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INTRODUCTION



A woman was advising her anguished friend, ‘Be philosophical – then you won’t need to think about it.’


Well, being philosophical is sometimes taken to mean that you should adopt a resigned attitude to the world. The study that is Western philosophy, starting with the ancient Greeks and continuing today in universities, bars and cafés – even bedrooms – is, though, far from quiet and unthinking. Philosophers think – but not just that, for they think about thinking and they think about how we think about the world, about how we conceive of our selves, about how we possess a sense of right and wrong, about how we find meaning in life (if we do).


What philosophers think about is, largely, what we already know or think we know. But in thinking they bring out tensions in our thinking, in our understanding of the world. They sense those bumps of intellectual dust lurking under, or within, our conceptual carpet – and they try to find ways of smoothing them out. They may be successful in their smoothing, only to find, though, that they have moved the bumps, the dusty conceptual dubieties, to elsewhere under the carpet. Here is a simple example.


We often explain what people do in terms of the end in view. Joanna jogs for her health: health is the aim. Yet how can health be the explanation of Joanna’s jogging? After all, the anticipated health is in the future; how can something in the future cause something to happen, the jogging, right now? Worse is to come. The health may never be realized – she may collapse with exhaustion – so how can something non-existent (for she failed in her health quest) explain Joanna’s current jogging? Well, we can smooth over that intellectual bump. We may insist that, really, it is Joanna’s desire for good health – and it is that desire that precedes and causes the jogging. So, we may breathe easily, contented now, in that there is no problem with explanations in terms of ends after all. But then a philosophical whisper is heard, ‘Ah, but Joanna desires good health; yet how can she desire something that may not exist?’ Now we are finding a bump in the belief area of our intellectual carpet.


When reflecting philosophically on the topics in this book, we should keep in mind certain elements, certain distinctions, that often arise and can help to clarify. Let me hasten to add, though, that even these distinctions give rise to controversy. Still, let us note some important ones straightaway.


One is the distinction between what must be so and what merely happens to be so. Obama happens to be President of the USA in 2012, but he might not have been. It is a contingent fact that he is President. Obama might have gone in for pig farming, instead of politics. (We assume there is a distinction.) In contrast, it is surely a necessary truth – and not a contingent truth – that the number seven is an odd number. Obviously the word ‘seven’ might have meant ‘six’, but we are talking of the number seven, not of the word ‘seven’.


Another related distinction is that between a posteriori knowledge and a priori knowledge. The distinction is relevant when wondering quite how we came to know or believe something. Much of our knowledge and many beliefs derive from the world around us, the empirical world of tables and chairs, fields and fish, newspapers and forest walks. We go out and investigate or, at least, laze in front of the television and soak up. Such knowledge – knowledge that can only be derived through our experiences of the empirical world – is a posteriori knowledge. There is, though, another sort of knowledge – a priori knowledge – that we can arrive at independently of experience. Assuming that we have the concepts of multiplication and number, we can, in principle, work out that 9 × 7 = 63. In contrast, even if we understand what it is to be a president of the USA and what it is to be the elected democratic candidate, we cannot work out by reason alone that in 2012 they are one and the same individual. We need experience of election results to know that.


An important concern of philosophers is the avoidance of contradictions. A contradiction cannot possibly be true: it is a necessary falsehood. It cannot be true that this sentence is in English and not in English. The sentence is either in English – or not. That either/or statement just made is a necessary truth, one that must be true. To be consistent, we must avoid contradictions. After all, if we hold contradictory beliefs, one of our beliefs is bound to be false.


A mistaken quip is that there are no right or wrong answers in philosophy. Philosophers are able to point to mistakes in arguments – inconsistencies, impossible pictures of how things are or could be. But, having said that, it is true that philosophers still offer different pictures of how we are to understand the world – of free will, the self, the groundings of morality, and so forth. Philosophy is a living subject. Paradoxically it can breathe life as much through re-considering the thoughts of great philosophers in the past, such as the ancient Greeks Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, as through thinking hard about new and refreshing ways of approaching philosophical problems – indeed, new and refreshing ways to live.





CHAPTER 1
How to know that you exist…


‘I just think I do’




Your existence is known to you – well, so it seems. You are reading this – or at least you think you are – and maybe sipping a drink and yawning, with eyes closing. Therefore, you exist. The basic idea is the well-known maxim ‘I think, therefore I am’, most famously associated with the 17th-century French philosopher René Descartes. Descartes tried to doubt everything. In thinking about these things, doubting about this and that – even drunkenly seeing pink elephants – he must surely be existing. Well, so he reasoned.





