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Introduction


What is philosophy?

Philosophy starts when the world stops making sense. That is to say, it starts with loss. The loss of established belief, collective opinion, common understanding. This constitutes a crisis, though it is a crisis teeming with promise. Philosophy is an experiment into what loss can become once we have abandoned the search for salvation; into what thought is capable of once we have relinquished the need to be found. It is a quest for invention, a palpable longing for new ways of thinking about the world and our lives within it. It is homeless, boundless, untethered, an exile of forgotten origin.


Philosophy’s quest for invention is impelled by a wish to overcome deep confusions. Ordinarily we are preoccupied with surface confusions. These are everyday worries that arise from the anomalous and unexpected. ‘I have a hole in my trousers – how can that be?’ is a surface confusion. Had the hole spontaneously appeared, it would violate our belief that everything has a cause. The question ‘How can that be?’ arises from a wish to reconcile this belief with the hole’s presence. This is the nature of surface confusions. They aim to resolve conflicts that arise between our beliefs and our experiences. They wish to preserve the familiarity and order of the world.


Deep confusions occur when reconciliation is not an option, when the restoration of order is beyond hope. These are the remit of philosophy. Rather than addressing particular events, they address general concepts, such as time. ‘I have a hole in my trousers – how can that be?’ is not a philosophical question. ‘Time passes – how can that be?’ is. The latter question is not seeking to reconcile a particular event with prior beliefs: it is instead challenging the very viability of those beliefs. Deep confusions cannot be pacified with explanations because they arise when a general feature of our common understanding has stopped making sense.


With deep confusions the question ‘How can that be?’ is not an expression of curiosity but an exclamation of puzzlement, an outburst of disbelief. And within every deep confusion there is the desire for a new way of thinking. The time question, for instance, contains the nascent thought, ‘Time doesn’t pass – can it be?’ And this touches on philosophy’s need for invention: to answer this question, to explore this possibility, new concepts are required, for new concepts enable us to enter new territories of thought. Without them we are bound by the limits of received wisdom. Deep confusions, then, are portents of something new, a radical change.


Consider Lucy and Leila lying in bed together on a weeknight. It’s 2am and Leila has awoken to find Lucy still reading:


Leila. It’s late – go to sleep.


Lucy. Why?


Leila. You have work in the morning.


Lucy. Why should I go to work?


Leila. We need the money.


Lucy. Why?


Leila. To pay off the mortgage.


Lucy. Why do we need to pay off the mortgage?


Leila. To be secure.


Lucy. Why do you want to be secure?


Leila. I want to stop worrying all the time.


Lucy. What do you worry about?


Leila. The future.


Lucy. Why?


Leila. It’s unknown.


Lucy. How can you be afraid of what you don’t know?


Leila. I feel out of control.


Lucy. Why do you want to be in control?


Leila. I don’t want to lose myself.


Lucy. What would be wrong with losing yourself?


Leila. I wouldn’t be able to look after myself.


Lucy. Couldn’t someone else look after you?


Leila. You can’t rely on other people.


Lucy. Why?


Leila. We’re all alone.


Lucy. Are we?


Leila. No one knows what I need.


Lucy. Why not?


Leila. Because no one knows who I am.


Lucy. Don’t you know who you are?


Leila. Of course not! That’s the terrifying thing.


Lucy. And this is why I need to go to work in the morning?


Leila. Exactly.


Lucy’s questioning is not born of a desire to be a pain in the arse. She is genuinely puzzled by everything Leila says. The philosopher’s disposition to think arises from a failure, and a desire, to understand. Lucy is trying to make sense of her apparent duties, but she can’t. She no longer feels attuned to the world, but she is not content to muddle through. Having knocked her finger against the structure of ordinary explanations she has found a hollow timbre, a fundamental vacuity.


Lucy may well go to work the next day but she’ll find herself preoccupied with Leila’s answers. As is the tendency with philosophy, her initial question about why she should work generated further questions: Are we fundamentally isolated from each other? Should we fear the future? Can we know what we are? Should we strive to? Lucy is baffled. Yet, by thinking through these questions, she starts to fashion a trinity of concepts which articulate and extend her own thoughts on the world: theintermingled self, the infinite present and the curious life.


She returns home that night and tells Leila that she has overcome the problems they discussed. ‘You worry that you do not know who you are,’ she starts, ‘but this is because you are trying to find yourself through introspection. This is the wrong approach. You are an intermingled self. Since you cannot exist independently of other things, you are not an independent thing, and so you shouldn’t search inside yourself for what you really are. This knowledge will only be found amid the objects and people around you. Since you are part of the world, the world is part of you.’


She goes on to expound the infinite present: ‘You worry about the unknowable future, but the future cannot be known because it doesn’t exist, so it makes no sense to say it is unknowable. We can only not-know what is, and the future is-not. All that exists is the present. And since something cannot be limited by nonexistent things, the present cannot be limited by the future, or the past, so the present is effectively infinite.’


Finally, she describes her concept of the curious life: ‘Everything you said last night was justified by fear. But fear is a poor justification for anything because it is fundamentally incurious. It hides rather than explores. It would rather we closed our eyes than kept them open. Fear is averse to knowledge. It doesn’t want to know. It is ignorant. Yet ignorance is never a good justification for anything, so we should not base our decisions on fear. Rather we should live our lives motivated by curiosity, by an appetite to know.’


Lucy is doing philosophy. She started deeply confused with the question of why she should work, but Leila’s answers only exacerbated her puzzlement, provoking further questions and deeper confusions. Yet, instead of burdening her, these questions unleashed a tremendous energy – philosophy is bewilderment made productive. Lucy’s bewilderment fuelled the production of new concepts which offered a view of the world that she felt simultaneously attuned to and invigorated by. With these concepts available the world became clearer, but also radically different. Lucy replaced the vacuous with something, to her mind, sonorous and rich. How will she understand the duty to work now? How will she approach the future? That is impossible to say. But in the course of this philosophical episode she has, at the very least, invented for herself new possibilities of life.





Why does philosophy exist?

What lies at the foundation of these deep confusions? Why are we compelled to question? Why not make things easy for ourselves? Why not settle for simplicity? Why think at all?


I am inclined to see philosophy as arising from a basic aspect of our nature, a thought-drive we possess, the cognitive equivalent to the libido. This thought-drive, call it the epinoia (epino-ah), is an irreducible instinct within us to question, wonder, challenge, probe, explode, shake, shatter, rattle, prod, flip, whip, stretch… in a word, think. Whereas the libido seeks satisfaction, the epinoia, tireless and indefatigable, seeks the endless flight of thought. It never settles. It craves problems, seeks perplexities, and shows no interest in sound conclusions or tidy answers.


