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What people are saying about The Creation of Self


Many old-school neuroscientists and philosophers of mind, having retreated to the keep of non-reductive physicalism, seem oblivious to the fact that their materialist position has been overrun both by the evidence, and by panpsychist, dualist, and idealist armies. In this regard, apart from Richard Swinburne, no one has been more vigorous in defending the consistency of emergent-creationist dualism with neuroscience, and the necessity of an immaterial mind to a proper understanding of human personhood, than Joshua Farris. With respect to religious issues, Farris is the leader. Those who think that substance dualism is untenable display their doxastic inertia and ignore Farris’s work at their peril.


Bruce Gordon, Associate Professor of History and Philosophy of Science, Houston Baptist University


Farris has established himself as a world leading expert on substance dualism by offering a viable creationist and emergentist view of the soul, which opens up conceptual space for a traditionalist view that is minimally compatible with scientific findings on humans. His work in this area is consistently thorough, innovative, and widely discussed. Joanna Leidenhag, Lecturer in Theology and the Liberal Arts, University of Leeds


This book is about the Particularity of Persons problem. Sounds sophisticated, right? No doubt, it is. And yet, it’s a problem that resonates with our most common intuitions about ourselves. Have you ever thought: I am not merely a body. I am not merely the properties that describe me. I am not repeatable. I am not manufacturable. Why is that, you ask? Simply put, I am a soul. It is this common intuition that Farris’s The Creation of Self so sophisticatedly defends.


S. Mark Hamilton, NPI Project Manager, SPM Oil & Gas, A Caterpillar Company


Josh Farris is a leading figure in the field of theological anthropology, and in this volume he has given us a broadly accessible presentation of his academic research on this vital subject. He forthrightly advocates a full-blooded dualist view of human persons while critiquing materialism, and emergentism along the way. More boldly still, he contends that theism is entailed by consciousness, and indeed that souls are created directly by God. This volume is as provocative as it is informative, and represents popular theology at its best.


Jerry L. Walls, Professor of Philosophy, Houston Baptist University


Joshua Farris is a leading defender of a substance dualist account of the human person. In The Creation of Self, Farris advances the first full-length defense of a rather unpopular, yet formidable, Cartesian account of the Self that requires an even more unpopular view––that humans are created directly by a supernatural being, someone like the Christian God. He criticizes materialism, emergentisms, and panpsychism in the context of popular scientific discussions. This is an extremely important work for philosophers, theologians, and mainstream intellectuals. Highly recommended!


Benedikt Paul Goecke, Professor of Philosophy, University of Bochum


Joshua Farris’s work on personhood is a much-needed contribution to the conversation regarding the uniqueness of individuals. In a world motivated by materialism and naturalism, he proposes a model that shows how each person, as a soul, is more than merely the chemicals in his or her physical body. Taking a neo-Cartesian approach, he uses the resources of modernity but moves beyond the limitations of rationalism to show how the contemporary audience can make space for the spiritual and religious concerning who we are as people. His work will have many implications regarding our understanding of the person in fields such as medicine, technology, and societal justice.


Dr. Page Brooks, Professor of Theology, SUM Bible College and Seminary; Missionary Bishop, Missio Mosaic: A Missional Society


Joshua Farris, one of today’s leading thinkers in the philosophy of the mind, has given us a thorough-going rationale for the soul, using the body/soul dualism of René Descartes as a framework. “I am not just my body” is an apologia for the soul, the mind, of man. Matter cannot give rise to consciousness; only God can bestow this. There is an evangelistic aspect to this book, as a witness to the predominantly materialistic community of scholars and the growing trend toward physicalism. These trends are depersonalizing and dehumanizing. Although science can be a tool in the study of the soul, it must take its place in the tool box with theology, philosophy, morality, psychology, the humanities and the tradition of Augustine, Anselm and Aquinas, because matter cannot give rise to consciousness. So the soul is “the carrier of personal identity and particularity,” and everything that makes us unique, such that each soul contributes something novel to the world, and survives it after death. Citing his colleagues, Farris examines with them the nature of the soul, its relation to the body, and the question of where souls come from, with the conclusion that souls are the special creation of God. The argument mounted in this thought-provoking book is for what it means to be a self, a subject of conscious experience, possessed of what preserves personhood, and the thisness that each of us represents. A lyrical metaphor may usefully shed light on the soul: the body is a candle, the brain is a wick, and the flame is the soul, lit by the Holy Spirit.


Rt. Rev. Paul C. Hewett, Bishop of the Diocese of the Holy Cross
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Foreword


Few philosophers are as bold in the same way as Joshua Farris. There are, of course, philosophers like Plotinus or Kant and Hegel or the British Idealists who will boldly develop extraordinarily complex systems which leave behind a common-sense understanding of ourselves and the world. Kant, famously, disparaged common sense, and Bertrand Russell scolded those that adhere to common sense as entrapped in one’s current age and its prejudices. Farris, on the other hand, invites us to philosophically investigate our common experience of ourselves. When we do, we discover the (virtually) indisputable realization of our being concrete, particular, mental subjects. Each of us is uniquely who each of us is, not replaceable by some other, particular subject. In a variety of arguments, Farris boldly offers a Cartesian-theistic perspective that makes sense of our origin, our present reality as conscious subjects, and the possibility of there being life after life for human persons. The result involves common sense paired with philosophical acumen. It is refreshing, too, for Farris’s being equally at home engaging secular philosophers as well as Christian philosophers who are strident critics of Cartesian philosophical theology.