‘I think, therefore I am’


These words – ‘I think, therefore I am’, or cogito ergo sum in Latin – are probably the most well-known words of any philosopher. Mind you, that is not altogether accurate, for numerous philosophers have doubtless often said ‘I’m so tired’ or ‘I need another drink’ – and such words are more familiar to most people.


The basic idea of the cogito – ‘cogito’ is the shorthand used for ‘I think, therefore I am’ – is to prove that you exist from the fact that you are thinking. It needs to be undertaken in the first person, using ‘I’. I know I exist because I know that I am thinking; and that I am thinking is taken to be self-evident, obviously true – well, it is when I am thinking. Even if this works and even if I am thereby certain that I exist – and Descartes is right in being certain that he exists; and you are right in being certain that you exist – it still leaves open the question of what is this ‘I’ that is thinking and is therefore existing. Some discussion of the I, of the self, occurs in later chapters. We have enough problems here in sorting out what is right and wrong about the cogito, but in doing this, we shall still have to say a little something about the I, the self.


The cogito has a simple argument form. The first premise is ‘I think’. The conclusion is ‘I exist’. That looks like an inference, our moving from the premise to the conclusion. Let us consider it in that way, though there is much debate whether Descartes meant it to be so taken.


If I know that the premise is true and if I can see that the conclusion follows, then I ought to know that I exist. I should be able to see that the conclusion follows for it is self-evident, it may be claimed, that thinking necessarily requires existing. In fact, in Descartes’ famous Meditations on First Philosophy, where he meditates, thinking through what he can know for certain, he does not use the exact cogito. ‘“I am”, “I exist”’, he writes, ‘is necessarily true each time that I pronounce it, or that I mentally conceive it.’


The cogito version is first given in an earlier work which, in part, sets the scene for his Meditations. Let us stick with the cogito version – and return to the Meditations later. We need to see whether the premise is known. Well, do I know that I am thinking?


The thinking




But I observed that, while I was thus resolved to feign that everything was false, I who thought must of necessity be somewhat; and remarking this truth – I think, therefore I am – was so firm and so assured that all the most extravagant suppositions of the sceptics were unable to shake it, I judged that I could unhesitatingly accept it as the first principle of the philosophy I was seeking.





Descartes uses the concept of ‘thinking’ in a very wide sense – to cover experiencing, having feelings. Why can we not make the cogito argument even more general? After all, I am typing, therefore I exist; I am drinking wine, therefore I exist; and I am surrounded by adoring women, therefore I exist.


All right, the last is a fantasy; but it reminds us that we have fantasies and wrong perceptions, and that we make mistakes. Therefore, if we are seeking absolute certainty, those arguments do not work: we may be wrong about the premises. In other words, we can doubt whether we are typing, wine-imbibing, and being surrounded by members of the opposite sex. I might be dreaming all those things.


What I cannot be mistaken about – surely – is that it seems to me as if I am typing, as if I am drinking wine, as if there are the adoring and adorable women. I cannot be mistaken about how my experiences strike me – just as I cannot be mistaken about whether I am in pain. And so, when thinking about these matters, surely I know that I am thinking – and can rightly conclude that I exist.


Some may say, though, that I need to know another premise – one that Descartes’ argument hides – namely, the premise, ‘Whatever thinks exists’. Well, can we be sure of that?


Arguably, we can. If something is thinking, then it exists. There are, though, two puzzles here. One derives from the fact that, in works of fiction, characters think. Jane Eyre did a lot of thinking, as did Oliver Twist, as did Shylock and Sherlock Holmes – yet they did not exist. May not Shylock have thought, ‘I think, therefore I exist’? The answer is yes; but we need to preface the remark by the words ‘in the play’. There is no Shylock in real life, as described by Shakespeare, having experiences of thinking. But that leads to the second puzzle: what is this ‘I’, this something, that is thinking ‘in real life’? Indeed, is there something at all? Have we not been too casual in accepting the ‘I’ in ‘I think’?