Our faculties of thought are ordinarily employed to address surface confusions: to make decisions, construct explanations, find answers. These faculties use thought to end thought, to put the mind at rest. But the object of the epinoia is the perpetual motion of thought, not its end. The epinoia reveals that there is more to thinking than the application of one’s learning, more than the mere making of judgments. The epinoia takes us beyond the bounds of ordinary understanding; it addresses problems that exceed the remedial powers of our acquired wisdom. The deep confusions of the epinoia defeat our education and nullify the common repository of answers. Yet this is no source of anguish. For the epinoia, confusion is not an abject deficit of understanding but the very appetite of thought. The philosopher starts with a poverty of answers only to realise the exciting fecundity of questions. Answers are wanted only insofar as they ramify and breed further questions. Questions are an opportunity to unfetter thought. Every unanswerable question opens up a space in the world, making a void for something new, something different.


Following the epinoia into such voids is liable to be construed as the preserve of oddballs. Indeed, the 18th century Scottish philosopher David Hume worried that philosophy had turned him into a ‘strange uncouth monster,’ a creature unable to ‘mingle and unite in society,’ and he was right. The epinoia is the uncouth monster within you. It cannot be tamed or socialised, and since deference is a hindrance to thought, it fails to respect boundaries or acknowledge authority. The epinoia doesn’t learn from experience. It is immune to norms. This is not rudeness or impudence but simply the raw stuff of nature. We can no more domesticate the epinoia than we can discipline the weather.


The role of the epinoia in philosophy shows why it is a misconception to regard the philosopher as wise. Though the word philosophy originally meant ‘friend of wisdom’, the epinoia proves how different friends can be. Pythagoras, the ancient Greek first thought to have labelled himself a philosopher, stressed that only the gods have wisdom; the philosopher is not herself wise. Whereas wisdom is still (a statue of thought) the epinoia is fluid (a river of thought). Unlike the wise person, the philosopher has nothing to bestow except provocation and potential. Her worth is determined not by the problems she solves but the new territories of thought she makes available.


In short, the philosopher is a friend of wisdom, not a person of wisdom. Friendship is not predicated on identity but occurs within a symbiosis of difference. The philosopher and the wise person may drink from the same wells of confusion, share the same questions, have similar preoccupations. The difference, however, is that the wise person tries to wrest his confusions from the forces of the epinoia. He seeks to silence his deep confusions, not amplify them or use their energy to fashion bizarre new concepts. Wisdom, in other words, is the ability to offer surface answers to deep confusions. It leaves everything as it is. As such, we are ultimately comforted and reassured by the presence of the wise person, far more so than his elusive and peculiar friend the philosopher. The philosopher wanders through strange spaces, occupying the regions between categories, a creature somewhere between the sage and the fool, somewhere between wisdom and lunacy.


Time touches the philosopher differently. She exists beyond the common dichotomies of beginnings and ends, innocence and experience. Peer through the curtains of an old people’s home and you will find that the libido does not go gentle into that good night, and the same is true of the epinoia. There is no cosy fade to black, no notion of rest, it never settles down, and is, therefore, often a source of anxiety. So while some of us are wholly committed to the epinoia, it is understandable that others should endeavour to bury or repress theirs. In many of us it lies dormant, awaiting the slightest flutter of confusion to awaken. And for a few it is not buried but frustrated, active but aimless, like a libido without an object, desire in the absence of anything desirable. And that is where this book comes in.





What is this book?

This book is 401 attempts to help you lose your mind. The aim, to be clear, is not to challenge your sanity but to destabilise the structures of conventional wisdom that hold deep confusions at bay. If we picture the mind as an inert edifice of belief and opinion, the questions in this book hope to sweep it all away. To replace an object (statues of belief) with a process (rivers of thought). A kind of deliquescence.


To open the book is to invite chaos. Like Pandora’s box, its questions seek to release a type of mayhem. They are not mere irritations to be scratched away. Your answer to a given question is only the start of the process, not the end. Once you have an answer, ask yourself why you think this. Search for your reasons, but not with the internal demand to justify your thoughts. Search with a fascination for where your thoughts may lead. And then consider why someone else might answer to the contrary. Be similarly curious about what it is you don’t think.


Commit pencil to paper, mark your answers as you go. Try not to maintain a tidy distance. With many questions you may find that you cannot answer with a simple yes or no, and while such balance is commendable, do not shy away from your contradictions. Commit to yes and see where that takes you, then repeat with no. Permit yourself to be multitudinous, and grant each of your respective parts the unbridled freedom to think. Though a steady balance may in general keep us from falling, philosophy has no foundation, no solid ground to crash into, so why not fall?


More than a solitary exercise, I also encourage you to compare your answers with other people’s. Discover the differences between you. These differences may occasion surprising conversations from which further thoughts may unfold. Such differences also serve to acquaint you with the idiosyncrasies of your own mind. Embracing one’s irredeemable oddness is a prerequisite of epinoic thought.


In the second section, you will find that many questions are accompanied by so-called answers. These answers are in no way authoritative and warrant no deference. Their worth is in their catalytic powers, not their conclusiveness. Indeed, they do not always address their questions directly or expectedly. Sometimes they are taken from writers, such as D. H. Lawrence or Thomas De Quincey, not traditionally regarded as philosophers or commonly taught in university philosophy departments. The texts are selected on the basis of their potential effects, not their institutional status.


With the age, literary disposition and conceptual dexterity of these writers, some texts may be somewhat difficult to read. This presents you with a range of possible approaches. You can, for one, meticulously study an extract in a bid to discern its meaning. Or you can opt for indolence, regard obscurity as a blessing that liberates us from the burden of understanding, and read the extract in an oscitant state of dreamy abandon, leaving the words to work their magic, letting them slip away if they do nothing for you.


Approach this book with the spirit of Pandora. She sought to undo the endless tedium of perfection, inviting chaos and flux into our once too comfortable world. She, the patron saint of confusion and desire, sent the world off-kilter, and in so doing, provided the means for all that is interesting and vital in life.










‘A lovely mischief to the soul of man.’


Hesiod, Works and Days








Questions







1. Do you know what you are? Yes / No.

2. Are you free? Yes / No.

3. Have you chosen the life that you lead? Yes / No.

4. Is there anything you cannot leave? Yes / No.

5. Are you certain you are alive? Yes / No.

6. Is it possible that your entire life has been a dream? Yes / No.

7. Are you a stranger to yourself? Yes / No.

8. Is it possible to know yourself completely? Yes / No.

9. Is it possible to be a slave without knowing it? Yes / No.

10. Is it possible that you are the only person in the world with thoughts and feelings? Yes / No.

11. Is your mind your property? Yes / No.

12. Do you own your nostrils? Yes / No.

13. Are you in control of yourself? Yes / No.

14. Is anyone else in control of you? Yes / No.

15. Are you in control of anyone other than yourself? Yes / No.

16. Imagine you are standing before two doors. Door 1 leads to an eternal world of peace, contentment, meaning and order. Door 2 leads to a meaningless world of chaos, death, conflict and desire. Which one would you walk through?

