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2nd January 1998 Theo Todman
EDITORIAL

As usual, we start off by welcoming new members to the SIG, though not so
many this time; so .... welcome to :-

•  Eric Hills
•  Mark Wood

By way of public-spirited duty, rather than public reprimand, I’d like to warn
the following “paying” SIG members that their SIG balances (at least as of
17th November last) are running dangerously low and that they risk being
struck off. Please don’t forget that if you are a paying member and your
balance falls below 60p you will stop receiving the newsletter after one
reminder :-

•  A Ceely
•  Roger Farnworth
•  Jennifer Sprague
•  B Suitters

I appreciate that, with the size of Commensal increasing, it’s getting more
expensive for our paying members, though a bargain nonetheless, I hope. Is
it getting too large ?

Thanks to all of you who’ve contributed to this issue of Commensal. Thanks
for your patience to those of you who wrote to me some weeks back and
have had to await C90 to receive a reply.

As we’ve been going for a year now, and it’s that “time of year” anyway, we’ll
take a few moments to ponder the successes & failures of the last year.
Firstly, thanks to you all for your contributions in 1997. Mostly conducted in
an intelligent, imaginative and  temperate spirit, I think. I was a bit rude to PL-
L last time - it’s unusual not to hear from you, Philip, so I hope you aren’t
upset. New joiners have outnumbered jumpers-ship by 39 to 1 (we had our
first departure last month, reasons unknown ... the chap had never been in
correspondence). I think we’re a fairly active SIG percentage-wise. We’ve
had 28 SIG members submit articles in 1997, all of which appeared in
Commensal. Interestingly, 3/4 of these contributors were new members. We
now have 80 members who receive Commensal. Those of you who
remember C84 will see that this is the same number we thought we had
when we started. Well, closer inspection of the membership list when it
arrived revealed that this figure was really 65, of whom 23 “members” had
either left Mensa or were delinquent “paying” members of the SIG, so the
real figure was 42 ! Thus, we’ve nearly doubled in the last year, in real terms,
which isn’t that bad, I suppose. Even so, it’s a shame that a Hi-Q
organisation with approximately 35,000 members can’t summon up more
than 80 (0.2%) with an interest in philosophy.
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Before I forget, some of you may have read in December’s Mensa Magazine
that Colin Wagstaff was trying to find an owner for Physics SIG - otherwise
he’d merge it with Space SIG. I did mention last time that I was applying, but
the note was somewhat hidden away in a reply to Rick Street. Anyway, I’ve
got the job and issued my first, content-free, newsletter. The idea, where
possible, is to direct any purely Physics-related matters from Space SIG (or
PDG) to Physics SIG. It looks as though it’s going to be more of an up-hill
struggle than has been the case with PDG. On the positive side, there were
78 members who receive the newsletter Phi-SIGma left over from when
PhySIG was last active a few years back, though two of these left on being
reminded that they were still members ! Only 3 of us are members of PDG
as well as PhySIG. However, it’s more difficult to write articles that have
some likelihood of being both accessible and interesting on Physics than on
Philosophy. Opinionated new members therefore welcome !

Let me just sing the praises of Philosophy Now one more time. Any of you
out there who don’t subscribe want your heads examining. It costs £2.80 per
quarterly copy, though you can subscribe at £8 for 4 issues or £11.50 for 6.
Address : Philosophy Now Subscriptions, Kelvin House, Grays Road,
Westerham, Kent TN16 2JB. E-mail : rick.lewis@kcl.ac.uk. Website :
www.kcl.ac.uk/kis/schools/hums/philosophy/PhilNowHome.html. The Winter
1997/8 edition (issue 19) included an analysis of Pulp Fiction, an article on
the philosophy of mathematics, another on the morality of killing a fly, one on
religion & Pascal’s Wager, another on Hempel’s Raven Paradox and much
else besides. Most of the articles are very accessible and often written with a
racy wit reminiscent of Bill Bryson. The one on insecticide is a laugh a
sentence.