Farris’s project has important repercussions for ethics, political philosophy, and the general topic of the meaning of life. If he is right, you are not an ensemble of social relations (to use Marx’s phrase) or a mode of some greater substance; instead, you are the unique, irreducible person you are because of God’s creative power. The British poet, novelist, and social critic Robert Graves (1895-1985) once lamented how philosophers, unlike poets, often deny the uniqueness of human persons.




Philosophy is antipoetic. Philosophize about mankind and you brush aside individual uniqueness, which a poet cannot do without self-damage… Poets know that once heads are counted, each owner of a head loses his personal identity and becomes a number in some government scheme.1





In Graves’s terms, Farris is on the side of the poets; though I should add that, contra Graves, championing the uniqueness of persons makes his work supremely philosophical qua the love of wisdom. His philosophy of mind stands in bold terms against philosophies and political institutions that eviscerate the integrity and dignity of persons. In terms of Graves’s contemporary, George Orwell (1903-1950), The Creation of Self would have strengthened the resistance to the Thought Police and Big Brother in Orwell’s classic, dystopian novel 1984. Its defense of creationism affirms the radical, sacred nature of each person.


When Roderick Chisholm (1916-1999), the great meta-physician, epistemologist, and all-around contributor to some of the great philosophical topics of the last century, was once asked about the evidence he had for one of his positions; he replied: the other views.2 Namely, Chisholm claimed that his position should be preferred because the rival views were comparatively impoverished or otherwise unpromising. Farris positively presents a forceful, clear case for his position, but in a Chisholmian spirit he is also keenly engaged with the critical evaluation of the current alternatives. In this book you will find an abundance of arguments concerning rival accounts of the self and its origin from secular naturalism to emergentism. Farris’s work has the virtue of engaging specialists in philosophy, while also providing an excellent entry point for newcomers to the variety of philosophical and theological issues that currently command so much scholarly attention.


I commend The Creation of Self to you as one of the best, current works defending the soul. Farris’s philosophy of persons as embodied, responsible agents is a bold defense of what is traditionally identified as the soul in Christian Platonic tradition.


Charles Taliaferro


Spring 2022


Notes


1. Robert Graves, “The Case for Xanthippe” in The Oxford Book of Essays edited by John Gross (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 473.


2. In conversation. Chisholm was my dissertation advisor at Brown University.









Preface


We have all had that unwelcome guest who didn’t quite fit in. On the surface, he or she comes off as awkward, bombastic, or just a little larger than life. We have also had those cases where, at times, the unwelcome guest positively surprises us. In many ways, the soul is that unwelcome guest. The ancient belief in the soul is now often disregarded in philosophy, ignored by the sciences, mocked in the social sciences, and treated with a hand-wave in theology as no longer necessary and worth taking seriously. However, that same guest who we found a bit off-putting has and is making a comeback as we reconsider what it means to be human. The soul is making a comeback for several reasons.1


The impetus for undermining the belief in the soul is that it is not only an unwelcome guest but a spooky, eerie ghost-like figure that no longer has relevance in a scientifically informed view of the world. In fact, it is commonly held by some scientists concerning ultimate reality that souls are not only irrelevant but spooky holdovers from an ancient era that no longer is motivated by what we know from science and has no evidence in its favor. This naturalist frame as I call it here has made its way into many of the ‘respectable’ disciplines of study all the way into cultural consciousness. Even worse, its creeping influence holds some force in other areas that still desire to retain something of the ancient view of the cosmos as having some relevance to explaining the world and what we hold dear.


Some of the reasons the soul is coming back into mainstream discussions (it never really left) has something to do with ongoing reports of the afterlife, out of body experiences, and near-death experiences that, if true, require, no demand, some explanation beyond the material world to something like a soul. But, it’s not just in the contemporary popular consciousness that we find these discussions.


Philosophers have made the soul-concept ‘respectable’ again as a live view of persons worth taking seriously. This is particularly true of figures like Howard Robinson, Richard Swinburne, John Foster, David Lund, Charles Taliaferro and many others. David Chalmers who famously articulated a not ‘new’ (it is really only new in an age where materialism permeates) problem and called it the hard problem of consciousness (i.e., the problem of reconciling phenomenal qualitative experience with physics and biology with their explanatory reference being spatially extended objects that are measured by quantities; consciousness just is not the same as the material, nor is it reducible to it) aided in bringing the soul-concept back into discussions about human persons as a respectable option deserving the attention of philosophers.


In these ways, the notion of consciousness, and relatedly personal identity, has and continues to impact how the sciences and the results of the sciences are considered. One of the crucial questions from biological studies is the question of consciousness. Where did it come from? How did it evolve? Was it naturally selected? Does it adapt? And, does consciousness have any place in biological evolution at all? One of the concerns is whether or not the sciences have much of anything at all to say about consciousness or personal identity and the other is whether the sciences have effectively excluded the soul as explanatorily necessary.


Relatedly, the world of religious studies has been influenced by the sciences and some of the dominating patterns from varying scientific communities to rethink this age-old notion of the soul. Some have advanced a complete rejection of the soul as the center of consciousness, the core of personal identity, and the means by which persons will survive this life. Naturally, in an attempt to retrieve these religious ideas, there has been significant pushback to the attempt of a complete revision of the person as a soul.


In The Creation of Self, I address these concerns to the soul by energizing the reasons we should not only believe in the soul-concept, but that we must. While there are other competitors worth engaging as respectable options for consideration, I show the link that these have to their naturalist frame and why the soul traditionally construed is a better option. In fact, it might just turn out that what was once conceived as an unwelcome guest turns out to surprise us as a better option to its naturalist competitors.


