Prelude
Nightmares of Eminent Persons


                  MORPHEUS

       

   …Have you ever had a dream, Neo, that


       
   you were so sure was real?

                         NEO

 
       
   This can't be...

                         MORPHEUS

       

   Be what?  Be real?


The strands thin like rubber cement as he pulls away,


until the fragile wisps of mirror thread break.

       
                  MORPHEUS

       

  What if you were unable to wake from

    

  that dream, Neo?  How would you know

         
  the difference between the dream



  world and the real world?... 

(From the screenplay of the film The Matrix (1997), by Larry and Andy Wachowski)

0.1. Nightmare scenarios


The ultimate nightmare scenario: everything is a nightmare. Reality itself is part of a dream or a hallucination. Nothing is real, and nothing can be trusted. 

This is the scenario that Neo faces in The Matrix. Morpheus proves to him that the human race has lost all contact with reality. The computers have taken over, and are holding humanity captive to feed off their bodies’ natural electricity. But the human race don’t know this. The human race don’t even know what year it is, because they are living in a computer-simulated virtual reality. 


How do we know that we’re not living in the Matrix? How do we know that our “reality” is real? 

In philosophy, this nightmare question—the question of scepticism, as it is usually called—has come back again and again. Plato (427-347 BC) was the first great philosopher who asked it. Plato’s Theaetetus 158b-c asks how we can tell whether we are dreaming. And Plato’s Republic 514a-519a gives us his famous Myth of the Cave. This portrays ordinary people as prisoners chained up underground. The whole of the “reality” they imagine they perceive is actually no more than a series of shadows projected, almost cinematically, onto a wall. In its vivid depiction of the possibility that almost everything that ordinary people believe about the world is completely wrong, Plato’s Myth of the Cave anticipates the Matrix scenario by a small matter of twenty-five centuries. 

Twenty centuries after Plato and five centuries before us, René Descartes (1596-1650) finds himself gripped by the same sort of sceptical nightmare:

How often, asleep at night, am I convinced of just such familiar events—that I am here in my dressing gown, sitting by the fire—when in fact I am lying undressed in bed! …There are never any sure signs by means of which being awake can be distinguished from being asleep… [What if] there is a deceiver of supreme power and cunning, who is deliberately and constantly deceiving me? (Descartes, Meditation 1, para.5, and Meditation 2, para.3, CSM II: 13, 17)


In our own times, Hilary Putnam (1926-) has restaged the same nightmare in modern dress—in another philosophical tale that is strikingly reminiscent of The Matrix.
Imagine that a human being has been subjected to an operation by an evil scientist. The person’s brain has been removed from the body and placed in a vat of nutrients which keeps the brain alive. The nerve endings have been connected to a super-scientific computer which causes the person to have the illusion that everything is perfectly normal… but really all the person is experiencing is the result of electronic impulses travelling from the computer to the nerve endings. The computer is so clever that… it can even seem to the victim that he is sitting and reading these very words about the amusing but quite absurd supposition that there is an evil scientist who removes people’s brains from their bodies and places them in a vat of nutrients… (Putnam 1981: 5-6)

The sceptical question is: Can we know that these nightmare scenarios are unreal? Can we know that we’re not prisoners in Plato’s Cave, or deceived by Decartes’ demon, or brains in a vat, or victims of the Matrix? In short, can we know that reality is really anything like it seems to be to us?

0.2. The problem of the inescapable self

Actually, the sceptical question cuts even deeper than that. The question can’t even be what we can know, or how things seem to us. It has to be what I can know, and how things seem to me. One of the most important things I don’t know in the nightmare scenarios is whether other people are real. A major part of the darkness of these nightmares is that in them I am, ultimately, alone. I am a solus ipse, a solitary self; that is, I am a solipsist. 

This switch from “What can we know?” to “What can I know?” is a crucial one. It makes us see what happens when we (or I) try to get free of the nightmare sceptical questions by finding a rational answer to them. What happens is that I find that I am certain of myself, but uncertain of the world outside myself. 