17. Does anyone see the world in the same way that you do? Yes / No.

18. Does tomorrow exist? Yes / No. (The question is not will it exist, but does it exist.)

19. Does yesterday exist? Yes / No. (The question is not did it exist, but does it exist.)

20. Do your childhood fingers still exist? Yes / No.

21. Is existence a mystery? Yes / No.

22. Does the universe make sense? Yes / No.

23. Are you inside your body? Yes / No.

24. Are you wearing a face? Yes / No.

25. Are you conscious of your consciousness? Yes / No.

26. Does your mind have weight? Yes / No.

27. Is there anything you possess that could never be taken from you? Yes / No.

28. Are you one thing or many things? One thing / Many things.

29. Is the universe one thing or many things? One thing / Many things.

30. Is everything made of something else? Yes / No.

31. Are you well acquainted with your future corpse? Yes / No.

32. Are you an object? Yes / No.

33. Are you made of objects? Yes / No.

34. Is the River Thames an object? Yes / No.

35. ‘Objects are things of use, so too are your hands, therefore your hands are objects.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

36. Is it possible that you have forgotten the most significant events of your life? Yes / No.

37. We speak of the past, present and future. Consider this moment now. Are you certain that it is the present? Yes / No.

38. Are you forever new? Yes / No.

39. Do you have an identity? Yes / No.

40. Where is your voice?

41. Does your voice exist while you are silent? Yes / No.

42. Are you a miracle? Yes / No.

43. Is your life a story? Yes / No.

44. Are we dying all the time? Yes / No.

45. Where does your history begin?

46. Did you have a nationality in the womb? Yes / No.

47. Was birth your first experience of rejection? Yes / No.

48. Are you a good advert for life? Yes / No.

49. Can you think without language? Yes / No.

50. Can you pray without words? Yes / No.

51. Is envy ever justified? Yes / No.

52. Is obsession ever admirable? Yes / No.

53. Can beauty ever be excessive? Yes / No.

54. Is it possible that your sexual orientation will change? Yes / No.

55. I am always listening to your thoughts though I have never heard you speak. Do I know the sound of your voice? Yes / No.

56. I am always reading your mind though I have never met you. Do I know your gender? Yes / No.

57. Every night I observe your dreams though in life you are a stranger to me. Do I know your desires? Yes / No.

58. When you lick your lips, are you licking the universe? Yes / No.

59. When you touch a beautiful object, are you touching its beauty? Yes / No.

60. When you eat a raspberry, are you eating its redness? Yes / No.

61. Can you do anything entirely original? Yes / No.

62. Are you an invention? Yes / No.

63. Do you have a purpose? Yes / No.

64. Is your body a machine? Yes / No.

65. Are you at home in the world? Yes / No.

66. Do you deserve to be loved? Yes / No.

67. Are you entitled to kindness? Yes / No.

68. Is there a true version of you? Yes / No.

69. Socrates said that it is impossible to love ugly things. Do you agree? Yes / No.

70. Is life an accident or a gift? Accident / Gift.

71. Are we born with the knowledge of death? Yes / No.

72. Waves have motion.

Waves are motion.

Which statement is correct?

73. You have life.

You are life.

Which statement is correct?

74. Is it possible to be closer to another person than you are to yourself? Yes / No.

75. Can you miss something you never had? Yes / No.

76. Can you imagine your own nonexistence? Yes / No.

77. Is there anyone in the world to whom you ought to be absolutely honest? Yes / No.

78. ‘Debt is an illusion. Yes, we have laws that say borrowed money should be repaid etc. But outside of the law, no one really owes anyone anything.’ Do you agree? Yes / No.

79. If all matter in the universe disappeared, would anything remain? Yes / No.

80. Can reality cease to exist? Yes / No.

81. Reality can be denied. Can it be escaped? Yes / No.

82. Are there degrees of existence? Yes / No.

83. Can the universe decay? Yes / No.

84. Snow White exists as a fictional entity.

Snow White does not exist.

Which statement is correct?

85. Does nothingness exist? Yes / No.

86. Does existence exist? Yes / No.

87. Are you worthy of life? Yes / No.

88. Do you know what it is like to be the ocean? Yes / No.

89. Do you know what it is like to be God? Yes / No.

90. Is everything you do motivated by desire? Yes / No.

91. Can desire ever be excessive? Yes / No.

92. Are we born with sexual desire? Yes / No.

93. Are there unnatural desires? Yes / No.

94. Is genocide natural? Yes / No.

95. Is there such a thing as human nature? Yes / No.

96. Is anyone more human than anyone else? Yes / No.

97. Are you incomplete? Yes / No.

98. Are most people boring? Yes / No.

99. Are humans fundamentally selfish? Yes / No.

100. Do we only fall in love because we want to be loved? Yes / No.

101. Is mortality a blessing? Yes / No.

102. Is mortality a disease? Yes / No.

103. Is the fear of death irrational? Yes / No.

104. Are you grateful that the universe exists? Yes / No.

105. Is democracy a wonderful thing? Yes / No.

106. Is capitalism a wonderful thing? Yes / No.

107. Would you rather a life of sobriety or passion? Sobriety / Passion.

108. Which would you most like to excel in: strength, intelligence, kindness or beauty?

109. Is it always wrong to blame other people for our failures? Yes / No.

110. Are you always waiting? Yes / No.

111. Are you impossible to understand? Yes / No.

112. Can I experience your experience? Yes / No.

113. Can you know yourself without knowing what other people think of you? Yes / No.

114. Can emotions lie? Yes / No.

115. Can music lie? Yes / No.

116. Is it possible to distinguish between what we genuinely believe and what we have been made to believe? Yes / No.

117. Is it possible to live without beliefs? Yes / No.

118. Do butterflies have beliefs? Yes / No.

119. Are thoughts physical? Yes / No.

120. When you shake your head are you shaking your thoughts too? Yes / No.

121. Since waking up today, have you had a series of different thoughts or a single continuously changing thought? Series / Single.

122. Thoughts, they say, are in the head. Try to imagine instead that they are on the surface of your eyes or within the cavity of your mouth. Can you? Yes / No.

123. Is the pain of a stubbed toe in your toe or your mind? Toe / Mind.

124.  When you wince I see your pain.

When you wince I see the effect of your pain.

Which statement is correct?