Joshua R. Farris, September 20, 2021









Introduction


Souls in Contemporary Discourse


Francis Bacon discusses idols of the mind and “empty and idle fancies,” which describe ideas that confuse or distract the mind away from things that do exist by disguising them.2 These are often attempts to bridge the worlds of religion and science of which Bacon concerns himself. Some things haven’t changed. With the rise of materialism dominating the minds of scientists in our contemporary world, there is a tendency to eliminate the mind, as an immaterial substance, to replace it, or to affirm ideas that themselves hide or disguise mental reality. In what follows, my objective in The Creation of Self is to engage with materialism’s progeny and show that they all suffer from an inability to account for the nature of selves as minds. When we think about a loved one, what we want is that loved one. We don’t want some fictional person artificially designed by technology that acts like them, looks like them, sounds like them, or has the same gestures as them. We want them.3


This rather obvious truth is so plain that you might think that there’s no need to say it. What we long for is the person. Persons are valuable to us. In fact, persons are most cherished above all other things that we regard as valuable. Sure, there are pets that we love and hold as valuable. We value food, our jobs, our homes, and our cars. We like having things, but if we are honest, it’s persons that we prize more highly than anything else in the world.


While no one would actually claim that technology or science could get in the way of that which is most highly cherished, we are seeing and hearing of developments that promise the possibility to accommodate all of our needs and wants through artificial means. The prospect of constructing individuals that we can interact with that appear to be flesh and blood persons is certainly something that is not outside the imaginative social consciousness of contemporary society. As artificial intelligence advances, there is a promise made by some explicitly and others implicitly through media and film that we will one day encounter a conscious person created by technological advancement. While this might seem a bit far-fetched to some it hits at the heart of what we care about most and what is at stake in the science-engaged theological conversations today.


However, I contend through The Creation of Self that science or technology could never accommodate that which we cherish the most. More than that, I argue that science and technology, no matter what they promise and what contemporaries are primed to believe, is quite limited in what it can tell us about the nature of personhood. Central to our making sense of personhood is the notion of particularity. Particularity of persons, i.e., what it is that makes persons who they are.


This notion of personhood is closely related to the modern emphasis on particularity. Just recall contemporary stories like Ally McBeal with the fixation on her identity both public and private. While an emphasis on particularity is, arguably, characteristic of modernity, it is modernity that also gave rise to a set of ideas that is now eclipsing the notion of the particularity in persons.4


Along with modernity’s emphasis on particularity, there was and is an emphasis on objectivity, control, and certainty through scientific means. We’ve seen the fruit of this in and through film and classical literature like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and Frankenstein. Just recall their stories of scientists desiring to control the making of humans and become something of God-like figures. It is this overemphasis on the values of objectivity and certainty through the means of science that now characterizes much that occupies not only the minds of contemporary scientists but the social consciousness of contemporary man.


The exacerbated notion of scientific objectivity has spread its tentacles through every domain of academic study and every aspect of our lives. So, what’s at stake is the subjectivity of persons. In order to regain the sense of what matters most to us, we need to do a bit of rethinking about what it means to be human not just in the sciences but in the areas of philosophy, theology, and the humanities generally.


It is the objective in what follows to show how it is that we begin to reclaim this important truth about the particularity of persons. In order to preserve this notion of the person, we need to rethink all the disciplines of study, and by extension contemporary culture, in light of the facts that make us who we are.


It is my contention in what follows that we can do this by subverting the narrative that dominates much of the scientific consensus, and which has crept into the humanities. That narrative is one dominated by naturalism (i.e., the view that the world is explained by a closed system of causes; and knowledge is known only through a narrow understanding of empirical science) and materialism (i.e., the view that the world is comprised fundamentally of material particles alone and spirits, ghosts are excluded from the picture of reality).


In brevity, naturalism is the view of the world that finds an explanation for all things in a closed system of causes and effects, triggers and pulleys. Exaggerating these notions has effectively severed the sciences from what is fundamental to the world, namely minds. Minds are central to the explanation of the world. You might know it by another name. The ancients often referred to it as the soul or the spirit.


Souls and spirits point us to realities that transcend nature. They point us, in religious contexts, to a supernatural being—what some call God or the gods. The contention of many throughout history is that minds and their ideas are what explain the world rather than what many today take to be mere meat machines.


In an attempt not only to retrieve this ancient insight and to preserve it from the decaying effects in scientific naturalism, I advance a position that preserves personhood via the soul. A soul as I am using it here is nearly synonymous with a mind or a spirit, but more on that later.


If history and religion have any validity in the conversation at all, then it is clear that most people throughout history have believed in the notion of a soul-concept. In fact, the soul-concept stands at the center of religious belief. And, you might say that it is essential to religious thought. Stewart Goetz and Mark Baker affirm that, “Most people, at most times, in most places, at most ages have believed that human beings have some kind of soul.”5 There is clearly some staying power compelling ongoing belief in the soul.


