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16th April 1997 Theo Todman

EDITORIAL

I would like to welcome the following new members to the SIG :-

•  Peter Beech
•  D. “Dracula” Botting
•  Alan Carr
•  Roger Farnworth
•  Allan Garlick
•  Anthony King
•  Philip Lloyd Lewis
•  Damien Murray
•  Michael Nisbet
•  Lesley Oliver
•  Frank Walker

There has been a goodly number of new enquiries following the
announcement of the revival of the SIG in Mensa Magazine. The first
newsletter wasn’t very exciting, and those enquirers who received it have
never been heard of again. I’d better chase them up with the later editions !
The second newsletter was a bit more lively & seems to have induced a
greater positive response.

Thanks also to Pat Evans for the encouraging phone-call. It was good to
hear from you.

I hope none of you were put off contributing by my comments on last time’s
submission. We have more contributions this time round, so less need for
me to fill out the space with my own commentary. I can’t resist the odd
remark here and there, though !  I do hope those, particularly the new
members of Mensa, who have made their maiden speeches will  continue to
take part in the debates. Initial ardour easily cools.

The closing date for submissions to the July 1997 edition of Commensal is
15th June. This will give me a couple of weekends to add the sarcy bits
before the end of June, to get the thing out promptly. I’m adopting a “six
issues a year” policy at the moment. I was going to volunteer to produce
monthly issues, but I think we would all benefit from the extra thinking time
bi-monthly publication gives. Besides, my wife won’t let me ! Bet Socrates
didn’t have this trouble with Xanthippe !

Best wishes,

Theo
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21st March 1997 Mark Griffin
mark.griffin@cyberpoint.co.uk

Hi Theo,

I'm a 'lapsed' member of the SIG, having let all my subscriptions run out
while I was SIGs Officer, but here I am, all paid-up and raring to go.
Congratulations on taking over and starting the SIG up again, and best of
luck with it.

ARE THERE OYSTERS IN HEAVEN ?

"Unreasonable, irrational, or bonkers?" asks Martin Sondergaard. A bit of
each methinks. The notion of heaven is that it is supposed to be an idyllic
place to be, so if you enjoy eating oysters, a heaven without them is a pretty
poor imitation. Whether it counts as 'heaven' for the oysters is another
matter, that depends on whether they enjoy being eaten. Frankly, I suspect
not, but that doesn't mean there can't be another heaven for oysters where
they don't get eaten and they can enjoy themselves. But can they? If they
have no brains (and, no, let's not get into a debate here about the standard
of television these days....) how do they know if they are having a good time
or not? I think it is irrational to assert that oysters do have brains if all the
evidence suggests otherwise. How many of you saw that fascinating
programme on BBC2 on the 19th March about the cancer cells from
Henrietta Lake's body? They were still being used in laboratories all over the
world twenty years after she died, no other cells had survived in a petri dish
before and yet these were constantly growing. Does a cluster of those cells
have a brain? Do they enjoy being cut up and used in experiments? What is
the difference between one bunch of cells that grow, and another bunch of
cells that grow?

I think it is also irrational of Martin's friend to have exclaimed that the oysters
should be cooked, not eaten raw. Nice choice if you can have it; being
dissolved in acid or boiled alive? It reminds me of the nuclear weapons
debate. Nuclear weapons should be banned, we were told, because it is a
horrible way to die - radiation poisoning, killing innocent civilians, etc. etc. But
at the same time we were being told that conventional weapons were okay.
Excuse me? Is being killed by bomb or bullet any better ? Bleeding to death
from your wounds, or dying trapped in rubble, or burning to death, these are
all acceptable ways to kill people? The object of the exercise is to prevent
any of all of that happening in the first place, which nuclear weapons
achieved.

Martin should ask his friend if tofu has a brain. He can tell him he's looked
carefully with his magnifying lens but can't see one. His friend can then reply
that Martin cannot be sure, and that tofu has a soul and goes to heaven
when it dies. Or am I just being provocative? (Tofu = food substitute for
vegetarians).
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Cheers,

Mark

Mark - surely the technology in any putative heaven would run to virtual
oysters whereby we might enjoy the taste of oysters without any hypothetical
evil effects on live oysters themselves.