125. Do you experience sleep? Yes / No.

126. Are you performing an action when you dream? Yes / No.

127. Was Juliet in love with Romeo even whilst she slept? Yes / No.

128. Do sleeping bats have upside down dreams? Yes / No.

129. Can drugs enhance our perception of reality? Yes / No.

130. Can music enhance our perception of reality? Yes / No.

131. Can you be certain that you will never murder the people you love? Yes / No.

132. Can you be certain that the people you love will never murder you? Yes / No.

133. Is sacrificing your own life to save another the greatest act of love? Yes / No.

134. ‘One has renounced the great life when one renounces war,’ wrote the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. Do you agree? Yes / No.

135. Is it easier to imagine true love or true hate? True love / True hate.

136. Is addiction a form of loyalty? Yes / No.

137. Is self-control a kind of tyranny? Yes / No.

138. What do you most want: wealth, fame, power or love?

139. Do you want a revolution? Yes / No.

140. Should we love everyone? Yes / No.

141. Is confusion a talent? Yes / No.

142. Is boredom an ability? Yes / No.

143. Is blind faith admirable or foolish? Admirable / Foolish.

144. Is the willingness to die for one’s country absurd? Yes / No.

145. ‘There is great joy in darkness,’ wrote the Persian poet Sana’i. Do you agree? Yes / No.

146. If you knew that you were destined to repeat your life endlessly, would you live it differently? Yes / No.

147. Do you believe in salvation? Yes / No.

148. Should we only hope for what is possible? Yes / No.

149. Does perfection exist? Yes / No.

150. Does purity exist? Yes / No.

151. Can one fail at life? Yes / No.

152. Can one master life? Yes / No.

153. Is dependence a weakness? Yes / No.

154. Is weakness ever more desirable than strength? Yes / No.

155. Do you use the world more than it uses you? Yes / No.

156. Do you want more than the world can provide? Yes / No.

157. Is aging a process of acquisition or loss? Acquisition / Loss.

158. What is the greater possession, innocence or experience? Innocence / Experience.

159. If there were a god, would you worship Him? Yes / No.

160. Is anyone in a position to tell you how you should live your life? Yes / No.

161. Has education been designed to make us more intelligent or more compliant? Intelligent / Compliant.

162. Can intelligence ever be excessive? Yes / No.

163. Is stupidity a right? Yes / No.

164. Is effort necessary for a good life? Yes / No.

165. Do some people understand life better than others? Yes / No.

166. Among the living, are some people more alive than others? Yes / No.

167. Are some people’s lives worth more than others? Yes / No.

168. Can bad people have good lives? Yes / No.

169. Would a life without other people be worth living? Yes / No.

170. What would be worse, a world of total or zero obedience? Total / Zero.

171. Should we follow laws we don’t agree with? Yes / No.

172. Is a prisoner who wants to be in prison free? Yes / No.

173. Should there be a statute of limitation on murder? Yes / No.

174. Should murderers who are truly sorry be given a lesser punishment than those who aren’t? Yes / No.

175. Should a murderer of children be punished more severely than a murderer of adults? Yes / No.

176. If existence is necessary for victimhood, does it follow that murder is a victimless crime? Yes / No.

177. Is incarceration more inhumane than corporal punishment? Yes / No.

178. We are sometimes punished for mistreating others. Should we ever be punished for mistreating ourselves? Yes / No.

179. Should we ever apologise for another person’s actions? Yes / No.

180. Is it wrong to steal that which no one will miss? Yes / No.

181. In certain circumstances do you approve of revenge? Yes / No.

182. Irrespective of one’s actions, is it wrong to have racist thoughts? Yes / No.

183. Is good graffiti vandalism? Yes / No.

184. Is colonialism intrinsically wrong? Yes / No.

185. Is humanity flawed? Yes / No.

186. Is humanity becoming more intelligent over time? Yes / No.

187. Are humans fundamentally barbaric? Yes / No.

188. Are you more dignified than a pig? Yes / No.

189. Are you more civilised than a rat? Yes / No.

190. Can one be too civilised? Yes / No.

191. Is it possible to have dignified sex? Yes / No.

192. Is lust a form of admiration? Yes / No.

193. Is it adulterous to be tickled by someone other than your partner? Yes / No.

194. Is it possible to commit adultery with an inanimate object? Yes / No.

195. Is seduction consensual? Yes / No.

196. Should all consensual acts be legal? Yes / No.

197. He has a hole called a mouth. You have one too. When you and he kiss, how many holes are there? One / Two / None.

198. While he speaks and you listen, are his words entering your body? Yes / No.

199. While you speak and he listens, is your voice inside him? Yes / No.

200. Is your silence as unique and personal to you as your voice is? Yes / No.

201. Is saying what you mean the same as meaning what you say? Yes / No.

202. An American and a German are sitting together beneath the night sky. ‘I love the moon,’ thinks the American. ‘Ich liebe den Mond,’ thinks the German. Are they thinking the same thing? Yes / No.

203. Though the word ‘pineapple’ doesn’t appear to contain a pineapple, does the word ‘hello’ contain a hello? Yes / No.

204. Thinking that ‘orange’ refers to apples, I say, ‘I love oranges.’ Have I declared my love for oranges or apples? Oranges / Apples.

205. She unwittingly makes a comment regarded as homophobic. ‘It can’t have been homophobic,’ she protests, ‘since I didn’t mean it like that.’ Is she right? Yes / No.

206. You can imagine words without meaning. Can you imagine meanings without words? Yes / No.

207. In the year 3000 Homo sapiens are extinct. All that remains of the species is a lone copy of Oliver Twist. Though the printed words are intact, do their meanings still exist? Yes / No.

208. Now that Rasputin is dead, does the name ‘Rasputin’ still refer to something? Yes / No.

209. Can language exist without grammar? Yes / No.

210. Do thoughts have grammar? Yes / No.

211. Is the rhythm of your speech the rhythm of your thoughts? Yes / No.

212. Is complete fluency in one’s native tongue possible? Yes / No.

213. Can the description of an object be more realistic than your experience of it? Yes / No.

214. Can the painting of a landscape be more realistic than your experience of it? Yes / No.

215. Consider the opening lines of Lewis Carroll’s poem ‘Jabberwocky’:


’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:

All mimsy were the borogoves,

And the mome raths outgrabe.



Are they true? Yes / No / Possibly.

216. ‘Rain’ is a word.

‘Rain’ is the representation of a word.

Which statement is correct?

217. ‘Slavery is wrong.’ Is this a fact? Yes / No.

218. You pass a stranger hanging from a cliff. Is it your responsibility to help her? Yes / No.

219. You pass a stranger starving and malnourished. Is it your responsibility to feed her? Yes / No.

220. According to Catholicism there are seven deadly sins: wrath, sloth, gluttony, avarice, lust, envy and pride. Which of these is the worst?

221. If there were a pill that eliminated one’s capacity to feel shame, would you take it? Yes / No.

222. If there were a pill that eliminated one’s capacity to feel disgust, would you take it? Yes / No.

223. ‘To your faults be true,’ wrote the poet W. H. Auden. Is this good advice? Yes / No.