But if you are paying attention, there is and has been a recent and vocal minority report that prompts a complete revision of the notion that persons are souls. With a near complete trust in what has been given to a deity, some are now placing that same trust in the successes of the sciences. And, there are a select few championing that we, the common man, should be doing just that precisely because of all its success. Francis Crick states: “You, your joys and your sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and free will, are in fact no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules.”6 The philosopher Owen Flanagan in his discussion about the image of persons argues that given the role of science in reconstructing an image “desouling is the primary operation of the scientific image.”7


While these may represent some of the starkest and most dogmatic strands of thought, there is a common belief that scientists proceed as if the mind is just the brain or a function of the brain or some additional capacity of the brain or something similar. There is the further belief that science aids us in the process of becoming more “objective” in our reasoning about the nature of the mind, and that eventually as our culture evolves and we are conditioned by what the sciences clearly show, we too will become more enlightened about ourselves. Salon writer and cognitive scientist Julien Musolino considers some of the evidence from what he takes to be the scientific consensus and concludes with the following: “The current scientific consensus isn’t simply a fad, nor is it fueled by antireligious sentiment (as Baker and Goetz suggest in their book). Instead, scientists have abandoned the soul because reason and evidence—the tools of their trade––compelled them to do so.”8


However, this is not just the belief of neuroscientists, biologists, and cognitive scientists, but this growing trend away from the belief in the soul made its way into philosophy and theology—domains commonly committed to the validity of the soul-concept. Religious philosopher Nancey Murphy makes the case in Bodies and Souls or Spirited Bodies that there is a growing number of correlational data between the brain and mental states that have no need of the soul, as a unique substantial entity with novel powers and properties because the brain accommodates what was once perceived to be powers of the soul.9 Religious scholar Joel Green has in numerous places argued that neuroscience has shown the irrelevance of the soul, which has forced religious scholars to rethink the soul’s significance. Green’s most important claim is that historic religious texts (specifically the Christian Bible) have no need for the soul-concept.10


What the careful reader will notice is that the growing trend to offload the subjects originally in the provenance of philosophy and religion to science is that there’s the perceived belief that there’s no longer a need for the soul, and there is a slow and steady erosion of what was once firmly held by all—or, at least, a majority.


There is a burgeoning set of literature within science, psychology, and by extension in philosophy and theology that has pushed back on these trends. The famous psychologist Paul Bloom has argued in numerous places that the belief in the soul (and its attending package belief in the afterlife, God, and morality) is a common-sense belief that finds its initial footing in cognitive science and developmental psychology, at least initially he later disregards this rather common-sense belief.11 Neuroscientist Mario Beauregard and Denyse O’Leary make several arguments from neuroscience that favor a need for the soul.12 Notably, there have been several recent philosophical defenses of the soul.13


In contemporary culture, while there is evidence that trends away from believing in the spiritual world, the soul-concept still, arguably, has impressive resilience as a belief held by the common man. There are certainly studies that shore up reasons to secure ongoing belief in the soul from out of body experiences, near death experiences, as well as religious experiences of the divine.


With all that is said here, this serves as a context and a background to what I aim to defend. There is a growing, and unhealthy, trend to grant pride of place to a specific and narrowly defined conception of science that has inevitably gone some way in eroding belief in the soul, the spiritual world, and, worse, a cluster of important related values that are central to personhood.


It is this trend toward naturalism, physicalism, and the popularity of emergentism, that I intend to show has less footing than many suppose. I show that personhood via the soul has significant difficulty when we attempt to reconcile it with naturalism, physicalism, and emergentism.


For these reasons and others that I will advance in what follows, I contend for a version of the soul codified in the philosophy of Descartes and carried along in what is oft called the Cartesian tradition.14 The core idea advanced by Descartes that seems unavoidable is the notion that what is at the core of personhood is this notion of the soul.15 The soul is the carrier of personal identity, not the body and not even the body-soul strictly speaking.16 It is this notion of the soul that I argue we cannot ignore because of the nature of consciousness and the fundamental nature of the subject of that consciousness. I take this further by developing a more refined conception of the soul that preserves this notion of particularity—call this a kind of neo-Cartesianism. Neo-Cartesianism retains the core conception developed by Descartes, but I take it a step further in that I argue that there is not simply a soul that we can say little about (beyond saying that it is a thinking, experiencing thing), but that we can supply a sufficient designation to the soul that carries a primitive particularity central to what it means to be a person. Finally, I argue that not only is this notion not preserved in materialism or emergentism, but that it seems to demand a form of theism where souls are direct creations of God.


The basic objection to emergentism that opens up space for creationism is actually quite simple really. Persons are singularities. Biological products are regular, generalizable, and universalizable. Hence, persons are not biological products. But, this shouldn’t really surprise us as we think about the utter uniqueness of consciousness in the natural world. Consciousness is unaccounted for by biological processes or merely physical processes. So it is with personal identity. This opens the door for creationism because in the same way that we intuitively, and rightly, assume that some events are brought about by persons (i.e., person-causes), it follows that it is natural for us to assume that persons too are brought about by a person, or persons (i.e., person-causes) rather than products of natural events. Sounds simple right? Intuitive, even. But, there are some who are calling into question all of our basic intuitions about selves, values, morality, and the world around us. This same group is calling us not only to a healthy skepticism of what some of our intuitions and experiences teach us, but, more extravagant still, to call into question the very nature of intuition and conscious experience altogether. In what follows, I advance reasons why we can’t do this and reasons to reject the variant options in favor of the soul. Here’s a summary of the argument in The Creation of Self.


Part I: Are we souls or bodies?


Part I provides an initial defense of the soul and, specifically, the argument that persons are souls. The following chapters comprise an initial defense for the soul and why the concept still matters today, addressing initial objections/defeaters to the soul-concept (e.g., of a religious, philosophical, and scientific sort), and a more specific case for my brand of neo-Cartesianism. These chapters set the groundwork for a defense of creationist-souls and a critique of the dominating paradigm(s) in science and philosophy—materialism and emergentism.