As Descartes famously saw, my own existence seems beyond serious doubt. To doubt anything—even my own existence—I first have to exist. The existence of a world beyond me, however, is not so easily and obviously established. So long as I am still trying to establish the world’s existence on the basis of my own existence, I make myself the fulcrum of the world and the judge of the world. My attitude is that if there is to be a world at all, it will have to exist on my terms, in a form that satisfies my standards of proof—standards that are laid down by my certainty that I myself exist. All my other knowledge becomes conditional on my knowledge of my own existence: the only way for me to know anything else is for me to trace it back to my knowledge of myself. 
And so an estrangement develops between my self and my world. The fortress of my certainty about my own existence becomes the prison of my uncertainty about the existence of a world beyond me. The self becomes inescapable, because my self becomes the only thing I can know for sure. I end up in what I am calling the problem of the inescapable self—what philosophers sometimes also call the egocentric predicament.
In this form, the problem of the inescapable self is a problem about knowledge. I shall discuss this problem in Chapters 1-2. The problem of the inescapable self also takes another form. It can also be a problem about ethical value which, with only a little playing on words, we may equally call an egocentric predicament. 
This problem arises because nightmare-scenario sceptical doubts can hardly be insulated from all my other thoughts. Once raised, these doubts seep into my whole attitude to life. To see the world and other people as a vague mysterious conjecture, myself as a solid and dependable certainty—this is already a deeply loaded way of thinking about how things are, with huge ethical implications.

Before Descartes it was natural for ethicists to assume that value is objective, “out there in the world”, and that my reasons to act arise as responses to that objective ethical value. When the idea of “the world out there” becomes problematic, the idea of value “out there in the world” is bound to become problematic too. Correspondingly, what becomes less problematic after Descartes is the idea of my own pleasures, desires and preferences. We see the same pattern as before: since my desires and preferences occur inside me, they are things that I can know about with certainty—unlike the world out there. 
The ethical problem of the inescapable self says that my reasons to act do not arise from objective values out there in the world, but from my own drives and inclinations. Hence a problem about altruism. If all my reasons to act are only aimed at satisfying my desires, how can I ever act in a genuinely un-self-interested way—in a way that is not egocentric, in the ethical sense of the word? Hence, also, a problem about ethical objectivity. If my reasons to act are only aimed at satisfying my own desires, how can any idea of right and wrong beyond my own desires be justified? The fortress of my certainty about what I desire, what I value, becomes the prison of my uncertainty about the reality of any values, or even any desires, beyond my own. I will discuss these ethical aspects of the problem of the inescapable self in Chapter 3, on altruism, and Chapter 4, on objectivity. 

Another aspect of the problem of the inescapable self comes into view in Chapter 4. Descartes’s retreat into the citadel of the certainties of self-consciousness not only puts everything outside the self in doubt. It also divides the whole of reality into two separate compartments: self-consciousness on the one side, and everything else on the other. This division opens up a deep and problematic rift between the humane and the scientific perspectives: a rift between the self’s first-person perspective on a world of thought and intelligence, and the scientist’s third-person perspective on a world of brute physical forces. We may call this the mind-world rift. Since moral value seems to be an integral part of the humane perspective, but no part at all of the scientific perspective, the mind-world rift creates further puzzlement about how there can be moral value “out there in the world”.
In Chapter 5, I will show how the mind-world rift and the egocentric predicament work together to create still more problems: this time, for our natural conception of personhood. Descartes’ division of the world into self-consciousness on the one side, and everything else on the other, leads him to a particular view about what a person is. He thinks that a person, a self, is no more and no less than a pinpoint of consciousness, a centre of self-awareness. We don’t find this view of persons totally unnatural. But we also find it natural to think of persons in completely different ways from Descartes’. For example, we often naturally think of a person as what Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), in his monumental work Being and Time, calls being in the world: that is, as a human being whose personhood is essentially constituted by his or her body, biography, and context of relationships and roles. All this is put in question both by the mind-world rift and by the egocentric predicament. Your place in the world cannot be essential to your personhood, if the existence of the person is certain in a way that the existence of the world, and the bodies and biographies it contains, is not. 
The mind-world rift, the split between the scientific and the humane perspectives that results from Descartes’ approach, also makes a worrying split in our ideas about consciousness. Despite Descartes’ ambition to found all the other sciences on each person’s conscious self-knowledge, his all-or-nothing division between the mind and the world tends to make them the subjects of separate and autonomous sciences. The study of the mind, as Descartes conducts it, is governed by the rational laws of logic and inference. But the study of the non-mental world, as Descartes conducts it, is governed by the mechanical laws of physics. 