With respect to nuclear weapons, the risk has always been that some lunatic
might actually use them. In the past, the mathematical expectation of being
killed by nuclear weapons was quite high (like the probability of being killed
by a large asteroid impact - low probability of occurrence, but high death rate
if it happens). I’m not sure whether the probability of being killed in a nuclear
explosion has gone up or down since the end of the cold war. Maybe it’s
more likely that an isolated weapon will go off, given the breakdown of
control in the former Soviet sphere and increasing proliferation, but the MAD
(Mutual Assured Destruction) scenario is less likely to be invoked. I agree
that the manner of death is irrelevant to the debate on the pros & cons of
nuclear weapons.

Incidentally, while we’re on probabilities, a paragraph in 26th April edition of
New Scientist (in the Feedback section) points out that standard proposition
so beloved of logicians “all men are mortal” is not as empirically well-founded
as one might think, given that of all the people who have ever lived, one third
are still alive today, so death has only occurred in two thirds of cases !

Best wishes & welcome back,

Theo
Mon, 24 Mar 1997 20:43:40

From: Mark Griffin <mark.griffin@cyberpoint.co.uk>

PERSISTENT VEGETATIVE STATES

Hi Theo,

I was thinking of adding a postscript to my piece after the news about that
woman who is not in a persistent vegetative state who is to be allowed home
to die in dignity. Die in dignity they say? Her feeding tube fell out and they
intend to let her starve to death. Where is the dignity in that? And where is
the rationale, given they have accepted recently that the diagnosis for PVS is
seriously flawed and they cannot be sure that such people will not regain
consciousness - she isn't even PVS-like yet!!!

Here is a real issue about Christianity and any other religion. I guess many
people will pray for her. B*ll*cks to that, say I. Who is actually going to do
something for her? Prayer is a futile cop-out. Needless to say, I find this quite
a disturbing development, so sorry if anyone is offended by my bluntness.
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The issues at play here are:

1) Their utter inability to define or diagnose 'brain-dead' and the risks
inherent in a flawed diagnosis.

2) The notion that leaving the drip feed tube out leads to a 'dignified'
death. Why not do her a kindness and inject her with something and kill
her properly, that would be more dignified.

3) What can one do in such circumstances? Others opposed to abortion
have tried taking out injunctions, but that is only available to the father
(assuming it is the mother that wants it!). Others risk being treated as
interfering cranks. What should happen in a civilised society is that
concerned people sit down and draw up a set of guidelines, perhaps
enshrined in law, in a dispassionate way. Indeed, this did happen, the
PVS stuff resulted. But this judge has thrown that out of the window by
extending the scope to non-PVS cases. Given my reservations about
the medical profession's inability to understand PVS, you may imagine I
am unhappy about that.

and one I've added:

4) The notion that prayer can help in any practical sense. I accept it can
help those who do the praying, thinking they are 'doing something' and
thus easing their conscience. Maybe also assisting those troubled if
they think other people are thinking of them.

Cheers,

Mark

Mark - there’s too much to comment on here ! Doesn’t it all come down to
economics in the end ? Is the money spent keeping a PVS patient alive for
years, on the off-chance that they might recover, better spent treating less
exotic complaints more promptly ? The old statistical argument that the most
cost-effective way to save lives is to invest in anti-smoking advertising. In a
sense, it’s our wealth that causes the moral dilemma - in a poorer society,
there’s no option but to give up on the hopeless cases, letting “nature take its
course”.

Your point (2) raises the issue of the distinction between acts of omission
and those of commission. Some would think that taking positive action to kill
someone is more reprehensible than letting them die. The reason for the
distinction is that there are so many “good” acts that one might be called
upon to do that no one can live with the burden of being morally bound to do
them all; however, anyone can refrain from a “bad” act. In this case, though,
failing to replace the feeding tube is at best equivalent to negligence. In fact,
it is an intention to kill. The reasons for adopting the approach are legal
rather than moral. The intention is to kill (“from the best of motives”) - it just
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happens to be legal to do it one way and illegal to do it another. Some would
think it moral to “let die” and immoral to kill. I think this is a muddle.

I’m sure Peter McCarthy or Jenifer Sprague will let you have their thoughts
on the function of prayer - whether it is operationally effective, whether it is a
two way communication or whether it is merely for the psychological good of
the pray-er. I don’t think it is sound Christian doctrine merely to pray for
miracles when straight-forward assistance (even if involving some serious
thinking) is possible.