Talking of Web sites,  what are your collective views on the idea of putting
Commensal on the Web ? I’ve mocked up C89 in HTML, so I could lob it
(and this & previous issues, when I get round to them) on to my home page
(when I’ve finished constructing it !). One good thing is that the hypertext
links would make cross referring to previous articles easier - it would be
possible to follow a thread without rummaging through previous issues on
paper. A bit of a slog to set up, but I’m hopeful of being able to bribe my 11-
year-old son into doing the donkey-work. Also, it would be good publicity
(well, publicity) for the SIG and for Mensa. Of course, the SIG Secretary’s
Manual forbids any such thing, for reasons that strike me as being entirely
specious. It is almost axiomatic that anything remotely forward-looking or
exciting will be forbidden by any self-respecting rule book. If we’re collectively
keen to proceed, I will pursue the matter with the authorities. Even if the Web
posting remains verboten, the HTML document might be a useful resource
that could be e-mailed or posted to those with a Web browser. What think
ye?

I’ve taken the liberty of including a piece of my own stuff this time round. It’s
in response to an article in October 1997’s edition of Philosophy. Please see
the end of this newsletter for details (including an exhortation to join the
Royal Institute of Philosophy). I’ve sent this off to Professor Anthony O’Hear,
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the editor of Philosophy, for forwarding to Professor Oswald Hanfling, who
wrote the original piece. I’ve also put out feelers for us having a philosophical
Mentor from Academia. I’ll keep you posted as the rejection slips roll in !
Maybe I should have discussed the Mentor idea with you in Commensal first,
but it won’t necessarily come to anything, anyway. Any views ?

Given the time taken by the above, my comments on your contributions are
less copious than previously. This is no reflection, of course, on the quality or
fascination of the material received.

As you will have guessed, the closing date for submissions to the March
1998 edition of Commensal (C91) is 15th February 1998.

Finally, Rev. Ann Tarper has written to me suggesting that SIG members
might benefit from a tour of Turkey “In the Steps of Apostles John & Paul”.
It’s from 15th - 26th May 1998 & costs in the order of £1,000 per person.
Further details can be obtained from Ann at 2 Torrance Grove, Uttoxeter,
Staffs ST14 5NU.

Here’s a view of the Library of Celsus at Ephesus.

Best wishes & happy New Year,

Theo
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21st November 1997 Dave Botting

A SOCIOPATH'S GUIDE TO MORAL PHILOSOPHY

Dear Theo,

Here I go again.  I'll try to keep this one short. I just get carried away !

Whenever morality is discussed in its widest context it is always referenced
to society or, more specifically, human society.  One need only refer to
Michael Nisbet’s 'coherent society ... unified human community’ or Ricky
Streets’ social construct to see the prevalence of this view.  They are,
indeed, substantially correct; evaluations of right and wrong are determined
by culture, which thereby maintains the order and structure of the society. I
would deny, however, that these evaluations comprise some kind of
consensus opinion of the members of society; for this to be so there would
have to be some mythical afternoon where everyone downed tools to
discuss ethics.  This is clearly nonsense.  The vast majority of people are led
by the nose, never even thinking about their moral beliefs, or thinking about
it on only the most superficial of levels, like building a weathercock on a
house made of assumptions.

Those of a more philosophical bent will delve a bit deeper, but few challenge
the most basic premises of the above view, i.e. that society, and indeed
humanity itself, are good things to begin with.  People continually (and
narcisistically) assure me that they are, but I am a rational person and, like
all rational people, draw conclusions from what I observe, and I have
observed little in either my personal life or in human history to support such
an optimistic appraisal.  The evidence, in fact, is a catalogue of stupidity and
atrocity, yet everyone is so unaccountably pleased with themselves as if they
want applause for being human, and when something bad happens,
something that shows humanity in a less than flattering light they have the
nerve to act like its all a big surprise and proceed to congratulate themselves
on how civilised they are. To summarise, the notion that humanity is good or
important is a superstition not borne out by the facts.

My opinions are not too dissimilar from Rousseau's, that, to put it kindly,
society causes more problems than it solves, and therefore to subordinate
morality to it is mistaken.  In fact I think that subordinating the concept of
good to any kind of final cause is wrong, since one can always question the
goodness of the final cause.  Morality in principle (rather than practice) has
no purpose at all, but is rather a by-product of free will, of autonomy (i.e. a
choice rather than a simple reflex.  Bacteria do not have autonomy).