224. ‘No one is truly insane. Some people are just harder to understand.’ Do you agree? Yes / No.

225. Can you be certain that you are not insane? Yes / No.

226. Can you look at a word without reading it? Yes / No.

227. Can you look at an object without categorising it? Yes / No.

228. In Leonardo’s Mona Lisa there is a woman, there is a river, there are mountains. Is there air? Yes / No.

229. He looks at the vacant chair where his dead friend once sat. She looks at the same chair, though she knows nothing of his friend. Do they see the same thing? Yes / No.
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230. She thinks that the drawing is of a duck. He thinks it’s of a rabbit. Do they see the same thing? Yes / No.

231. We can see with light but can we see light itself? Yes / No.

232. Is darkness invisible? Yes / No.

233. Is darkness an absence or a presence? Absence / Presence.

234. Is desire an absence or a presence? Absence / Presence.

235. Can an absence be present? Yes / No.

236. ‘Beneath every surface is another surface. Probe and peer as you wish, the depths can never be seen. We are only ever looking at surfaces.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

237. If a congenitally blind person were suddenly able to see, using sight alone would she be able to identify empty spaces? Yes / No.

238. Are there infinite colours? Yes / No.

239. ‘If an eye loses its sight,’ wrote Aristotle, ‘it is no longer an eye.’ Do you agree? Yes / No.

240. When you look at the stars are you in contact with them? Yes / No.

241. You study a photograph of Martin Luther King in which he is staring down the lens of the camera. Are you looking into the living eyes of a dead man? Yes / No.

242. You hear a parakeet overhead while sipping lemonade.

These are two experiences.

These are two parts of the same experience.

Which statement is correct?

243. The uterus has a use. Does it have a purpose? Yes / No.

244. Are his warts on his body or part of his body? On / Part.

245. I am digesting a meal.

My organs are digesting a meal.

Which statement is correct?

246. Are meat eaters murderers? Yes / No.

247. Is eating the body of a dead animal as intimate as having sex with it? Yes / No.

248. Is the life of a human worth more than the life of a goat? Yes / No.

249. Do you have more in common with Michelangelo’s David or an earthworm? David / earthworm.

250. If every particle within a statue is in motion, is the statue itself in motion? Yes / No.

251. Is anything in the world entirely still? Yes / No.

252. Can you hold a thought entirely still? Yes / No.

253. ‘I have no time to age since I am always growing older.’ Does this make sense? Yes / No.

254. Is the space between us a something or a nothing? Something / Nothing.

255. Does the centre of a circle have a centre? Yes / No.

256. She sings a low note followed by a high. Do you hear the first note, then the second, and judge that there is a change in pitch, or do you hear a change in pitch? Judge / Hear.

257. ‘Everything you can see is an entity, and you can see change, therefore change is an entity.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

258. When you move into and occupy a certain portion of space, does that portion of space continue to exist? Yes / No.

259. Imagine the space inside a French train carriage. As the train travels from Paris to London, is that portion of space being carried to England? Yes / No.

260. If everything in existence – from rulers to fig leaves to comets – instantaneously became a thousand times larger, would anything have changed? Yes / No.

261. ●, ■, ▲ and ▬ are the only objects in existence. They are positioned as follows -
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Imagine they are rearranged like so -
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Has anything changed? Yes / No.

262. She stands at the border between England and Scotland with one foot inside each country. Is she in two places at once? Yes / No.

263. Do the borders between adjacent countries have width? Yes / No.

264. Is space composed of parts? Yes / No.

265. Is time composed of parts? Yes / No.

266. Is the time at which you started reading this question still part of the present? Yes / No.

267. Does the present have duration? Yes / No.

268. Does time exist in a vacuum? Yes / No.

269. Is the year 2020 older than the year 1920? Yes / No.

270. Do clocks measure time or shape it? Measure / Shape.

271. Do seconds pass on Jupiter? Yes / No.

272. Are you literally moving through time? Yes / No.

273. Does the present contain the past? Yes / No.

274. Does the past contain the future? Yes / No.

275. Is the past immutable? Yes / No.

276. ‘Since the past no longer exists, and you cannot have what does not exist, it follows that you have no past.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

277. ‘Since the future does not yet exist, and you cannot have what does not exist, it follows that you have no future.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

278. ‘Whatever I perceive must be present and to remember an event is to perceive the past, so when I remember an event, the past must be present.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

279. With the passing of time, do moments perish or become new? Perish / Become new.

280. With every choice you make are you annihilating possible futures? Yes / No.

281. Can you feel the passage of time on the surface of your skin? Yes / No.

282. Is yesterday more real than tomorrow? Yes / No.

283. If you have memories of being 5 years old, does this mean that you have retained the mind of a 5-year-old? Yes / No.

284. Do memories age with you? Yes / No.

285. Is the memory of pain painful? Yes / No.

286. Is the memory of warmth warm? Yes / No.

287. Can pleasure ever be excessive? Yes / No.

288. Is monogamy a kind of greed? Yes / No.

289. Is terrorism ever justified? Yes / No.

290. Is anger inherently ugly? Yes / No.

291. Is sex inherently intimate? Yes / No.

292. Is perseverance a kind of paralysis? Yes / No.

293. Is humility a character flaw? Yes / No.

294. Is selflessness a virtue or an affliction? Virtue / Affliction.

295. She is incapable of feeling guilt. Is this a sickness or a blessing? Sickness / Blessing.

296. Is gambling the apotheosis of hope? Yes / No.

297. Is hope only for the impotent? Yes / No.

298. Is gratitude ever a duty? Yes / No.

299. Is humanity a kind of family? Yes/ No.

300. Is family a social invention? Yes / No.

301. Can society ever be too diverse? Yes / No.

302. Is the world infinitely interesting? Yes / No.

303. Do you believe that you have a head? Yes / No.

304. Do you hold any beliefs that are beyond doubt? Yes / No.

305. I hold a belief that is of tremendous help to me, but I find evidence to suggest that it is false. Would it be more rational to ignore the evidence or abandon the belief? Ignore / Abandon.

306. Imagine you saw a file of angels pass through your body and disappear. Would it be possible to prove whether the experience had been real or illusory? Yes / No.

307. Generally speaking, should we trust appearances? Yes / No.

308. Could acquiring greater knowledge of a certain thing ever lessen our understanding of it? Yes / No.

309. Is disappointment always the fault of the disappointed? Yes / No.

310. Is moaning ever poetic? Yes / No.

311. ‘We are never free of moods,’ wrote the philosopher Martin Heidegger. Do you agree? Yes / No.