Theo

PERSISTENT VEGETATIVE STATES (2)

Date: Wed, 26 Mar 1997 21:09:50
From: Mark Griffin <mark.griffin@cyberpoint.co.uk>

Subject: PVS Postscript

Well, what can I say, Hillsborough victim Andrew Devine comes round from a
Persistent Vegetative State. It doesn't mean he will make a complete
recovery or that removing feeding from that other chap a few years ago was
certainly wrong, it just underlines my point that doctors know so little about
the condition. I wonder what torment the parents of the woman whose
feeding tube they won a court order to leave out are going through. I just
hope they get that tube back in pretty damn quick.

Cheers,

Mark

Mark - I still think it comes down to probabilities. Say there’s a 5% chance of
someone recovering from a PVC and that they might be kept alive in that
state for 40 years. That means 400 years of intensive care for a 50-50
chance of recovery (and it’s more complex than that, because partial
recovery after 30 years isn’t necessarily that good a thing). How much does
400 years in intensive care cost ? Say £500 / week - that’s £25,000 / year.
Can this million pounds be better spent ? Could we afford £1 million to save
everyone’s life - clearly not. Now clearly, there are some treatments that are
very expensive (eg. heart transplants, certain chemotherapy treatments), but
they are usually very expensive only in the exploratory stages - and the
expense is incurred with a view to learning more & reducing the future costs.
Sorry if this sounds all very heartless & materialistic - but I expect we could
keep all sort of hopeless cases hooked up to machines just in case there
were to be a medical advance one day. The problem is that we cannot afford
to do so.

Theo

15th March 1997 Jennifer Sprague
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ARE THERE OYSTERS IN HEAVEN ?

In reply to Martin Sondergaard's question: there may very well be oysters to
eat in heaven.  Sidney Smith, the Regency wit, said of one of his
contemporaries that his idea of heaven was eating pates de foie gras to the
sound of trumpets. If pate, why not oysters?  I cannot see any difficulty with
keeping the oysters fresh up there.  They could easily be stored in those
clouds the angels sit on to blow their trumpets.

Coming down to earth, Martin's vegan friend sounds very compassionate;
but, like all of us, he is of necessity selective with his compassion.  In this
world, it is not only oysters that are eaten alive; raw fruit and vegetables are
too.  Even if they are cooked before we eat them, they have usually been
dropped alive into boiling water or fried alive in oil.  We don't worry about
their feeling pain.  Why suppose an oyster feels any more pain than a
mushroom or a potato?

Admittedly, fruits are in a different category.  They are meant to be eaten - it
is the plants' way of sowing seeds - but mushrooms aren't.  But we must eat
something!  Human beings may be able to manage on a vegetarian or even
a vegan diet - we are pretty versatile that way - but we cannot be totally
fructivorous.

However, in heaven, things may turn out rather differently from the way we
expect.  When my sister and I were small, we played a lot with dolls and
stuffed toys.  Some of them, such as her teddy and my baby doll, were
always virtuous or heroic in our games; others, notably a fat white rabbit and
a knitted giraffe with a limp neck, were malign or foolish.  One day we gave
them all a "Sunday school treat" a party with make-believe cakes and
lemonade.  We gave the best places at table and the biggest pieces of cake
to the bad toys, to make it up to them for our having cast them in such roles.
I have an uneasy feeling that heaven will be something like that.  "The first
shall be last and the last shall be first" we are told; sinners go in ahead of the
self-righteous, Lazarus the beggar is preferred to rich Dives.  So, perhaps,
oysters and other lowly creatures will find themselves above the self-styled
lords of creation?  Perhaps the oysters will eat us !

Jennifer Sprague

Jenifer - thanks for this piece of drollery ! I don’t think anything I could say in
my prosaic way would do other than detract from what you have to say ... !

Theo

2nd April I997 Anthony Owens

REPLY TO THEO'S COMMENTS ON 'THE END OF THE RAINBOW' (C85)
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CONSISTENCY v DELUSIONS: I am claiming that our consciousness may
be as 'mechanical' as, say, a stream of particles: streams of consciousness
producing something similar to entrained waves.  Our “I” interprets this effect,
what we might call consequential matter, in the manner of 'a straightforward
realist' but perhaps recognises its own real matter in concepts such as, say,
love; both producing actual brain activity. I accepted our current scientific
model but doubt that many, even realists, would dare to claim that it is
complete, or the only one possible.