Thinking in the rain


A glib criticism of the cogito is raised by noting that we may speak of its raining, without being committed to an ‘it’ that does the raining. So, Descartes was only entitled to spot that thinking was going on – not that he, or any subject, was doing the thinking. His premise should be, ‘There is thinking going on’, not ‘I am thinking’.


The raining analogy initially appears poor. What is rain? Droplets of water. The droplets have properties such as being wet, being roughly spherical. So, even with the rain example, we do think of properties, such as being wet, or being spherical, as needing a subject. From ‘there is thinking going on’ it seems that we can infer something is thinking. We can so infer because just as it makes no sense to suppose green or round could exist without an item being green or round, so it makes no sense, it seems, of there being thinking without something doing the thinking.


The raining analogy may gain strength, though, once we reflect on what is involved in the thinking. Just as rain is a collection of droplets, thinking is a collection of thoughts – and maybe we could make sense of thoughts as individual entities with properties, yet without a ‘something’ having them all, holding them all together as a unity.


We may, though, still insist that there needs to be a subject – a thinker for each thought – but that is miles away from being committed to the existence of one and the same thinker, persisting through time, having the different thoughts such as ‘I think’, ‘I exist’, ‘what a clever French philosopher I am’ – and so on. In Chapter 2 we shall encounter the problem of what constitutes a persistent self through time. Indeed, a hundred years after Descartes, David Hume was challenging the existence of the self, writing:




… when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other… I can never catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception.





Let us proceed, assuming that we can move from ‘There is thinking’ to there is a thing that thinks which is being referred to by the first person pronoun ‘I’. Now, I think of myself as an item that persists through time; but, from the fact that I am thinking now, nothing can be concluded about my existing in the past or the future. So, at best Descartes’ argument shows only that I can argue to my existence now, for this moment. That is not very impressive, for, of course, we all think of ourselves as having a past and a (dwindling) future. Still, let us see what more Descartes draws forth from his cogito.


Descartes’ bath-time mistake


I am thinking, and, according to Descartes’ reasoning, I can conclude that thinking is essential to my existence. That is, were I not thinking, I should not be existing. Immediately there is the hint – nay, the loud shout – of paradox. Do I not exist when I am sound asleep and not dreaming? Descartes seems to assume that, in such cases, really we are conscious, dreaming, but it is just that, on waking, we have forgotten that we dreamt.


Descartes’ argument to show that thinking is his essence appears to rest on a simple mistake. Whenever Descartes thinks about these things, he notices that he is thinking – but that is hardly surprising. Just because he may notice that he is thinking, when he is thinking – and hence can argue that he is existing at such times – it does not follow that he does not exist when he is not thinking. Obviously, he does not notice that he exists when he is not thinking about matters: in order to notice, he would need to be thinking.


Descartes’ mistake is akin to arguing in the following way. Suppose you only thought about philosophical matters when in the bath. When thinking about those matters, you may notice that you were always wet when you existed. But it would be crazy to conclude that being wet was essential to your existence. Still, let us grant that thinking is essential to me. Descartes goes further still. Not merely is thought essential, but it is my whole essence. That is, no other properties are essential to me in order for me to exist. I am wholly a thinking thing. True, as it happens, I am a thinking thing connected to a biological body; but the body is not essential to me.


Descartes reaches his ‘whole essence’ conclusion by another mistaken move – well, so it appears. He argues from the fact that the only thing he notices about his essence, when pretending that he may be dreaming or being deceived, is that he is thinking. But from the fact that the only thing I notice about my essence is thinking, it does not follow that thinking is the only thing to be noticed about my essence. I may have overlooked many other things that are essential to me.


A lesson about necessity


People who know a little about Descartes’ argument sometimes say that Descartes proved that he must exist – that he necessarily exists. God alone, though, is a necessarily existent being (if he exists); so, Descartes cannot have meant that existence is necessary to him in that divine way. (Descartes was French, but he was not that conceited.) What presumably is meant – and can mislead – is that when Descartes existed, he must have existed. Let us lead into the misleading. ‘If I am thinking, then I must exist’ is ambiguous. The correct understanding is: ‘If I am thinking, then it necessarily follows that I exist.’ That is very different from saying, ‘If I am thinking, then it necessarily follows that I necessarily exist.’ What is the source of that second ‘necessarily’? Nothing justifies popping in the extra ‘necessity’. Although I do exist, it does not follow that I must exist. I might not have existed. My parents might never have met, might never have engaged in funny things with their bodies. My existence – your existence, Descartes’ existence – they are all contingencies: they happen to be, but not necessarily so.