312. Does the calm person see the world more clearly than the angry person? Yes / No.

313. Are some of us more adept at recognising beauty than others? Yes / No.

314. Can animals perceive beauty? Yes / No.

315. Could an evil act ever be worthy of admiration? Yes / No.

316. Is evil a brand of stupidity? Yes / No.

317. Is it always wrong to take pleasure in another person’s pain? Yes / No.

318. Can beauty be terrifying? Yes / No.

319. Can good art be ugly? Yes / No.

320. Can art be immoral? Yes / No.

321. Does art have a function? Yes / No.

322. Is there progress in art? Yes / No.

323. Is pornography art? Yes / No.

324. Is perfume art? Yes / No.

325. Can art make you a better person? Yes / No.

326. Is poetry flammable? Yes / No.

327. Do birds literally sing? Yes / No.

328. Has Shakespeare outlived his life? Yes / No.

329. Is the author the foremost authority on the meaning of her work? Yes / No.

330. Does anything ever happen without a cause? Yes / No.

331. Can you conceive of an act that has no effect? Yes / No.

332. Is there anything that is not itself? Yes / No.

333. Is the new only a reconfiguration of the old? Yes / No.

334. Are you confined to a single body? Yes / No.

335. Are you inescapably human? Yes / No.

336. Is it possible to leave yourself behind? Yes / No.

337. Do all things resemble each other in at least one aspect? Yes / No.

338. Can the exact same event occur more than once? Yes / No.

339. How long can this moment last?

340. Are moments divisible? Are there half-moments, say? Yes / No.

341. Are events divisible? Are there half-events, say? Yes / No.

342. When you take a step forward are you performing one action – a single step – or multiple actions – four quarter-steps, say? One / Multiple.

343. An egg hatches. This is an event. An hour passes. Is this an event? Yes / No.

344. When you watch a pot of water boil at 100 degrees Celsius, are you watching a fact? Yes / No.

345. Is there anyone whom you wouldn’t change in any way? Yes / No.

346. Are you more certain of your political or your sexual orientation? Political / Sexual.

347. Are you hidden or revealed by your clothes? Hidden / Revealed.

348. The pleasures of eating and the pleasures of sex: a difference in degree or a difference in kind? Degree / Kind.

349. He believes that God exists. She believes that He does not. Is one of them wrong? Yes / No.

350. He believes that God exists. She believes that He does not. Is there a significant difference between them? Yes / No.

351. Could an omnipotent being create a tennis ball that was not a tennis ball? Yes / No.

352. Does it matter how the universe began? Yes / No.

353. ‘If the universe is infinitely large, it makes no sense to say we are inside it.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

354. Were you created or produced by your parents? Created / Produced.

355. Can we give back to our parents more than we have received from them? Yes / No.

356. ‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad,’ wrote the poet Philip Larkin. Do you agree? Yes / No.

357. Do artists create or produce their work? Create / Produce.

358. ‘To produce a work of genius one needs to be a genius, but no one is a genius until they have produced a work of genius, therefore there are no works of genius.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

359. There is a list that details every fact about you. There is another list that details every fact about the full-stop at the end of this sentence. Is your list longer? Yes / No.

360. Do babies deserve our respect? Yes / No.

361. Do babies know that they exist? Yes / No.

362. Does an octopus know what it is? Yes / No.

363. Does the ocean have a skin? Yes / No.

364. Do trees have flesh? Yes / No.

365. Is gravity a form of oppression? Yes / No.

366. With a single word how would you describe the world?

367. In the absence of the law, would we still have rights? Yes / No.

368. In the absence of the law, would we still have property? Yes / No.

369. In the absence of God is nothing blasphemous? Yes / No.

370. Should MPs in the House of Commons be permitted to call each other cunts? Yes / No.

371. Could you trust a politician who had an awful taste in music? Yes / No.

372. Are citizens in democratic countries responsible for atrocities committed by their leaders? Yes / No.

373. Does your employer own your labour? Yes / No.

374. Is a high-school massacre the act of a crazed individual or a crazed society? Individual / Society.

375. What is the greater misfortune, to be an adult or a child? Adult / Child.

376. What is the greater misfortune, to be a woman or a man? Woman / Man.

377. Painting A depicts the crucifixion of a single person. Painting B depicts the crucifixion of five people. Does painting B depict more suffering than painting A? Yes / No.

378. Cancer exists. Does it make sense to say that it shouldn’t? Yes / No.

379. Despite the impositions of pain and misfortune, is being alive intrinsically pleasurable? Yes / No.

380. Is it possible to have too little pain in one’s life? Yes / No.

381. ‘Life, friends, is boring,’ wrote the poet John Berryman. Is this an adequate justification for suicide? Yes / No.

382. If all the beauty in the world were to disappear, would life be worth living? Yes / No.

383. Is an unintelligent life worth living? Yes / No.

384. Can you let 10 waking seconds pass without making a single decision? Yes / No.

385. Is following your desire a form of compliance? Yes / No.

386. Is following your conscience a type of obedience? Yes / No.

387. When you wriggle your toes is your body obeying you? Yes / No.

388. Is it possible to wholly disobey yourself? Yes / No.

389. Is it possible to invent new emotions? Yes / No.

390. With two hands we can simultaneously perform different tasks. With two mouths, could we simultaneously hold different conversations? Yes / No.

391. Try to imagine your body dissolving into thin air, starting with your toes, and then slowly rising, till all that remains are your disembodied thoughts. Can you? Yes / No.

392. ‘Your voice is a large part of who you are, and your voice is made of air, so you are largely made of air.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

393. ‘Given that you were once an embryo, and embryos do not have minds, it follows that you are distinct from your mind.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

394. ‘Since your body will continue to exist after you have stopped existing, it follows that you are distinct from your body.’ Is this correct? Yes / No.

395. If she disappeared into thin air and never returned, would it be accurate to describe her as dead? Yes / No.

396. If she suddenly froze and never moved again, changeless and without aging, would she still exist? Yes / No.

397. Herodotus wrote of an Indian tribe that ate its dead. Is this practice any stranger than cremation or burial? Yes / No.

398. When someone close to us dies, does their love for us die with them? Yes / No.

399. Do the dead have a right to privacy? Yes / No.

400. Do smaller creatures have smaller deaths? Yes / No.

401. Is anything eternal? Yes / No.









Answers









1. Do you know what you are?



In the summer of 1734 the 23-year-old David Hume (1711-1776) left Britain for France in search of solitude and cheap living. His aim was to jettison philosophical preconceptions and write an account of human nature based solely on the raw data of experience. Three years later he returned with A Treatise of Human Nature.

In the following extract Hume considers whether experience alone is enough to convince us of the existence of a self. Though we experience particular sensations and feelings, do we experience an enduring self that has these sensations and feelings? Hume thought not, and concluded that we are ‘nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and movement’.