PROBLEM RESOLVED: In context, my claim related only to the problem of a
whole greater than the sum of its parts but I believe my 'wheeze' can solve
other problems.  Feelings of, say, love are not always advantageous to: us;
our kin; our race; our species; or our genes.  However, if they were thus not
selected for by the normal evolutionary process might they be evidence,
however inadequate and arguable, for the material existence of
consciousness?  Could this be the 'dark matter’? After all, if there was a
ground substance would it not be undetectable in principle and knowable only
by its effects, our 'realist' world being just one set of such effects?

DISADVANTAGED BRAINS & SLAVE TERMINAL: These terms were born
out of the basic idea that I am a real consciousness not a consequential
brain: questions of 'instruction' or 'programs downloaded' simply do not apply.
Evolved brain functions will no doubt one day be copied into an AI sufficiently
enough for it to persuade us that it is our equal or, more likely, better; but we
could never know, in principle, if it was conscious in the way we think
ourselves to be.

ANCIENT PEOPLES: Forgive my original hyperbole. I merely wished to make
the point that we cannot justly regard them as less thoughtful or intelligent.  It
was interesting to note how soon ‘the shoulders of giants' became 'a triviality
for a dullard'.  How have the mighty fallen!

Anthony - With respect to the evolutionary advantages of “love”, I thought
there had been some recent advances in coming up with an evolutionary
advantage for altruism ? Something to do with shared genes within the gene
pool ? I still don’t know what you mean by material consciousness, ie. as
gravitating matter that might be the missing “dark matter”. What sort of “stuff”
is it supposed to be ? How is consciousness actually supposed to work in
your theory ?

Theo

2nd April I997 Anthony Owens

REPLY TO JONATHAN YOUNG (C85)

I share Jonathan's fascination with time. I have put together, and seek to add
to, the following list of ideas to help me get to grips with it conceptually.  The
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presentation may be a fraction flippant in parts but I hope it contains no
errors.  No doubt someone will tell me if there are! I feel sure some great truth
is lurking therein.  Can you put together the jigsaw and find it?

1) Instantaneous action at a distance (a phenomenon of paired
particles): I conceptualise that as a long metal bar with a viewer at each
end.  One twists the bar clockwise and the other immediately sees it
twist anti-clockwise.

2) The timeless photon (a photon’s start and end are simultaneous as far
as it is concerned): This looks like it is linked with 1 but I cannot
reconcile the different viewpoints.

3) Special Relativity (all observers regardless of their motion arrive at the
same measure of the speed of light so a clock moving away from you
will appear to run slow): This seems a purely apparent effect as the
frequency of the stretched light waves is reduced.  It seems part of a
different jigsaw but I think you have to deduct this from 4 to get 8.

4) Time dilation (the confirmed prediction of General Relativity that gravity
and acceleration, which are equivalent, cause clocks to run slow): This
includes an apparent as well as a real effect.  Even Stephen Hawking in
his 'Brief History..' forgets he is writing for idiots like me when he states,
"To someone high up, it would appear that everything down below was
taking longer to happen... This prediction was tested... The clock at the
bottom ... was found to run slower.". The appearance referred to is from
the stretching of the light waves as they move against gravity, but the
prediction referred to seems to relate to the retarding effect of gravity on
all physical processes, which means that the lower clock really does run
slow in addition to the apparent effect.  Paul Davis (in ABOUT TIME)
really screws your mind up by adding, "Suppose we use the cycles of
the light wave as the beats of a clock", which, to my simple mind, makes
his lower clock beat faster!

5) Faster than light (also backwards in time): This seems permitted in
theory so long as the tachyons which do it don’t slow down.  As an
invisible jigsaw piece it is difficult to know which puzzle it belongs to.

6) The arrow of time (equally the sledgehammer of the Second Law of
Thermodynamics): Does time have direction?  If everything was going
backwards so would our memory of it; but before any time traveller had
a chance to forget how to pilot his craft it would be on its way back to the
factory in pieces anyway!  This seems as invisible as 5, but see 7.