When Descartes writes in the Meditations, ‘“I am”, “I exist”, is necessarily true each time… I mentally conceive it,’ he does not mean that he must exist. Rather, ‘I exist’, when thought, conceived or uttered, is self-verifying. That is why Descartes’ cogito need not even be judged as an inference; rather Descartes is presenting ‘I exist’ as a distinctive and basic self-verifying thought – just as, if you shout out ‘Someone is shouting’ what you say is bound to be true; and, in reverse, if you shout out ‘No one is shouting’, you ensure that what you shouted is false.



Did Descartes steal the cogito?



Descartes is regarded as the father of modern philosophy because he sought to understand the world afresh, without reference to previous philosophers, or to the Bible. It has been pointed out that St Augustine also presented the cogito in his fifth-century writings. How much Descartes was stimulated by St Augustine is not known; but it was drawn to his attention. Descartes, though, used the cogito in a radical way – as the basis of his search for certainty and truth. His search has been influential in philosophy – and also among comedians. How often, I wonder, have waiters suffered drunken philosophers saying ‘I drink, therefore I am’?





CHAPTER 2
How to awake as a gigantic insect


… yet still be you, or who?




When you wake up, you rarely have to wonder who you are – well, not for long. You remember your past – well, some of it – and usually can tell whether it was you or someone else whose doings you remember. Right now, you have no worry that it may not be you who reads these words. You make plans for the future, too. Yet what sense is there that it is you continuing through time into a future? What makes you the same person as that person in the future, drawing your pension – and that person in the past, trekking to school?





Transformed into a gigantic insect


‘As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams, he found himself transformed into a gigantic insect. “What has happened to me?” he thought.’


Although the tale Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka is fictional, the above seems to make sense, as do many other tales – be they fairy, mythical or science fictional – of people undergoing radical changes in body, sometimes even exchanging bodies. There appears to be nothing contradictory in the idea of your having a different body, even a different brain – yet remaining you, the same self. In fiction, princes can turn into frogs; in reality, all the atoms composing your body, including your brain, are replaced by other atoms, yet you continue being the same individual. Furthermore, many religious believers anticipate continuing to exist without embodiment to the tiniest degree.


Just because we can imagine, picture or dream certain changes, it does not follow that what we imagine, picture or dream really is logically possible. The Dutch artist M. C. Escher drew pictures that seemed to show steps continuously rising ever higher, even though they formed a closed figure; yet such a series of steps is impossible. Some fairy tales may have the prince transformed into a stone and then back again; but it surely does not make sense – is not possible – for a person, even a prince, really to be a stone.


Identity does not, of course, demand lack of any change; but there are limits. This mangle that I own is still the same mangle that I stared at years ago, even though the rollers are worn. Yet if, where the mangle stood a moment ago, there is now a bowl of flowers, we ought not to conclude that maybe the mangle is now a bowl of flowers: that would be to assert a contradiction. So, we need to be careful in drawing conclusions about what logically could be so – without contradiction – from what we can picture, imagine or dream.


Here is another ‘be careful’ warning. Let us not confuse how we tell whether someone is the same person with what constitutes someone being the same person. The way in which we currently tell whether Kerry is the same person as the one I met last week is by physical appearance – or fingerprints or DNA – but we do not think that what constitutes Kerry being one and the same person over time are those features. It is surely logically possible for me to find myself with different fingerprints, different DNA, different looks – that could be a relief – and in a strange location, yet still be me.


Forgetting her self


With the above ‘be careful’ warnings to the fore, we may yet reasonably insist that there is nothing contradictory in the supposition that we wake up one morning and find ourselves differently embodied – and, furthermore, in a radically different location. If there is nothing contradictory in that, then how we continue to be the same individuals into the future – how I have a future – must rest, at least in such circumstances, on some continuity in the psychology, rather than continuity of body.


The gigantic insect is Gregor Samsa, we take it, because it possesses awareness of itself as Samsa, having Samsa’s memories, recalling from within what it did on previous days, and feeling surprise now to find an insect’s body where the human used to be, and so forth. That is how psychological continuity can be seen as the essence of personal identity; yet such an approach quickly hits problems. One problem concerns replications of psychology; but, first, let us review another problem, one that concerns the degree of psychological continuity. Quite how ‘thick’ should the continuity be?


