselves—Gerald’s or Monique’s case—but in both cases the sentence “I’m a brain in a vat”is false.

⁂

I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel all that reassured by Hilary Putnam’s argument. If I’m a brain in a vat, like Gerald, then it’s little consolation to know that the sentence “I’m a brain in a vat” becomes paradoxical, like the sentence “This sentence is false.”Me, what I want is to know if I’m a piece of brain floating in a liquid in a lab, or if I have arms and legs. Furthermore, as we saw in the previous chapter, Tom Cruise and René Descartes were also of little help here.

Come on, let’s breathe.

Or at least, let’s imagine that that’s air we’re breathing now.


Thought experiment

Brain in a vat.

This experience makes us question the reality of the world around us. It could be that the world we perceive is just a simulation, a kind of virtual reality. How can we know whether we are living in a real world or in this sophisticated simulation?






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
-—

= {starr’::?’ 3
JOHN LOCKE
RENE, DESGARTES
DAVDLEWIS
FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE
DEREK PARFIT -
ARISTOTE | PSS
EMMANUEL KANT -

DONALD DAVIDSON '

Jiri Benovsky

Thinking
with films

epures @