7) Time travel (taking a short cut through curved space via a wormhole): I
am sure that this is the mathematical equivalent of falling off a log but it
does seem to assume that past, present, and future exist
simultaneously.  It is linked with 4 and seems curiously related to 1 via 2.
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Nevertheless, if anyone has ever done it why haven't they told us?
Perhaps if there is a universe for every quantum fluctuation there must
be a wide choice of destinations and ours is the equivalent of
Scunthorpe.

8) Space-time (the four-dimensional world in which past, present and
future co-habit): This seems to be linked with 7 and appears to be a
mathematical construction which disposes of the problem of viewpoints
(see 2) by not having any.  Of course, there is somewhere else which
provides a home for past, present and future: the consciousness
wherein memory, perception, and prediction combine to give us the
idea of time in the first place.  Now consider the fact of the same value
always being obtained for the speed of light (see 3).  The only way I can
conceptualise this is if light is not sprayed around at random but
attracted.  If the attraction is to consciousness via perception then we
might be able to link 8, 7, 4, 3, 2, and 1.  Note that by this model
electromagnetic energy is the reaction to consciousness and essentially
the same reaction as referred to in 'The End of the Rainbow’.

Anthony Owens

Anthony - Hmm ... a bold attempt to clarify matters ! I’ll have to leave detailed
commentary to others, but I can’t resist a few points. I’m suspicious of the
thought in 1. It seems to depend on mathematical idealisations like “rigid
rods” that don’t, and maybe cannot, exist. Also 4 : are there really two effects
? I may be totally misunderstanding things, but when authors speak of
photons struggling against the gravitational potential of massive bodies, or
climbing out of gravitational potential wells, aren’t they speaking
metaphorically ? Photon’s always travel at the speed of light, after all, and are
neither like little powered space-rockets nor like unpowered classical bolides
that might only just make it into orbit. The time dilation effect occurs at the
point of emission of the photon, not while it is on the move through the
gravitational field. This effect is demonstrated non-experimentally by a
thought experiment that involves two freely falling bodies, one at the point
where the photon is emitted, the other at the reference point is being
measured. , the two being linked by a Doppler shift (see Kip Thorne, Black
Holes & Time Warps). Of course, if we measure the red shift at various points
on the photon’s trajectory, it appears to increase with distance from the
gravitating body, because our reference point is itself (decreasingly) time
dilated with increasing distance from that body. I’ve just invented this
argument, by the way, so could be wrong !

My other reservation is the lack of mathematics - the special & general
theories of relativity can only be properly appreciated mathematically : and
they have quantifiable, testable results. Extensions to, or qualifications of,
these theories have to do likewise.

Theo
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13th April I997 Roger Farnworth

Dear Theo,

Commensal is such an awful name. Sophie’s Journal or, to give it more
teeth, Sophie’s Bite or for similar reasons Minder or Mind Out as a play on
Time Out, “far out” or “look out” !

Roger Farnworth

Roger - I think references to Sophie’s World (after all, not one of the world’s
best books) are a bit too topical. Same goes for the other suggestions, but I
agree that “Commensal” leaves much to be desired. Any other suggestions
(anybody ?).

Theo

13th April I997 Roger Farnworth

REPLY TO JONATHAN YOUNG - THE NATURE OF TIME - C85

Jonathan Young has suggested that time could be “an infinite line along
which consciousness passes”, so all past and future time and its contents
exist constantly waiting for us to walk by and perceive it. This would have
strange consequences. All kettles boiled in the past would still be boiling -
what a colossal waste of energy. The big bang and the final death of the
universe would be going on at the same time now and always.

To avoid such absurdities we must accept that we live only in the breaking
wave of the present. Past and future are ideas which may or may not
describe a situation to which the word “present” may be momentarily
applicable. The word “present” can never again be applied to the past and so
it cannot be sensed and therefore cannot be known and so there could be no
possible reason to say it exists.

It is understandable that people are unwilling to accept that the past has
vanished utterly seeing that 99.9% of our life and loves have vanished with it.
That is why meditation is so helpful in that it enables us to enjoy surfing this
breaking wave of the present.