Chapter 1: Initial Reasons favoring the Soul-Concept


In chapter 1, I set out initial reasons that not only favor the fact that we are souls, but why the concept is at the heart of what we cherish most. Souls, minds, and personhood are central to what we value and they are what some philosophers call ‘phenomenological givens.’ In other words, the prima facie belief is that we are not our bodies, the parts of our bodies, but that we are minds, souls and that which is not strictly speaking quantifiable.


Chapter 2: Religious and Philosophical Reasons for the Soul


Due to influences from naturalism, generally, and emergentism, specifically, there are a growing number of objections of a philosophical and religious sort to the soul. I advance some of the reasons favoring the soul and proceed to address religious considerations that have been laid at the feet of traditionalist defenders of the soul by considering Joel Green’s objections from a biblical perspective. Green presumes that the sciences have no need of the soul, but, more provocative still, that religion (through the lens of Judeo-Christianity) has no need of the soul. I assess his argument and show why the soul-concept still holds religious promise and, more, why it has been central to religious thought.


Chapter 3: Bodies and Souls: Why we matter


I expand on some of the considerations in the last two chapters by considering some of recent scientific objections to the soul-concept. By specifically engaging with philosopher and science-engaged theologian Nancey Murphy, I show why her concerns are not only faulty but fallacious and re-engage the soul on the basis of qualitative experience, subjectivity, and first-person perspective as lines that are more hospitably accommodated in the belief that we are souls rather than material beings.


Chapter 4: Why neo-Cartesian Selves?


In the final chapter to part I, I defend a neo-Cartesian view of human persons based on development of the knowledge argument and cognitive access argument. I offer more specific analysis to the relation of soul to body and advance initial reasons for a neo-Cartesian understanding of persons. Toward the end, I advance a more specific analytic analysis of my conception of neo-Cartesianism within a broader psychological tradition that respects what many have called the ‘transparency thesis.’


Part II: Where do selves come from?


I survey the relationship between the philosophy of mind and the views on the self’s origin.


Chapter 5: Origins of the Self, A Religious and Contemporary Problem


By exploring the varying relationships between the mind and the body, I show the relationship contemporary developments in the philosophy of mind have to an ancient debate on the origin of the soul. Through this exploration, I note some of the challenges and implications for a broader view of reality, and lay the groundwork for more explicit critique to materialism and emergentism.


Part III: Emergent-Selves


Transitioning from a general case for the soul to an exploration of mental/soulish origins, the third part specifically treats the emergentist paradigm by showing its relation to naturalism, physicalism, and advancing a critique of it. The heart problem with emergentism, as it is normally conceived, is its inability to supply a sufficient reason for the existence and origination of persons.


Chapter 6: A Survey of Materialism, Emergentism, and Panpsychism


Thus far some initial definition has been given to materialism and emergentism. Chapter 6 gives a more specific description of materialism and emergentism (i.e., non-reductive physicalism) noting its merits, lineage, and its initial conceptual challenge. Through a conceptual tracing of emergentist options and challenges raised, the present chapter notes the historical relevance of panpsychism and why it too confronts a similar challenge as emergentism—all of which center around objectivity and subjectivity as well as the problem of generating a person from law-like, generalizable events.


Chapter 7: Emergent-Selves: Created or Magical, A Survey of Religious Concerns with Emergentism


Building on the survey of chapter 6 for emergentism, I explore two of the most sophisticated emergentist options in the philosophical literature (e.g., Timothy O’Connor and William Hasker), and note some of their philosophical and religious problems as a pointer to more specific objections that will follow. One of the highlights of the chapter is that if one assumes a hierarchical ontology of the world, then it is not only odd but explanatorily lacking to suggest that a higher-order local ontological event would come from that which it is not (hence the original problem of creation ex-nihilo). In keeping with Timothy O’Connor’s concern, emergent dualism requires a form of creationism (unless of course some version of panpsychism is the underlying ontology), but even then I suggest it still presumes a form of creationism, i.e., material creation out of nothing. The advantage to emergent dualism over O’Connor’s emergent individualism, or emergent materialism as I call it, is that emergent dualism supplies a thisness to the respective mental items, properties, and powers. Unfortunately, emergent dualism demands more than this type of thisness to explain mental reality.


Chapter 8: Why Selves are Probably Not Generated: An Initial Objection to Emergent-Selves (or Mere Emergent Dualism)


Expanding on the problem from generalizable events to actual persons that require a unique kind of thisness, I develop an initial objection to emergent dualism and show that the generalizable process within biological evolution is insufficient to supply a rationale for persons as souls. In other words, a broadly naturalist frame (or neo-Darwinian frame) or what I call a kind of pseudo-naturalism is the problem. This is suggestive that something like creationism is a better option.


Chapter 9: Do Selves Exist? Perfect Duplicates, A Problem for Emergent-Selves and Panpsychism


Drawing on some of the insights of chapter 8, the present chapter expands the argument more clearly by arguing for two claims. First, a specific kind of thisness underlies and explains our first-person consciousness without which we would have an insufficient designator for persons. Second, without this sufficient designator that is rooted in a subject primitive particularity, we run into the problem of perfect duplicates. The obvious ensuing challenge is that there would be no explanation for distinguishing duplicate persons with all the same properties of the body, memory etc. And, however un-intuitive it may be, the possibility for bringing about perfect duplicates in a science lab (using preexisting material of course) would be the result if something like emergentism with its naturalist frame. Most provocatively, this argument leads to the conclusion that emergentism simply lacks any reason to believe that there are persons ontologically grounded or to the possible elimination of persons without a ground in something like a Divine creationism of souls.