‘There are some philosophers, who imagine we are every moment intimately conscious of what we call our SELF; that we feel its existence and its continuance in existence; and are certain, beyond the evidence of a demonstration, both of its perfect identity and simplicity…

For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception. When my perceptions are removed for any time, as by sound sleep; so long am I insensible of myself, and may truly be said not to exist. And were all my perceptions removed by death, and could I neither think, nor feel, nor see, nor love, nor hate after the dissolution of my body, I should be entirely annihilated, nor do I conceive what is farther requisite to make me a perfect non-entity. If any one, upon serious and unprejudiced reflection thinks he has a different notion of himself, I must confess I can reason no longer with him. All I can allow him is, that he may be in the right as well as I, and that we are essentially different in this particular. He may, perhaps, perceive something simple and continued, which he calls himself; though I am certain there is no such principle in me.

But setting aside some metaphysicians of this kind, I may venture to affirm of the rest of mankind, that they are nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and movement. Our eyes cannot turn in their sockets without varying our perceptions. Our thought is still more variable than our sight; and all our other senses and faculties contribute to this change; nor is there any single power of the soul, which remains unalterably the same, perhaps for one moment. The mind is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions successively make their appearance; pass, re-pass, glide away, and mingle in an infinite variety of postures and situations.’

For Hume, see Q. 90.




6. Is it possible that your entire life has been a dream?


Zhuangzi (c. 396-286 BCE) was once invited by the king of Chu (an ancient Chinese state) to become the region’s prime minister. Greatly offended by the honour, he declined, claiming that such high office would demean him. To live beholden to duty or the veneration of others is a curtailment of one’s freedom. We should have no truck with toil or ambition. Life ought to be passed in a plume of insouciance.

It was possibly this ideal of a floating flitting life which gave Zhuangzi the propensity to dream of butterflies.



‘Those who dream of the banquet may wake to lamentation and sorrow; those who dream of lamentation and sorrow may wake to join the hunt. While they dream, they do not know that they dream. Some will even interpret the dream while they are dreaming; but only when they awake do they know it was a dream. By and by comes the Great Awakening, and then we shall find out that this life is really a great dream. Fools think they are awake now, and flatter themselves they know if they are really princes or peasants…

Once upon a time, I, Zhuangzi, dreamt I was a butterfly, fluttering hither and thither, a veritable butterfly, enjoying itself to the full of its bent, and not knowing it was Zhuangzi. Suddenly I awoke, and came to myself, the veritable Zhuangzi. Now I do not know whether it was then I dreamt I was a butterfly, or whether I am now a butterfly dreaming I am a man.’

For Zhuangzi, see Q. 152.




7. Are you a stranger to yourself?


According to the Second Book of Samuel in the Old Testament, David, king of Israel, fell in love with Bathsheba, a married woman, slept with her, and then arranged for her husband, Uriah the Hittite, to be killed in battle. Neither the adultery nor the murder troubled his conscience.

In Fifteen Sermons Preached at the Rolls Chapel the Anglican bishop Joseph Butler (1692-1752) expressed his astonishment that so virtuous and pious a figure as David could have behaved so wickedly. He believed this was indicative of a serious and pervasive moral problem: self-deceit. Our partiality towards ourselves means that we are unable to see our own conduct clearly. We unwittingly apply different standards to our own behaviour.



‘There is not any thing, relating to men and characters, more surprising and unaccountable, than this partiality to themselves, which is observable in many as there is nothing of more melancholy reflection, respecting morality, virtue, and religion. Hence it is that many men seem perfect strangers to their own characters. They think, and reason, and judge quite differently upon any matter relating to themselves, from what they do in cases of others where they are not interested. Hence it is one hears people exposing follies, which they themselves are eminent for; and talking with great severity against particular vices, which, if all the world be not mistaken, they themselves are notoriously guilty of. This self-ignorance and self-partiality may be in all different degrees. It is a lower degree of it, which David himself refers to in these words, “Who can tell how oft he offendeth? O cleanse thou me from my secret faults.” This is the ground of that advice of Elihu to Job: “Surely it is meet to be said unto God,–That which I see not teach thou me; if I have done iniquity, I will do no more.” And Solomon saw this thing in a very strong light when he said, “He that trusteth his own heart is a fool.” This likewise was the reason why that precept, Know thyself, was so frequently inculcated by the philosophers of old. For if it was not for that partial and fond regard to ourselves, it would certainly be no great difficulty to know our own character, what passes within the bent and bias of our mind; much less would there be any difficulty in judging rightly of our own actions. But from this partiality it frequently comes to pass, that the observation of many men’s being themselves last of all acquainted with what falls out in their own families, may be applied to a nearer home, to what passes within their own breasts.

There is plainly, in the generality of mankind, an absence of doubt or distrust, in a very great measure, as to their moral character and behaviour; and likewise a disposition to take for granted, that all is right and well with them in these respects. The former is owing to their not reflecting, not exercising their judgment upon themselves; the latter, to self-love. I am not speaking of that extravagance, which is sometimes to be met with; instances of persons declaring in words at length, that they never were in the wrong, nor had ever any diffidence of the justness of their conduct, in their whole lives: no, these people are too far gone to have any thing said to them. The thing before us is indeed of this kind, but in a lower degree, and confined to the moral character; somewhat of which we almost all of us have, without reflecting upon it. Now, consider how long, and how grossly, a person of the best understanding might be imposed upon by one of whom he had not any suspicion, and in whom he placed an entire confidence; especially if there were friendship and real kindness in the case: surely this holds even stronger with respect to that self we are all so fond of. Hence arises in men a disregard of reproof and instruction, rules of conduct and moral discipline, which occasionally come in their way: a disregard, I say, of these, not in every respect, but in this single one, namely, as what may be of service to them in particular towards mending their own hearts and tempers, and making them better men. It never in earnest comes into their thoughts, whether such admonitions may not relate, and be of service to themselves; and this quite distinct from a positive persuasion to the contrary, a persuasion from reflection that they are innocent and blameless in those respects.’




10. Is it possible that you are the only person in the world with thoughts and feelings?


In the extract below, from An Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy, the English philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) endeavours to solve the following problem: ‘By what evidence do I know, or by what considerations am I led to believe, that there exist other sentient creatures; that the walking and speaking figures which I see and hear, have sensations and thoughts, or in other words, possess Minds?’

His answer is a striking inversion of the psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott’s thoughts on child development. Winnicott claims that we first develop a sense of self, of our own feelings, through the responsive face of the mother. The mother’s face is a mirror in which we see ourselves and through which we discover our minds. That is, for Winnicott we find our sentience through our observations of other people.

For Mill, on the contrary, we find the sentience of other people through observations of ourselves. Winnicott regards other people as constitutive of self-awareness. Mill takes our self-awareness to be original: the awareness of others is derivative. Winnicott believes we work from the outside in. Mill, from the inside out.