Roger Farnworth

Roger - to say the whole of space-time “exists” doesn’t mean all events in it
are continually happening. However, your point on energy considerations is
interesting. Presumably, if I travel back in time & meet my former self, I have
to create another copy of myself, which by Einstein’s famous equation is
energetically very expensive. The same does not apply for travel into the
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future, since I’m not left in the present to catch up with a copy of myself in
the future. Or maybe not ....

Theo

13th April I997 Roger Farnworth

REPLY TO THE EDITOR’S COMMENTS ON THE NATURE OF TIME - C85

Surely the editor is wrong to suggest it is no longer possible to discuss
psychological time without introducing physics. Einstein’s theories predicate
a landscape of different time speeds. Consciousness can only experience
time moving at one rate, so Einstein’s variety of time rates will forever lie
outside experience. Thus two spheres of discourse arise which can never
overlap.

Roger Farnworth

Roger - I expect it depends what you mean by experience. One can
experience the effect of something (eg. the red-shifted photons) without
experiencing the thing itself (the local time dilation).

Theo

13th April I997 Roger Farnworth

A COMPETITION

Congratulations to the Editor for taking on all comers in the mind’s market
place just as Plato did, peppering the newsletter with his comments. He
writes in his credo “Philosophy should invade all one’s activities” so let’s
make the newsletter even spicier with some practical ethics. I propose that
each edition challenges the membership to debate in no more than 100
words an issue of conscience of public concern that raises a problem or
puzzle. Let the best entry be published and let that person set the next
competition (should the Editor wish) and/or judge the entries.

Let me start the ball rolling.

Question : how can arms in Northern Ireland be decommissioned ?

There is a method of decommissioning arms in Northern
Ireland that has not yet been considered.
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Each community could place an equal quantity of arms to be
locked in a pound guarded by international soldiers. Should
talks break down, either party could request the return of their
key. In which case all parties would be given their keys back. At
the same time, U.K. troops could be reduced but could be
brought back to full strength before the keys were returned.

By this method, arms would be out of commission but not
surrendered, and the requirements of the UK government and
the I.R.A. would be met.

Next issue’s competition : in 100 words explain why ability to obtain high
marks in IQ tests is so seldom correlated with the ability to think clearly and
debate intelligently.

Roger Farnworth

Roger - good idea ! I suspect the NI idea falls foul of a lack of trust (ie. would
the various sides get their arms back, international soldiers or not).

By the way, Roger would like it to be known that this month’s question is not
a poke at his fellow-debaters in PDG !

Let me also say that I’ll print as much material as I’ve space for.

Theo

7th May 1997 Philip Lloyd Lewis

COMMENTS ON COMMENSAL 85

An impressive and varied issue. Tempted to comment at length, but rather
late on the scene, so just a few remarks:

Martin Sondergaard (P. 3): A heaven for oysters is no more rational or
irrational than a heaven for humans.  The difference is that the oysters in
oyster-heaven (all oysters which have led blameless lives) amuse themselves
by eating humans who have led sinful lives, including of course all oyster-
swallowers.

Peter McCarthy (p. 6): Theists and atheists agree on the proposition that
either God exists or God does not exist, on the basis of exclusive either / or
logic (Either A or B, but not A-and-B).  They are equally right and equally
wrong.  God exists in the (subjective) worlds of the theists but not in the
(subjective) worlds of the atheists.  There is no objective answer to the
question "Does God exist?" Indeed, there are no objective truths (truths
independent of viewpoint, language and culture) - including that statement.
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Jonathan Young (p. 9): Time is a human concept and does not exist
independently of human language and culture.

The (subjective) world/universe is ordered by humans, and that order varies
from culture to culture and age to age.  The objective Universe is neither
ordered nor disordered, so such questions of predestination do not arise.

Anthony Owens (p. 12): Yes, we make the (subjective) world(s) we live in; we
are observer-creators, creating the subjective reality of things, laws and
events from the 'raw material' of objective reality (the lone-and-indivisible' of
the Eastern sages).

The subjective world/universe has no 'real nature' apart from the nature we
ascribe to it.  The laws of physics are cultural constructs and change as the
state of scientific knowledge changes.

At least some of the above remarks are intended to be provocative rather
than definitive.  I may modify them under pressure or I may defend them to
the death.