Chapter 10: Why we are Not Animals: Where Aristotle and Thomas went Wrong


Coming back around to a couple of retooled ancient views that have similarities to emergentism, I articulate problems for them that are similar to their emergentism cousins. Call these ancient views Aristotelian and Thomist. However, they have been retooled or updated with contemporary considerations in philosophy and science, so it is best to refer to these as neo-Aristotelian and neo-Thomist in that they preserve the essential ideas from Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas. However, they are also versions of emergentism and it is through the lens of personal origination and personal survival that we can see more clearly why they are problematic.


Part IV: Creationist-Selves


The final part of The Creation of Self advances a specific case for Divine creationism of souls or selves.


Chapter 11: Why Creation of the Self is a Better Solution?


I show that Divine creationism is a better solution to its emergentist alternatives. Furthermore, I show that the event of personal origination is crucial to arriving at this claim. Using abductive logic, I show that Divine creationism is a natural (i.e., a common-sense product) explanation. By developing an argument for a strong principle of sufficient reason, I show that something like the neo-Cartesianism I advance is true as an explanation of the person and gesture to a stronger claim of necessity for a kind of agent-creationism (where a supernatural agent is the direct, even immediate, cause of persons coming into existence).


Chapter 12: Constructive Creationist Solutions


By laying out different creationist-soul options, the present chapter shows the plausibility and diversity of the view. More specifically, the chapter lays out what some have called theistic dualism and theistic idealism as macro-frameworks for understanding the Divine creation of souls. While both are minimally idealist in that it is the Divine mind and its ideas, ultimately, that explains reality, there are different conceptions of construing bodies and how they relate to created minds. It is here that we begin to see some of the implications for reality, especially as this pluralist option is contrasted with a provocative and compelling monist alternative.


Conclusions: The Anti-Scientific Worry


Coming back around to the original problem of naturalism, materialism, and scientism, the conclusion explores what is ultimately at stake from this paradigm concerning persons and whether or not The Creation of Self is ultimately anti-scientific. The claim of being anti-science certainly has some cultural weight at the moment—who really wants to be anti-science?!, but it is met with significant confusion, some poorly defined concepts, and arbitrary line-drawing. In attempt to lay out some different ways of understanding ‘science,’ the present chapter criticizes the defenders of what is called ‘scientism’ and suggests some ways in which the proposal is consistent with different definitions of science.









Part I


Are we souls or bodies?









Chapter 1


Initial Reasons favoring the Soul-Concept


(Drawn, adapted and substantially rewritten from: Joshua R. Farris, “The Soul-Concept: Meaningfully Disregard or Meaningfully Embrace,” Annales Philosophici, issue 5 (2012): 59-68)


As I reflect on the question, ‘The soul––can the concept of the soul still have meaning?’ I am baffled that it has even come to a point where such a question might be posed.17 The notion of the soul may be questionable or even fuzzy in the minds of many today, but if one were to attend more closely to his/her own mental life then he/she could see that the soul is the clearest concept of all. The metaphysical notion of the soul reduces to a question of substance dualism or immaterialism.18 This is the notion that persons are strictly identified with the soul or the immaterial part in contrast to the material part–– e.g., the body. While I am not concerned, in this chapter, with the variations of each metaphysical position, I am concerned with whether or not the concept of a soul has meaning. By considering more closely the nature of consciousness, I argue that our consciousness entails a specific kind of knowledge about persons (consciousness, knowledge, and the nature of personhood are all intimately related). It is my contention that upon reflection of our own mental lives we can have a clear and robust concept of the soul. The reason for this is that the concept of the soul is rooted in common sense and basic knowledge through direct acquaintance with the self. And, it is important to set out from the beginning the distinct features of the self as an individually conscious being from machine learning and artificial intelligence. Machine learning functions according to a program, an algorithm designed by conscious individuals, and, as a result, is theoretically reproducible. It is a complex entity that itself we have no reason to believe actually bears the hallmarks of consciousness (not to be conflated with intelligence simpliciter) as a qualitative, unified field, which provides the basis for creative thinking.


I argue for the meaningful concept of the soul in three parts. First, I argue that the soul has meaning based on our first-person perspective. Second, I argue based on the knowledge argument and the access argument that we have direct acquaintance with the soul for which all other knowledge is predicable. Third, I argue for the meaningful concept of the soul through discussing recent work in personal identity. All three arguments comprise a robust concept of the soul with meaning.


The first-person perspective and the Concept of Souls


To begin, I discuss the first-person perspective or first-person knowledge; this I believe offers some support and semblance of meaning as to what the soul actually is by nature. The first-person perspective is characteristic of persons that is, arguably, not shareable with other distinct individual objects. In fact, no two persons share the exact same conscious perspectives. The first-person perspective is irreducible to scientific knowledge, material objects or material processes. The first-person perspective is characterized by deep subjectivity, internal knowledge, introspection, and qualitative feel. Opposite of this is third-person knowledge, the notion that knowledge is public, passively received, external, and observable. When contrasting these two kinds of knowledge, there is a massive dissimilarity whereby both are distinct. One is describable or reducible to scientific processes and the other is describable only in terms of something contrary to scientific processes. The first-person perspective is not reducible to or describable in terms of material events or that which is scientifically accessible. The argument is that physicality does not capture the first-person perspective. If in fact this is true, then it seems that the first-person perspective must be reducible to or describable in terms of something different than material objects or material processes. It is describable in terms of something that is substantial, yet not material but immaterial––call this the particularity of consciousness problem for materialism. This one might call the soul; hence, a concept of the soul includes the notion of first-person perspectives rooted in a soul as substance. Connected to this notion of first-person knowledge and particular conscious, I argue for an individual immaterial thing as the suitable ground for knowledge and conscious access.