To conclude (at last!) I will return to Michael Nisbet’s remarks, particularly ‘all
men are akin'.  All men are not akin, or should not be, and that is a good thing
since if they were they would be so easy to replace; to put it bluntly, there are
plenty more where they came from.  As for broadening the definition of
'human', it was in fact Peter Singer's definition of human (which I went on to
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modify somewhat) that formed the starting point of the entire controversy.  My
point there was that self-consciousness, in all but the most trivial senses of
the word, and what Ricky Street calls ‘social participation’, are in fact inimical
to each other, since the latter is always accompanied by a procrusteanism
which is effectuated by the very unity that wannabe peacemakers espouse.
Ascend into anarchy !

Dave Botting

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Dave : Hmmm ... radical stuff ! Maybe you could explain from what viewpoint humanity is not
a “good thing” ? Without humanity, who would know or care ? OK, various animals would lose
their greatest predator but others would lose their greatest protector or reason for existence.
So, we mess up the planet a bit, but so does a bit of space junk every million years or so. As
for society, that’s a very mixed bag. Could we live without it ? As efficiently ? Would it be
worth the bother ? We wouldn’t be reading or writing this stuff, for a start.

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

27th November 1997            Anthony Owens

Dear Theo,

Can I make a few comments on 'principles' ?

1. Brief comments on a range of items do mean that more correspondents
get a response and offer widened interest, though they may well be best if
free-standing; introduce something new; and refer back little beyond the
previous newsletter.

 

2. Your own concurrent comments are likely to be very valuable because they
assure at least one response; probably pre-empt too much duplication; and
will tend to limit the number of newsletters over which a particular issue
might run.

 

3. Grouping by subject seems unnecessarily onerous on you but perhaps
responses addressed to subjects (with appropriate references) is a good
idea.

Personally, I always try to trim down my responses (usually from about four
sheets of hand-written foolscap), perhaps too drastically sometimes, because
I don't want to overstep my welcome.  On the other hand if someone honours
me with a response I try to add something even at the expense of missing out
something else I wanted to send.
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Your problem is, I suppose, the same only bigger: yet you want to double it by
taking on PhySIG ! I used to be a member but I'm tempted nowadays to file
Physics under F for Fantasy.  Perhaps the SIG died because there are only
so many daft reasons for denying Relativity that the perverse human mind
can devise.  Seriously though, if it isn't to become a black hole for you how
about widening it to a Science Sig.  Biology is a road which has some
fascinating side-streets; but which was, perhaps wisely, deemed out of
bounds for boys in my day.  What about Colin?..... that's (SpaceSig) another
of mine I thought dead !

Anthony Owens

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Anthony : Thanks for the views. The consensus seems to be to retain the status quo on
Commensal, but with writers remembering that others will be reading what they’ve written.
With respect to PhySIG, I’ve floated the idea that it might be expanded to become Science
SIG ... thanks for the idea ! Only one response so far, from Colin Wagstaff, who would prefer
to retain the focus on Physics. Space SIG is alive and flourishing, by the way, with a near-
maximum size newsletter (Spacesignl) appearing every couple of months.

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

27th November 1997 Anthony Owens
RESPONSES TO C89

Assassination as Policy ..... (Mark Griffin, C89/7-10): Assuming that self-
preservation is not the main motive behind the unwillingness of leaders to
target their counterparts; and dismissing as naive the idea that they reject the
policy as ‘not quite cricket': there seems to be two other more valid reasons
for its rejection.

The first is to avoid the creation of martyrs; cleansed of sin by the manner of
their demise.  The second reason is that it may well have little effect: their
perceived evil living on because having become established the target
leaders would either rule by the will of the people, which might not easily be
redirected-, and / or by the control of those wielding direct executive power,
who might be expected to seek to secure their already defined positions.
Everyone would just carry on following their 'script' (Vijai Parhar, C89/27).