Philip Lloyd Lewis

Philip - being eaten by oysters seems to be a popular thought this issue ! Is
there any evidence to suggest that  oysters would enjoy eating humans ?
Maybe it makes them gag ? If so, for the sake of efficiency, we could have
wicked oysters eating wicked humans in hell ? Wonder what it feels like to be
eaten by an oyster ?

More seriously, it’s difficult not to take issue with the extreme relativism of
many of your points above. At least you seem to accept the law of excluded
middle in your response to Peter McCarthy, ... or was that a slip ? Is logic a
human construct ? Is it true of all possible worlds ? Is God bound by it ?
Open questions to all readers, these ! If the laws of physics are cultural
constructs, how do we explain their predictive power ? How do we ever
manage to build anything that works ? Sorry to repeat my comments from
Commensal 85 here.

Rather than viewing scientific laws as cultural constructs, why not view them
as successive approximations ? Maybe, prior to the modern era, they were
such - as philosophical explanations of why things are as they seem. The
Greeks didn’t seem too keen on checking whether their physics fitted the
facts or not, maybe because explanation was more important to them than
prediction ?

Thanks for laying down the pile of gauntlets anyway !

Theo
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8th May 1997 D. Botting

Dear Mr. Todman,

I am submitting the following article for your perusal.  As you may gather, I am
particularly interested in the rights of animals (although, paradoxically
perhaps, I am not a vegetarian) and in general those things in which humanity
makes claims to superiority, most of which I believe to be unjustified.  I am
also interested in the ways in which religion and morality change in concert
with society, i.e. from agricultural pantheism to urban anthropomorphic
polytheism to imperial monotheism.  Anyway, here's the article.

D. Botting

D. - always keen to receive an article from a new member, especially an
article as entertaining and thought-provoking as the one you have written.
Anyone want to pick up on the social approach to explaining the evolution of
the concept of the deity ?

Theo

8th May 1997 D. Botting

CONSCIOUSNESS AND MORAL SIGNIFICANCE

In "Dracula" there is a character called Renfield.  A droll fellow this, he hits
upon a novel method of extending his life.  He feeds flies to a spider, spiders
to a sparrow, sparrows to a cat and then he eats the cat.  In this way he
accumulates lives which he imagines will be appended to his own.  In matter
of fact, this method is not novel at all.  All we have here is a food chain with
flies at the bottom and the human at the top.

But wait.  The human being is not at the top.  The vampire is at the top.  The
vampire is superior to the human in the same ways that the human is superior
to the animal, and his survival is dependent on human flesh to a far greater
extent than the human's survival is dependent on animal flesh.  The vampire
is merely a hypothetical extra link in the food chain - a natural predator.  The
conclusion is obvious.  The vampire has at least as much justification in
feeding off humans as humans do feeding off animals.

Of course, many people will accept this conclusion on the grounds that
vampires are fictional and therefore that such acceptance carries no risk.
However, we in MENSA have IQs in the top 2%.  Do any of us feel we have
the right to eat the other 98%?  Other people won't accept the conclusion
and, so to speak, start moaning once the boot is on the other foot.  They will
start making specious distinctions or turn back in desperation to concepts of a
'soul' or 'Imago Dei'.  This is nothing more than conceit and narcissism.
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If however, you reject the conclusion then you must also reject the premise,
which is, at the very least, that the more intelligent have the right to exploit the
less intelligent.  Intelligence, per se, is not a morally significant dividing line.  It
is an accident of birth no more or less arbitrary than skin colour or star sign.
Peter Singer makes this point in "Practical Ethics".  He says that there are
only two morally significant dividing lines: the ability to suffer and self-
consciousness.  The first of these is unobjectionable.  The second bears
closer attention.

Beings that are merely conscious might be considered as receptacles for
various amounts of pleasure and pain.  Provided then that the pleasure
outweighs the pain (which excludes intensive farming techniques and
vivisection), and that the animal eaten will be replaced (which excludes
hunting), eating meat is justified.  This is known as ‘replaceability theory'.
Self-conscious beings are considered as more important because they
conceive of themselves as individuals existing over time.  The idea behind
this seems to be that in killing a self-conscious being you are not only
inflicting immediate hurt but are also frustrating future plans.  The first thing to
notice here is that this definition admits non-humans.  Purposive activity has
certainly been observed in other primates, and is more evident even in cows
than it is, for instance, in a new-born baby.  Secondly, I do not see that having
future plans should be considered a superiority.  Future plans are just as
likely to be frustrated as not and, if this is the case, future life is just as likely
to be unhappy as not.