For me to continue as me, it is suggested, I need memories of what I did, of my hopes and feelings – but only to some degree and extent. After all, I fail to recall everything about my past; and I may remember some childhood incidents, yet have many gaps in my memory of recent events. We need to picture continuity of my memories over the years, as if they were the overlapping strands that constitute a rope. We need also to make sense of my having those memories – of what I did – from within, not as a spectator, yet having those memories without making essential reference to ‘me’. If what makes me me is my having memories of what I did, then we have a circular explanation and so no good explanation at all. Let us assume that we can avoid circularity; let us also assume some grip on how the overlapping of the psychological continuity works. Many people, at some stage, suffer from amnesia – to varying degrees. Suppose our beloved Aunt Agatha now no longer knows who she is, has no memories and is very changed in character. Perhaps she has even lost all language ability. Somewhere along the line of those losses as they developed, we may be inclined to insist that Aunt Agatha is no longer with us; only the husk lives on. And that inclination is in harmony with personal identity being constituted by psychological continuity. True, we may still respect the house and other assets as belonging to our aunt, but that would be akin to respecting the requests in her will after her death.


Forgetting my self


We considered Aunt Agatha from our external position – we spoke of her in the third person ‘she’ – but let us think about our own futures, were we to suffer amnesia. Let us look at matters from an internal position, from the first person, from ‘I’. Here are two approaches.


On the one hand, suppose an accident leaves me without memories, without any sense of being Peter Cave. Would the surviving conscious entity still be me? Well, this biological entity – this chunk of flesh – prior to the accident would be continuous with the chunk afterwards, yet that would seem insufficient for the entity to be me. The body exchange tales showed us how ‘same body’ is not necessary for my continuing to be me. The amnesia tale suggests that ‘same body’ is insufficient – not enough – for me to be me.


On the other hand, perhaps we have been too quick in rejecting the amnesiac as me – and in rejecting Aunt Agatha as still with us, albeit with extreme amnesia. Consider the following possibility.


Tomorrow this body – ‘my’ body – will be treated in such a way that there is no one there, so to speak. My memories will be wiped, and some painful torture will then be applied. Can I not still make sense of how it would be me, experiencing the severe pain, right here in this body – even having lost my mind? That torture, it seems, would not be causing pain in someone else; it does not strike me as if ‘I’ would not be experiencing the pain. Better still – well, for the argument, though not the victim – suppose that it is prior to any memory loss that the torture begins, so that it would surely be me suffering the pain. But, as the pain continues, the torturer gradually makes me forget all the things that I have ever done, makes me forget my name, forget all my hopes and plans. Would not I – I – still be feeling the pain? And would not I still be feeling the pain, even if some odd false ‘memories’ washed onto the brain in this body, so that I thought I was a king with great powers? After all, returning to Kafka’s tale, he speaks of Gregor Samsa awaking as an insect, but might it be that an insect awakes, mistakenly believing itself to have been a human called ‘Gregor Samsa’? What is the distinction, and how can it be established, between finding myself with a different body and having the same body but with mistaken memories?


In two minds – or two thousand and two


Psychological continuity as essential to personal identity suddenly is not what it is cracked up to be. Because of the torture example, what makes you you would now appear to hang on what happens to this, your body. Here is another problem with psychological continuity.


You awake in unusual surroundings. Well, to stress the ‘first person’ importance, let us speak of ‘I’ and ‘me’; but do put yourself in my shoes.




I awake in unusual surroundings, my body feeling strange (stranger than usual), a little ‘newer’ maybe. ‘Where am I?’ A Professor Zag – well, so his name badge says – peers over me, asks me my name and information about myself. I give all the correct answers – for I am, of course, Peter Cave. ‘Ah, so it has worked – splendid,’ says the professor. ‘Your old body was over the hill, on the verge of death; so we quickly copied all your memories and plans and awareness over onto this duplicate body – just in time.’





‘That’s decent of you,’ I reply, glad to be alive, feeling much better than usual. I am about to leave, when I note someone else also waking up, in a body very similar to mine. ‘Who’s that?’ I ask. ‘Oh, that’s another copy from you yesterday. We thought we’d better do two, in case something went wrong with one. Fortunately, nothing has gone wrong.’