..... and Political Power: Chairman Mao's thought that 'Political power grows
out of the barrel of a gun' may well be true for a primitive country.  In the
United States, a country intellectually impoverished since 1828 when Noah
Webster reduced their version of the English Language to pre-school level, it
holds true internationally and to some extent domestically; but in civilised
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countries the word has long been the key to power; even when it needed a
sword behind it to mop up (to mix a metaphor or two).

For instance: is Tony Blair Prime Minister because the people wanted it; or
because the BBC and Rupert Murdoch wanted it ?  That is a rhetorical
question, of course.  The real question is this: is it inevitable that if a
government does not control the popular media then the popular media will
control the government; and as in each case they will both come to share the
same bed is there a difference ?

Mathematics, Science, and Reality (Theo, C89/22): As Theo seems to fear
that I risk corrupting the minds of young impressionable non mathematicians
let me assure him that I accept that i is as real as the number 2. In fact I am
in awe of its power; its beauty; and its artistry: for that is what it is: art.
Leibnitz might have been naive in describing this Mona Lisa of maths; this
'imaginary root of negative unity',- as an 'amphibian between being and not
being': but he was missing the point as well.  The number 2 may have a
longer history; may be too commonplace to be worthy of thought; but is just
as unbeing.  Consider the sentence: there are two ducks on the pond.  It
conjures up a picture: one duck here; another duck there.  That is the point:
they are separate ducks.  The expression 'two ducks' is a representation of
the scene, not the reality.  The undoubted usefulness of such representations
is irrelevant.  A restaurant menu is useful: but you don't eat it!

Incidentally, just one of the wonders which may be credited to the root of the
negative is the demonstration that negatives are not less than positives;
merely different: implying that negatives are greater than zero.  Whilst this
need not conflict with Theo's 'series..(that)..can sum to .. zero .. depending on
the terms .. and their signs' it suggests that zero conforms more to the ancient
idea of an empty place rather than a number: but an empty place with
potential: a bare canvas awaiting the artist.  Plenty of mud, er .. maths, for the
mind can be found in:

•  Ian Stewart; The Problems of Mathematics, OUP, 1987.
•  David Wells, Curious and Interesting Numbers, Penguin, 1986

Science, as an observation and recording discipline geared to identifying
principles which the observations themselves demonstrate to be clear and
self-evident, starts to become fuzzy as soon as mathematics is applied.
Constants interfere with relationships and precision becomes dependent on
scale.  It may be possible to calculate how to fling an artefact around the
Solar System and land it on some distant planet in an area the size of Wales:
but how about landing it on a football pitch; a pin-head; an atom?  The finer
the scale the fuzzier it gets until it becomes impossible in principle, and
discrepancy ratios switch from the minuscule to the massive.  It may be good
enough but is 'good enough' good enough if the goal is reality?....... and does
General Relativity really say what gravity 'really is'?  Isn't the 'curvature of
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space-time' a mere revised illustration of its effects implied by an improved
mathematical model?

TTR (Philip Lloyd Lewis, C89/15): My difficulty may be that although we
both seem to see the world as a one/many problem I see TTR as an attempt
to divide the indivisible without appearing to do so.

Crime and Punishment (Stef Gula, C89/29): Someone who would risk being
topped for a fifth Mars bar would be a demonstrably irredeemable nuisance
and deserve all they got.  In the matter of getting the 'right person’ the beauty
of the system is that it would allow for a couple of travesties of justice before
anyone got their neck pulled. I did consider including the innocent for tracking
but apart from the unnecessary expense I thought I might have a hard
enough job getting even the basic system past the Council for Civil Liberties;
but as the innocent are largely excluded from their libertarianism Stef might
get it through.  By the way, taking drugs could constitute an offence of risking
violence to others.

Newsletter Naming (Theo's reply to Stef, C89/30): The moment Theo
mentioned the liquid refreshment beloved of philosophers it was as if a veil
lifted from my eyes: there was the answer, bold and clear: DELIRIUM. (For
any who can't see reason in this nonsense, I voted to keep the original name.
I wouldn't dare write anything to Commensal without serious intent.  It isn't
one of the 'potty' SIGs !)