I would redefine self-consciousness more in line with the common usage of
replaceability.  Something is replaceable if there are things just like it or if
something just like it could be easily produced.  Things that cannot be
replaced are more important than things that can be replaced; things that are
rare are more valuable than things which are common.  Therefore such things
as endangered species have a higher status than those which are not at least
for such time as they are endangered.  Humanity does not fall into this
category.  Individuals are more valuable than clones.  Does humanity fall into
this category?

What exactly would a morally significant individuality consist or.  Snowflakes
are unique.  Everything is unique in so far that it has a history which it does
not share with any other thing.  This is where intelligence may validly he
brought back into the equation.  This is where the 'self’ is put into self-
consciousness.  An intelligence must think for itself, decide for itself, express
itself. This last is most important, for self-expression, as manifested
particularly in the arts, is the one visible thing that only humans seem able to
do that other animals cannot. Self-consciousness, as I have defined it is very
similar to what Sartre means by ‘authenticity'.

The problem, however, is that individualism is discouraged.  The fate of free-
thinkers throughout history has been invariably unpleasant.  There is a line in
Stendhal which reads "Difference engenders hate".  The different always
have to suffer the persecution of the common herd.  Society encourages
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uniformity in the name of unity and co-operation, and in so doing debases its
participants who no longer think for themselves but merely imitate their
neighbour.  Our social (euphemism for ’herd’ or ‘lynch-mob') instincts actually
detract from our importance because they increase our replaceability.  It is not
enough to merely have intelligence, one must use it and demonstrate it.
Otherwise we are merely machines for producing carbon dioxide.  Machines
that can suffer perhaps, but death doesn't have to be painful.

I realise that I have set myself up for indignant retorts.  After all, I have more
or less provided a moral justification for cannibalism, or at least denied that
there are any intrinsic moral objections to it.  So be it. I am Dracula and
Renfield was mad.

D. Botting

D. (or may I call you Drac ?) - your replaceability theory seems to equate to
one of value according to rarity. However, there is a difference between the
value of an individual to a collector and that individual’s value to itself. Are you
saying that a white rhino (or a breeding pair of the same) is more valuable
than a human being (any human being) because there are fewer rhinos than
humans ?

A picky point - why the objection to hunting ? Hunting, if a commercial
venture, has to allow replenishment of the stocks. Sometimes this is done
expressly (eg. grouse, salmon ...). On other occasions, hunting is effectively
culling, with the stocks replenishing themselves. I agree with you that factory
farming & vivisection are objectionable, but only because for the individual,
the sum of the experienced bad outweighs that of the good (difficult to do the
sums ... ). However, for hunting, or ordinary farming, one could argue that the
sum of the good outweighs the brief bit of bad at the end. Such individuals
would not otherwise exist, after all.

Your view that future plans are as likely to be frustrated as not, and therefore
are of no account, almost suggests that our lives are not worth living. Not
much of an encouragement for those keeping alive others in a PVS, either !

I expect the capacity to suffer is related to intelligence, of the “feeling” as well
as the “thinking” sort and has to do with anticipation as much as with present
physical experience.

Theo

8th May 1997 D. Botting

Dear Mr. Todman,

I confess that I got a bit carried away and exceeded the scope of what I
originally intended.  What began as a poke against humanity's smug
exploitation of animals ended as a diatribe against society.  In fact I had to



Commensal Issue 86 May 1997

Page 18

stop myself from exploring all the social aspects for fear of losing the thread
altogether and ending up with a thesis.  However, I have left it un-amended,
but you are free to shorten it of you wish.  Originally I wasn't going to go into
'morally significant dividing lines’ or the rather provocative treatment of self-
consciousness.  If you prefer to print the article in its entirety, that is also fine.
If you wish to bin it as the ravings of a deranged mind, that is also acceptable.
Bear in mind that I realise that there ARE objections to my account (although I
do believe the objections are practical or extrinsic rather than intrinsic) and
that the treatment of society is brief and one-sided (although I do have
genuinely anarchistic leanings).

D. Botting

Drac - hope you don’t mind me printing both letters as well as the article. No
problems with any of it !

....... Theo