Fortunately? Fortunately? What am I now to make of things? That other Peter Cave is peering at me, equally baffled. ‘But I’m Peter Cave,’ he says. Once we envisage copying memories, character traits – as if akin to software programs playing on different hardware – we must live with the puzzle of seemingly more than one ‘me’. Indeed, we need not stop at just two; there could be two thousand and two. For simplicity’s sake, we remain with two. ‘Two’ is sufficient to manifest the problem.


Suppose I, Peter Cave, were to be told what would happen before the Zag operation – namely that my old body (including brain) was at death’s door, but that I should not worry as my ‘mind’, well, my psychological states as manifested by the neural structures – would be played on a new brain. Were that to be done, with no duplication, I may well think that the resultant person would be me. After all, I – I? – wake up, saying that I am Peter Cave and how pleased I am that the operation worked. But how should I anticipate the future when two individuals, because two copies have been made, have the same claim to be me? If I am identical with both resultant individuals, then they must surely be identical with each other: they must be numerically one and the same person; but that seems nonsense. Maybe I remain just one person spread across two similar bodies; but what sense can I make of controlling two bodies, with, presumably, two very different viewpoints – with each individual seeming to think itself different from the other?


Survival


We become entangled, wondering, ‘Will it be me?’ when encountering the crazy thought experiments outlined above. There are many, many more such experiments, with variations on replications, splitting brains, tele-transportation of bodies – and even of psychological streams fusing together rather than dividing. One response is to ignore such crazy cases; but if they are possible, then we can surely assess now how our concepts apply to them, if at all, instead of waiting to see what we would then say.


With regard to such examples, we could despairingly insist that we do not know what to say about whether a given resultant individual will be me. Perhaps, though, we are held captive by a picture, the picture being that, with regard to any resultant individual, either it must be me or not me. Perhaps, though, the ‘black or white’ insistence is the error. After all, we have no sharp dividing line with regard to when a person – when you, when I – began. A fertilized egg, embryo, foetus, baby gradually developed into you, the fully-fledged person. Must there then be a sharp dividing line that determines whether I am the same person as a resultant individual after some bizarre experiments? Maybe the correct answer is ‘No’.


My brain is to be divided – or replications of me are to be created – so that by tomorrow, my original body will have been destroyed, but two separate individuals wake up, with all my memories and beliefs. What then happens is that one will be tortured for the rest of his life; the other will be given all the fun that he desires. How should I view my future? No future at all because I shall be dead, or as a future of pain, or as a future of pleasure? Perhaps the correct approach is to recognize that I should be surviving partially as someone undergoing considerable pain and partially as someone undergoing great pleasure. Perhaps I ought to be in ‘two minds’ about the future. And when those two individuals look back, they will each correctly think, ‘I am to a large extent the same person as that Peter Cave yesterday’.





CHAPTER 3
How to fire the neurons in your head…


without even trying




Actors act by pretending to be what they are not. For philosophers, there is the seemingly simple question of what counts as performing an action. What do we do when we do anything – and how do we do whatever it is that we do? We walk and talk, we move arms and legs. How do those things get done by us? And how do they differ from things that just get done? Quick answers make reference to desires, decisions or intentions as mental events or states. But as we shall see, what we do, when we do, can be something of a mystery.





Little willings


The Cambridge philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein asked us to suppose that a man’s arm goes up. Now, if the man raised his arm – was responsible for doing so – surely there is more to it than simply the arm having gone up. After all, the arm may simply have gone up, after being pressed against the wall, as an automatic reaction, the man having, so to speak, nothing to do with it. Or the arm could have been lifted by others, the man also then having no control over its movement. Were the arm lifted by others, or just moving after pressure, the man would be passive; if the man raised it himself, he was the agent. So, quite what does an agent do when he does? In Wittgenstein’s own words:




When ‘I raise my arm’, my arm goes up. And the problem arises: what is left over if I subtract the fact that my arm goes up from the fact that I raise my arm?





Here is one suggestion. The man was the cause of his arm’s rising – and he wanted his arm so to rise. That suggestion, though, does not work as it stands. Maybe the man did indeed want his arm to go up – yet, because it was paralysed, he caused others to lift the arm for him. In such a case, he was not himself directly lifting his arm. Another suggestion is that the man wanted his arm to go up – and that want directly caused the arm to move. That also, though, carries an inaccuracy: we may choose to do things; but we cannot choose our wants. You can decide to lift your arm; but you can no more decide to want to lift your arm than decide to fancy eating the stale bread or decide to want to drink the horrible medicine.