Anthony Owens

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Anthony : Much food for thought. I guess I’m outvoted on the assassination issue and am
maybe naive ! My point wasn’t really that individual leaders would be frightened of retribution,
but that there are certain escalations that are fundamentally bad ideas. Looked at from the
‘good guys’ perspective, who would go into politics if it was the done thing to gun down the
opposition ? Not the Mr. NiceGuys, for a start. And since, as I pointed out before, one man’s
terrorist is another’s freedom fighter, sorting out the good guys from the bad is a tricky
business. So, the good guys don’t want to change the rules of the game, thank you, and I’m
right behind them on this one ! Of course, the many other practical issues that have been
raised are relevant as well.

Yes, I agree that mathematics is a model of reality and not reality itself, but what’s this
twaddle about negatives not being less than positives, only different ? Maybe it depends on
what angle you’re viewing the natural numbers from. Viewing the natural numbers as a group
under addition, the negatives are the inverses of the positives and zero is special, being the
identity element. In co-ordinate geometry, zero and negative numbers are less worthy of
differentiation since a simple translation of the axes will transform them into positives. When it
comes to ducks, zero is very special in that zero ducks is not a duck, any more than it is a
sheep. And minus one duck is a promise to pay the bearer the sum of one duck. Anyone
wanting to get their teeth into the philosophy of mathematics should read Philosophy of
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Mathematics - Selected Readings Edited by Paul Benacerraf & Hilary Putnam (CUP). I would
also add Ian Stewart’s recent (1995) Natures Numbers - Discovering Order & Pattern in the
Universe (Weidenfeld & Nicolson) to the couple of books Anthony suggests.

What did you mean by suggesting, contra to the rest of humankind, that mathematics makes
science fuzzy ? What description is more precise ? Don’t pretend that an instruction to “jump
in a spacecraft, fly to Pluto and land on a pin-head” is precise, because no significant details
are given. Mathematics is the most precise language we’ve got. It’s just that even it is
inadequate to the precision required in certain circumstances.

Yes, General Relativity is a model of reality, not reality itself - but the dictum Space acts on
matter, telling it how to move. Matter reacts back on space, telling it how to curve (Misner
Thorne & Wheeler, Gravitation, p. 5.) represents a conceptual revolution over Newtonian
action at a distance. GR isn’t just a black box to provide more accurate answers (eg. in
calculating the rate of precession of the perihelion of Mercury) but represents a conceptual
revolution in the way in which the interrelationships of space, time and matter are understood.
The details cannot be understood without mathematics, and I’d suggest that those who doubt
this should at least flip through Misner et al’s 1,250-odd page tome on the subject.

Like the suggestion on the name of the newsletter !

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

24th November 1997 Michael Nisbet
MORE ON MORALITY

Dear Theo,

Thanks for C89, which I opened with trepidation, half expecting to find some
former contribution of mine squashed beneath the intellectual swat of one or
other of our more persistent contributors.  I was let off lightly, and shall refrain
in future from making dilettante excursions into the realm of logical analysis.

You ask (C89 p.19) for my comments on moral and ethical systems "primarily
aimed at perfecting the individual" or "at improving the individual's relationship
to the deity", pointing out that order can arise spontaneously among
individuals acting selfishly.  As follows:

I consider that order can arise spontaneously only in the absence of what we
term a self.  I argued in my last contribution (C89 p.16) that the advent of
reflexive awareness constitutes the formation of a self, and that prior thereto
the organism has no conception of itself as a discrete entity.  A matrix of
relationships can arise among individuals, but only once individuals have
emerged from a matrix of relationships.  Even though a single ant is
perceived by us to be an individual, it cannot act 'selfishly' because it has no
individual self to which to refer its actions.  Its actions are referred to the
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totality of its being as an ant belonging to a particular colony.  If the word 'self'
is applicable at all, it applies to that colony, although the colony in its turn is
referred (as it were) to the particular environment of which it forms an integral
part.  This does not mean, of course, that the ant is acting altruistically.  Moral
behaviour only arises among selves, and spontaneous order can only arise
among human individuals where the self is temporarily or partially set aside,
usually as the result of a process of training and discipline, as in a football
team, or with 'jamming' among jazz musicians.