When we consider the appearance/reality distinction there is a tendency amongst physicalists to one of several options. One is to take the appearance I have of my own phenomenal states of awareness seriously as real in some sense. This can be done by way of trying to account for the identity of phenomenal experience with some neural event or by providing a reductive explanation of the phenomenal experience. But, the divide between neural and physical events compared to phenomenal consciousness events is a difficult, nigh impossible, one to reconcile. And, there are some reasons to believe that identity and reductive solutions really just amount to an elimination of phenomenal experience because of how wide the chasm is between the two. The elimination of conscious experience, along with intuition as an accurate guide to knowledge is another option. And, this isn’t to be confused with the position that we should have a healthy skepticism about the items within our experience about the external world, which can at times trick us to believe something is there when it may not be (e.g., the mirage in the desert that appears to be water), but to eliminate experience at its most base level. This is far more extravagant, but the road often taken by honest materialists. In any rate, there is a motivation to the elimination of phenomenal experience as a real feature of the world and of minds in favor of a fiction.


When we consider one of the more acute events revealing the distinction between phenomenal consciousness and physical or neural events, the state of pain focuses the hard problem of consciousness. This is why some philosophers who are often called eliminativists, i.e., the view that consciousness is nonexistent or not real, (or reductivists, it’s not always easy to discern the difference) wish to have their cake in purporting that consciousness is real just not phenomenal consciousness, which they would call a “fiction written by our brains.”19


A common-sense set of data regarding pain includes the phenomenal and, arguably, private state of pain that is only accessible by the subject of experience and on the other hand the neural event or physical locatedness of that pain (of course there are cases of mental or emotional pain that are just hard to reconcile with physicalism at all because there is a private experience that while it might have some physical cause it not always has a physical cause or a physical correlate of which physicalists might attempt to use as the basis for explaining it) Christopher Hill offers up a helpful explanation for the motivation to elimination of pain. He states:




We started with the observation that there is no substantive distinction between the appearance of pain and the corresponding reality. We then observed that there is evidence from phenomenology, cognitive psychology, and cognitive neuroscience which appears to mandate the view that awareness of pain is fully perceptual in character. When we combined these observations we arrived at a paradox, for it is of the very essence of perception that there be a distinction between its seeming to a perceiver that such and such is the case and its being true that such and such is the case.


We then saw that it is possible to explain why there is no substantive appearance/reality distinction in the case of pain in terms of features of the cognitive role of the concept of pain. It follows that there are no empirical or metaphysical facts that preclude a perceptual model of awareness of pain. It is possible to make the world safe for a perceptual model by making appropriate revisions in our conceptual scheme.


After considering these issues, we went on to notice that there is good reason to believe that the concept of pain refers to bodily disturbances that involve actual or potential damage. Evidently, then, it is true to say that pains are bodily disturbances.


But bodily disturbances are empirical phenomena, and therefore admit of an appearance/reality distinction. Because of this, there is considerable tension between two aspects of the concept of pain. Those features of its cognitive role that preclude a substantive distinction between appearance and reality are at variance with its referential dimension. This fact provides additional motivation for revising or eliminating the concept of pain.20





There is no surprise that a physicalist will find the temptation toward the elimination of phenomenal consciousness when she considers pain. The reality of phenomenal experience as a given in reality or as a piece of common sense that we cannot deny is a significant problem for the physicalist wishing to sustain the plausibility of her own physicalist view of the world. Any ontology of the person must take seriously the reality of pain as exemplifying something that is real, private, and experiential in nature (along with it having some spatial location in the case of physical pain). What is interesting is how Hill describes the phenomena above as the distinction between the phenomenal seeming and the truth of the case, but this is precisely the problem for physicalists that is not a concern for other respective ontologies (i.e., idealism or dualism that have a place for the substantive reality of minds and souls).


Some physicalists are inclined toward some version of mental (i.e., phenomenal) reduction or identity theory that attempts to preserve the reality of it. However, this is unsatisfactory and cannot do so without eliminating that which is basic to the subject of consciousness, namely the fact of its phenomenal character, which is by nature not physical, but something else. John Foster summarizes it well:




The token-identity thesis claims that each mental item is identical with a neural item. The prima facie objection to this, as we have seen, is that we simply cannot understand how things of such seemingly different types can be identical—an objection which gets reinforced by Kripke’s modal argument, to the effect that the psychological character of a mental item is essential to it, but not to its neural correlate. First, he might adopt some form of analytical reductionism, claiming that the psychological concepts applicable to mental items are to be analysed in wholly nonmentalistic terms. The main option here would be that of analytical functionalism. Secondly, he might endorse the type identity thesis, claiming that the psychological character of a mental item is to be empirically identified with some aspect of its physical character. Thirdly, he might embrace the view of the metaphysical reductionist—conceding that the psychological character of a mental item cannot be specified in any but psychological terms, but insisting that the item’s possession of this character is derivative from, and nothing over and above, certain non-mental facts about it. I have tried to show that none of these approaches is successful and that the objection to token-identity stands.21