Because of the problems above, we may insist that when the man (directly) lifts his arm, and not with pulleys and strings, there must be a mental event – a decision, a little willing, a trying – that causes the arm to go up. The man, in some way or other, wills the arm to rise – and that act of willing causes the arm to rise. The act of will is the instrument whereby the arm gets moved.


Understanding actions as essentially requiring some mental events, such as willings, that precede and cause the bodily movements, hits many problems. For a start, just consider our everyday experiences. Think of all the things that we do in a day: make some coffee; run for the bus; drive a car; stop at the lights; switch on the computer; telephone a friend; turn the corner; hide the parcel; caress a lover; remove some clothes; set the alarm clock. Did each action require a willing, a mental event – some sort of internal trying – to occur, to make each one into an action? And how many? Does telephoning a friend require one willing – or separate willings for lifting the receiver, dialling the number, pressing the ‘connect’ button – and so forth? Going on our everyday experience, in many of those cases just mentioned, no little willings would have occurred at all.


Supporters of willings sometimes argue that some such mental events must have occurred for actions to have occurred. Perhaps the mental events went unnoticed; perhaps they were subconsciously undertaken. Our response to the supporters is by way of question: why posit such mental events for which there is no evidence? The supporters’ answer spins us back to the original question: the supporters may answer that there must be some such events – to mark the distinction between things just happening and an agent doing those things. The response should be: why assume that there must be some such events to mark the distinction? No doubt there are many physical – neurological – events that precede the bodily movements, but before people knew about them, they could mark the distinction between mere happenings and agents’ actions. Further, ignoring the tiny local difficulty that ‘willing’ events often seems absent, such events pose philosophical perplexities even when they do occur. Some perplexities are forthcoming.


Go on – will that feather to rise!


The appeal to willings – to some sort of mental tryings or decidings – is to mark out bodily movements as being actions for which the agent is responsible. One puzzle is the status of those willings. A natural expression is ‘an act of will’: willings are what we do. They are actions. We became involved in all of this, though, through insisting that for actions, such as raising the arm, to be actions there must be willings involved. So, if willings are also actions, then each willing itself requires a willing – and that leads us along the path of an endless regress. That is one puzzle. Another puzzle is quite what is it that we are supposed to be willing or deciding, if such events are required for our moving our limbs and performing other actions. Let us consider three key possibilities, continuing to use the simple example of arm raising.


Perhaps, when you raise your arm, you will that you raise your arm. That answer, though, gets us nowhere: we are trying to understand what is involved in someone raising his arm. So we still need to know what it is that you will.


Perhaps certain neural firings in your head cause the required electro-chemical changes in the muscles that cause your arm to go up. But the only way that you know how to bring those changes about is by raising your arm. By raising your arm, those neural changes must have occurred a little beforehand. Once again, then, that does not help us in understanding what it is that you will when you raise your arm. No one wills electro-chemical changes to occur – when they move their limbs.


Perhaps you, in some way, can simply will this chunk of flesh, your arm right here, to go up in the air. Well, to get a grip on that proposal, focus your attention on anything in your surroundings – a book, the table, the chair. Or, if they seem too heavy, pop a feather or a sheet of paper on the floor. Let us suppose that you have the feather on the floor a few feet away from you. Now, focus your attention on it – and will, just will, that feather to rise up in the air. Come on – it is a light feather.


Presumably you are failing to lift the feather by willing: we assume you lack Uri Geller-type ‘powers’. Still, maybe things are different with your arm: after all, you are attached to it. So, now, place your arm out before you and, by focusing on it – in the same way as you focused on the feather – will your arm to rise. If all you are doing is indeed focusing on the arm, willing it as you did the feather, then it fails to move (I trust).


The wrong picture


The above three attempts at understanding what we will when we move our limbs have all failed. Maybe we should simply accept that we have been captivated by a mistaken picture. In the normal course of events, we simply move our limbs, without any willings, be they little or large. True, there are abnormal cases: after an accident, we may need to try hard to move an arm. But the standard cases in which we do things do not involve tryings or willings.