‘I conclude that other human beings have feelings like me, because, first, they have bodies like me, which I know, in my own case, to be the antecedent condition of feelings; and because, secondly, they exhibit the acts, and other outward signs, which in my own case I know by experience to be caused by feelings. I am conscious in myself of a series of facts connected by an uniform sequence, of which the beginning is modifications of my body, the middle is feelings, the end is outward demeanour. In the case of other human beings I have the evidence of my senses for the first and last links of the series, but not for the intermediate link. I find, however, that the sequence between the first and last is as regular and constant in those other cases as it is in mine. In my own case I know that the first link produces the last through the intermediate link, and could not produce it without. Experience, therefore, obliges me to conclude that there must be an intermediate link; which must either be the same in others as in myself, or a different one: I must either believe them to be alive, or to be automatons: and by believing them to be alive, that is, by supposing the link to be of the same nature as in the case of which I have experience, and which is in all other respects similar, I bring other human beings, as phenomena, under the same generalizations which I know by experience to be the true theory of my own existence. And in doing so I conform to the legitimate rules of experimental enquiry. The process is exactly parallel to that by which Newton proved that the force which keeps the planets in their orbits is identical with that by which an apple falls to the ground. It was not incumbent on Newton to prove the impossibility of its being any other force; he was thought to have made out his point when he had simply shown, that no other force need be supposed. We know the existence of other beings by generalization from the knowledge of our own: the generalization merely postulates that what experience shows to be a mark of the existence of something within the sphere of our consciousness, may be concluded to be a mark of the same thing beyond that sphere.’

For Mill, see Q. 178.




13. Are you in control of yourself?


Thomas Henry Huxley (1825-1895) held that ‘a man shall not say he knows or believes that which he has no scientific grounds for professing to know or believe’. He coined a now familiar term to enshrine this principle: agnosticism.

Huxley’s agnosticism steered him towards a variety of unorthodox conclusions, one of which was epiphenomenalism. This is the view that the mind has no control over the body. The body is a machine which mechanically reacts to stimuli. Our choices and decisions are the consequences rather than the causes of these reactions. We are marionettes living under the illusion of autonomy. To believe otherwise, he thought, is to ignore the available evidence.

Huxley’s evidence partly consisted of experiments carried out on frogs. These frogs had portions of the brain responsible for conscious perception removed, and yet, despite lacking consciousness, continued to exhibit normal forms of behaviour. For instance, as discussed here in his 1874 lecture ‘On the Hypothesis that Animals Are Automata, and Its History’, a frog missing two-thirds of its brain was still able to swim when thrown in water. Consciousness, in short, is not in the driving seat.



‘Suppose that only the anterior division of the brain – so much of it as lies in front of the “optic lobes” – is removed. If that operation is performed quickly and skilfully, the frog may be kept in a state of full bodily vigour for months, or it may be for years; but it will sit unmoved. It sees nothing: it hears nothing. It will starve sooner than feed itself, although food put into its mouth is swallowed. On irritation, it jumps or walks; if thrown into the water it swims. If it be put on the hand, it sits there, crouched, perfectly quiet, and would sit there for ever. If the hand be inclined very gently and slowly, so that the frog would naturally tend to slip off, the creature’s fore paws are shifted on to the edge of the hand, until he can just prevent himself from falling. If the turning of the hand be slowly continued, he mounts up with great care and deliberation, putting first one leg forward and then another, until he balances himself with perfect precision upon the edge; and if the turning of the hand is continued, he goes through the needful set of muscular operations, until he comes to be seated in security, upon the back of the hand. The doing of all this requires a delicacy of coordination, and a precision of adjustment of the muscular apparatus of the body, which are only comparable to those of a rope-dancer. To the ordinary influences of light, the frog, deprived of its cerebral hemispheres, appears to be blind. Nevertheless, if the animal be put upon a table, with a book at some little distance between it and the light, and the skin of the hinder part of its body is then irritated, it will jump forward, avoiding the book by passing to the right or left of it. Therefore, although the frog appears to have no sensation of light, visible objects act through its brain upon the motor mechanism of its body…

When we speak of the actions of the lower animals being guided by instinct and not by reason, what we really mean is that, though they feel as we do, yet their actions are the results of their physical organisation. We believe, in short, that they are machines, one part of which (the nervous system) not only sets the rest in motion, and co-ordinates its movements in relation with changes in surrounding bodies, but is provided with special apparatus, the function of which is the calling into existence of those states of consciousness which are termed sensations, emotions, and ideas…

It may be assumed, then, that molecular changes in the brain are the causes of all the states of consciousness of brutes. Is there any evidence that these states of consciousness may, conversely, cause those molecular changes which give rise to muscular motion? I see no such evidence. The frog walks, hops, swims, and goes through his gymnastic performances quite as well without consciousness, and consequently without volition, as with it; and, if a frog, in his natural state, possesses anything corresponding with what we call volition, there is no reason to think that it is anything but a concomitant of the molecular changes in the brain which form part of the series involved in the production of motion.

The consciousness of brutes would appear to be related to the mechanism of their body simply as a collateral product of its working, and to be as completely without any power of modifying that working as the steam-whistle which accompanies the work of a locomotive engine is without influence upon its machinery. Their volition, if they have any, is an emotion indicative of physical changes, not a cause of such changes…

It is quite true that, to the best of my judgment, the argumentation which applies to brutes holds equally good of men; and, therefore, that all states of consciousness in us, as in them, are immediately caused by molecular changes of the brain-substance. It seems to me that in men, as in brutes, there is no proof that any state of consciousness is the cause of change in the motion of the matter of the organism. If these positions are well based, it follows that our mental conditions are simply the symbols in consciousness of the changes which take place automatically in the organism; and that, to take an extreme illustration, the feeling we call volition is not the cause of a voluntary act, but the symbol of that state of the brain which is the immediate cause of that act. We are conscious automata, endowed with free will in the only intelligible sense of that much-abused term – inasmuch as in many respects we are able to do as we like – but none the less parts of the great series of causes and effects which, in unbroken continuity, composes that which is, and has been, and shall be – the sum of existence.’




18. Does tomorrow exist?


St Augustine’s (354-430) Confessions recounts the moment when at the age of 32 he finally committed to an abstinent life of Christian devotion. The conversion occurred in a Milanese garden where he heard a child from a nearby house repeatedly sing ‘Take it and read’. Believing this to be a sign, he opened the Bible at random and was wonderstruck, transfigured, by a verse from Romans: ‘Not in revelling and drunkenness, not in lust and wantonness, not in quarrels and rivalries. Rather, arm yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ; spend no more thought on nature and nature’s appetites.’

The experience of conversion is intertwined with notions of time. It constitutes a moment of the present in which the past is renounced and a new future is committed to. Having undergone his conversion, questions of time were close to Augustine’s heart.
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