As Foster forcefully argues in his academic treatment, The Immaterial Self, there is no way to make sense, epistemically or linguistically, of phenomenal qualia in terms of some neural item. Kripke’s use of the terms rigid designator as applied to phenomenal states of consciousness would be simply insufficient to identify with neural states of the brain. Additional thought experiments have been deployed by academic philosophers to show that the mind is not identical to the brain, or the neural correlates of a conscious thinking self. One of those thought experiments using zombies. Zombies are described by philosophers as those physical animals that are like us in all the ways we can observe physically, but they are not conscious like you or I (i.e., they do not know what it is like to be the person that you or I am). They cannot know. They simply function according to built-in survival mechanisms. If one can show a possible distinction (even if not an actual distinction) between the neural correlates of consciousness and conscious thinking selves exemplified in the possibility of zombies contrasted with humans, then it demonstrates the reality expressed in this thought experiment that the neurons are not identical to consciousness. Recent neuroscientific supports the notion of zombies with the recent development of brain organoids that are derived from human embryonic stem cells and serve as duplicates of human brains, but there is reason to believe that these duplicate brains are not conscious and cannot perform all the cognitive operations of humans, assuming they were full-size brains. This takes us some way to showing that conscious minds or selves are not identical to their brains or the neurons comprising brains, but rather it is something else. Furthermore, if physicalism were true then the reality of zombies would not be imaginable, possible, or actual. While there may not exist zombies in the way described the fact that there are these souls or minds as distinct from brains supports the possibility of zombies. Relatedly, the physicalist is unable to reduce phenomenal consciousness with neural states because the character of mental items from non-mental items is something distinct altogether. There is no conceivable way to derive the phenomenal character of consciousness from its neural correlate (even if there is some causal relation between a neuron firing in the brain that brings about the effect of a felt experience). In these ways, the nature of consciousness entails a certain kind of knowledge that is available only to persons that demands we take it seriously.


The Concept of the Soul: The Knowledge Argument and the Access Argument


The argument I propose concludes with the notion of self as a simple immaterial thinking thing.22 To this end, here I consider Frank Jackson’s knowledge argument and whether or not the self with knowledge is an immaterial thing––a soul. My argument is such that we have an I or soul-concept that implicitly entails an immaterial thinking thing that is not material, a bundle of things, nor a compound of the material and immaterial. The basis of my concluding in favor of a soul as a concept is contained in the following.


(1) If the Knowledge Argument necessarily entails property dualism and that is co-joined with self-presenting properties, then we either have a bundle thing of material and/or immaterial properties or we have an immaterial substance.


(2) A material thing alone is excluded because we have property dualism.23


(3) We do not have a bundle-thing.24


(4) Therefore, we have an immaterial substance.


(5) A Soul is a better alternative with respect to the I-concept and its relation to our mental states/concepts.


I will lay this out and offer evidential support in favor of the premises, then lay out what I take to be the I-concept or soul-concept (hereafter the soul-concept).25


Mary is a brilliant scientist living in a black and white room who has studied color, the physics of light, its relation to color, and neurophysiology. Yet she has never experienced the color red. When she steps out of her black and white room, she experiences the color red. At this point, she exclaims, “I see red.” At the point that she sees red it is argued that she gains a new concept/mental item of knowledge that is distinct from her knowledge of red prior to seeing red. Accordingly, we know that there is a duality in Mary’s knowledge: one that derives from the physical sciences and one that is subject-grounded.26 We also know that concepts are distinct from propositions.27 While propositions can exist on their own, mind-independent or mind-extrinsic concepts seem to be mind-dependent and internal to the knower. It is also arguable that the nature of the self can be naturally inferred from this. If there is a duality of knowledge/concepts, then one might say there is a duality of things that these concepts are conferred upon or dependent upon. Moreover, if this is a natural inference to draw, then we do know at least one thing about the nature of the thing having knowledge/concepts, namely, that it is the kind of thing that is able to know and think. Chisholm has argued for the mode or presentation of mental properties. He says that there are two properties distinct with every piece of knowledge or concept. Those properties include the thing directly in the purview of one’s perceptual states and the self as presented with the perceptual state. The property of presentation or consciousness he calls “self-presenting properties.”28 I shall call the concept that follows from this the soul-concept. This is the concept that we have of ourselves directly, and immediately attending all other concepts and properties in light of the property of the object presenting itself to the self. When Mary sees red, she knows not only red, but also that she sees red or at least upon reflection she can know that she sees red. Knowledge and subject-hood seem to be foundational to the knowledge of red and everything else. Thus, knowledge and self-consciousness is co-terminus.29 From this, it seems not only to support the inextricable connection between mental items and minds, but also the duality of the body/brain with persons who think and have characteristics of persons. I argue for the concept of a soul by arguing the ‘I’ as coextensive with knowledge/mental items.


If I coexist with my thoughts then that reveals my nature as an enduring continuant.30 In fact, I must be a simple enduring continuant if I am to make sense of the fact of my mental items.31 My mental items of seeing red are just that, my mental items of seeing red. This is similarly applicable with desires, sensations, ideas and the point is still the same that ‘I’ endure with these desires, sensations, ideas and other mental items. This is rather unlike propositions. There may be such a thing as propositions that are objective, non-subjective and not dependent on the mind—it seems in fact that there are. Mental items are different. Propositions can be shared among individuals, while concepts cannot––in some significant sense. First-person observers can verify propositions, yet concepts are internally knowable by individual first-person knowers. Although having mental items correlate, at times, with neural activity concepts are not empirically known through some third-person manner of inquiry at least of the awareness of the perceptual state of seeing red. Thus, it seems that material things do not know red, but I do. It seems upon reflection that concepts are this way and are intimately related to the ‘I’ having them. In part, the soul-concept includes the notion of endurance. The concept also includes the notion of simplicity. To this we turn.
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