However, the autonomous study of the mind has made little progress since Descartes’ time; whereas physics, the autonomous study of matter in motion, has made enormous advances. Each new advance of science has demonstrated once more how much can be explained by the mechanical, reductive approach of Descartes’ scientific perspective. It becomes natural to think that the scientific explanatory perspective can be applied to everything. Eventually we think of applying it even to persons and to consciousness. But, of course, to apply the scientific explanatory perspective to persons and consciousness is to treat them as part of the physical world. And how, we might wonder, could there be any space at all in a physical world for something as strange as consciousness? This is the main question I shall pursue in Chapter 6. 
A third problem created by the rift between the scientific and humane perspectives is the problem of free will. How can we understand the intelligent agents that we normally take humans to be, as parts of the physical world and as governed by physical laws? If the world is a great machine of physical causes and effects, how can there be room for human action of the kind that we call free—the kind that people can be praised or blamed for? I shall raise this problem too in Chapter 6. 

So Chapters 1-6 will set up a series of intellectual dilemmas—clashes between different philosophical perspectives, each of which has an almost irresistible appeal, but which we cannot see how to hold together. In my last chapter, Chapter 7, I will ask what we ought to do about these dilemmas.

0.3. Why philosophers have to face up to the problem
My brief survey of the different aspects of the problem of the inescapable self stresses its reality and vitality. That is worth stressing, because there is a parody of what philosophers do which makes philosophy no better than a parlour-game whose only point is to demonstrate your own cleverness. Philosophers, it is sometimes said, scratch endlessly at non-existent itches; the service they provide is exhaustive answers to questions that no one is asking. Some people think that no one ever seriously doubts whether they are victims of a vast hallucination, or of the Matrix, or the Cartesian demon, or Putnam’s mad scientist. But these are just the sort of idle questions that philosophers typically spend their time on. So much the worse, they tell us, for philosophy.

I don’t deny that philosophers sometimes scratch non-existent itches, and sometimes aim solely at demonstrating their own cleverness. But I do deny that only philosophers ask nightmare-scenario sceptical questions like “How do I know I’m not dreaming, or a brain in a vat?”. Ordinary people most certainly do wonder about these questions. If you don’t believe me, go and listen to people who have just seen The Matrix.
“But why are these nightmare-scenario questions so central to philosophical thinking?” Because of what philosophy is. Philosophy is the use of reasoned argument to develop a view of the whole of reality that makes full rational sense. The reason why sceptical questions arise in philosophy is not because philosophers are idle pedants. It is because philosophers seriously try to understand the world. Reason itself demands that our outlook on the world should be as fully rationally justified as possible. The best philosophers have always taken this demand of reason completely seriously—even when taking it seriously gets them into serious trouble. (Descartes famously got into this sort of trouble; so, even more famously, did that original asker of awkward questions, Socrates himself.)
Anyway, taking a sceptical question seriously certainly doesn’t feel like a trivial parlour-game. Much of the dramatic impact of The Matrix comes from the shattering and terrifying experience that facing up to sceptical questions can be. (The cool martial-arts sequences probably help too.) Seriously confronting the possibility of scepticism means facing dislocation, disorientation, vertigo, metaphysical dizziness. It made Descartes feel like he was drowning:

It feels as if I have fallen unexpectedly into a deep whirlpool which tumbles me round so that I can neither stand on the bottom nor swim up to the top. (Meditation 2, para.1: CSM II:16)

It made David Hume feel something very like despair: 

Where am I, or what?... What beings surround me? And on whom have I any influence, or who have any influence on me? I am confounded with all these questions, and begin to fancy myself in the most deplorable condition imaginable, inviron’d with the deepest darkness, and utterly depriv’d of the use of every member and faculty. (Hume, Treatise on Human Nature 1.4.7, 1969: 316)
As Robert Fogelin puts it, commenting on this passage: “When doing philosophy one can become seriously spooked” (Fogelin 2003: 164). 
Yet reason itself demands that we should try and find an outlook on the world that is as fully rationally justified as possible. So we’d better face up to that demand, however worrying or spooky we may find it. Facing up to it will involve us in trying to answer the nightmare-scenario sceptical questions that give rise to the problem, or problems, of the inescapable self. It will also involve an exploration what it feels like to ask these sceptical questions, and of what asking them has done to our culture since the time of Descartes.

This is what this book does. In it, I tell the story of how the subjective self’s search for philosophical certainty has led to doubt and scepticism about everything—even the subjective self. 
The story begins with a little history, about Descartes himself.
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