Of course, much of what we do, we perform intentionally. Some things we decide to do. Some things we are motivated to do. Some things we do on purpose. Many things we do without being forced to do – and so forth. Such talk of intentions and decisions and motives may again lead us to think that there must be certain mental events or states, of which we are conscious, that cause the bodily changes – the movement of limbs, the run for the bus. Yet we often acknowledge that we acted in certain ways – intentionally, deliberately, not compelled by others – even though unaware of any intention or deliberation occurring before the actions: before the arm goes up; before we dash for the bus.


The picture that we need to resist is that which marks the difference between intentionally raising your arm and accidentally raising your arm (or with someone raising it for you) as the existence of a mental event, prior to the bodily movement, being present in the intentional case. What picture may we deploy instead?


The picture should be composed of how people do take responsibility for what they do – what, for example, they are disposed sincerely to say, if asked. To raise your arm intentionally does not require a prior mental event. To raise your arm intentionally is, in normal circumstances, often to be able to give reasons, to be able to answer the question, ‘Why did you do that?’ The answer may be: ‘to make a philosophical point’ or ‘to attract attention’. The answer may sometimes even be, ‘I just did it.’ Contrast those with the answer you would give, if someone asked you, ‘Why did you push the man into the river? ‘I didn’t,’ you say, ‘the wind blew me against him.’


There is a story highlighted by Elizabeth Anscombe (an eminent pupil of Wittgenstein) of a soldier undergoing an army medical; he is becoming somewhat irritated by the doctor. The doctor asks him to clench his teeth. Calmly, the soldier removes his false teeth and suggests that the doctor clench them for him. With the comments above in mind, we may see how the soldier is passing the responsibility for the clenching onto someone else: the soldier is not doing the clenching; the clenching is not his responsibility, not an action of his.


What are you doing?


Our focus has been on a simple example of arm raising, but we do many things that take us way beyond bodily movements – or so it seems. With the arm raising, we may be waving – or we may be drowning. We may be stroking the squirrels, reaching for a gun, or poisoning the pigeons in the park – and we may say that we are doing such things. In doing those things, we may also be doing, and say that we are doing, things such as upsetting the neighbours, realizing the best solution for our life, or annoying the park warden.


The examples above may lead us, though, to insist that what we directly do are some basic actions which then cause other events to occur – other events at which we aim. What I do directly is raise my arm, but only indirectly do I poison the pigeons and annoy the wardens, even though the poisoning may be my intention.


The thought behind the direct and indirect classification is that the ‘direct’ marks out that over which I have some special control and knowledge. Surely, I know if I am raising my arm – but things may go wrong with my action, resulting in a poisoning or an annoyance. Maybe I have fed the pigeons the wrong grain; maybe the wardens are unconcerned.


We should, though, question the value of the direct/ indirect classification. After all, I can, in certain circumstances, make mistakes about the movement of my limbs. People experience phantom limbs – and, with suitable mirrors, I may be misled about the location of my legs. Such thoughts threaten to return us to the idea that what we directly do are the acts of will; but we have already seen through those. Perhaps we should simply accept that the actions that we perform are indeed the ones that we say we do – when the things happen that we intend to happen.


Were you poisoning the pigeons? Well, yes you were – if you intended to and if they are poisoned as a result. There are, though, many nuances; so we end with an example from the 20th-century Oxford linguistic philosopher John Langshaw Austin. Austin possessed wit; witness, in view of his name, his lecture title Sense and Sensibilia. The following is from his paper ‘Three Ways of Spilling Ink’:




The notice says ‘do not feed the penguins’. I, however, feed them peanuts. Now peanuts happen to be, and these prove, fatal to these birds. Did I feed them peanuts intentionally? Beyond a doubt. I am no casual peanut shedder. But deliberately? Well, that seems perhaps to raise the question, ‘Had I read the notice?’ Why does it? Or did I feed them ‘on purpose’? That seems to insinuate that I knew what fatal results would ensue.








CHAPTER 4
How to be free…


and neither chimp nor wanton be




People often reflect on how what we do appears to be causally determined, be it by our genes, diet or latest drugs of design. Of course, we may choose our lifestyles; but what determines the choices? The answer is: our experiences, our character, our predispositions – but those, too, are grounded in our brain states, processes and events. Those states, processes and events result from prior causes over which we have no control, no free choice. Did we choose how our brains would develop? Clearly not. So, what hope is there for our acting freely?
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