It seems to me that, paradoxically, it is only when the self is set aside in some
way that the individual can realise itself in a deeper sense than is given
through simple introspection.  Individualism at its best, or most effective, gives
each person a proper sense of his or her own value as a preliminary to, and
in a reciprocal relation with, an active and fruitful engagement with others.  At
its worst, where it begins and ends with the self in isolation, the result is
alienation and disorder, to the general detriment.

The egotism of actors is notorious, but what is a great, or even a competent,
performance other than something in which an actor realises himself as
something greater than himself in isolation, an act of self-transcendence that
entrains the audience as the actor enters into an imaginary web of
circumstances and relationships that goes beyond the sphere of his private
concerns ?

You mention the coercive nature of dysfunctional societies or ethical systems.
It seems to me that all moral systems, and the societies that they underpin,
involve some element of coercion, even if it is merely the threat of ostracism if
the individual fails to comply with some minimal standards of expected
behaviour.  It is possible to conceive an extreme form of individualism in
which individuals would be ostracised for failing to act individualistically!
Individualism is only meaningful within the context of the social system that it
seeks to enhance.

As for the individual's relationship to the deity, my contention is that the
primary function of any given conception of deity is to provide a nexus for
individual selves.  'My god' is always primarily 'our god', and religion is only
vigorous where there is a conception of deity held in common by a majority of
believers.  The subjective mystical flights of the individual are interpreted in
terms of that common conception, and where religion is lively they reinforce
and enhance it: think for instance of Bernini's sculpture of 'The Ecstasy of St.
Teresa'.  It is as e.g. part of the 'Body of Christ's Believers' that the individual
worshipper finds redemption.  Of course, it is not necessarily the conscious
purpose of religion to promote social order (although it can be where
priesthoods become unduly corrupt or cynical and specific interests are at
stake): rather it is the unconscious admission of the need for it if we as
individuals are not to be abandoned to the ultimate futility of isolation.

You mention in your comments on Norman Mackie's contribution (C89 p.12)
some erudite discussion "as to whether Hitler, Himmler and the SS acted
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ethically according to their own (to us) perverted ethic".  If it is the case that,
as I put it in my C89 contribution, “we call that moral which tends towards
coherence among persons", but that the conception of the person differs from
one ethical system to another, then I would say yes: the Nazis were acting
ethically within their own terms of reference.  An ethical system can be
simultaneously moral within its own terms of reference and immoral within the
terms of a system that has a broader conception of the person i.e., with
reference to fascist ideology in Germany, one that is prepared to admit the
'personhood' of Jews, Slavs etc. rather than to categorise them as subhuman.
This position goes beyond moral relativism without appealing to supernatural
sanction or religious absolutism: the fundamental tenet of morality is that all
persons are akin to ourselves and must be treated accordingly (if, as above,
we are not to be abandoned to the futility of isolation and the destruction that
it entails), and it finds its final or absolute term in the broadest possible
conception of the person.

Fascism was only dysfunctional to the extent that it finally upset more people
than it satisfied.  'The Nazis: A Warning from History' showed us a number of
Germans ready to confess to how wonderful it all seemed, how enraged they
were by the attempt to assassinate that nice Mr Hitler etc. and I have no
doubt that if Moseley had somehow contrived to get into power the British
would have a similar tale to tell.

It seems to be a regrettable, but perhaps necessary, tendency of moral
behaviour that it constantly posits a category of persons, or non-persons, in
contradistinction to which the moral individual defines him- or herself: e.g.
decent taxpaying citizens versus shiftless crusties; free-spirited,
unmaterialistic New Age nomads versus complacent middle-class
reactionaries and so forth.  When someone, such as the late Princess of
Wales, does something that tends to set aside such divisions in a broader
conception of humanity, we are duly impressed by her compassion and
magnanimity: in contradistinction, of course, to the (entrepreneurial?) values
expressed by those dreadful paparazzi, or whoever else we hold responsible
for her death.

Michael Nisbet

Michael : much that is thought provoking, but as previously warned, I’ve been preoccupied
with my own thoughts and must leave commentary to others this time. We’ll cover the Nazis
when we get to Rick Street.

Just one thing, though - while individuality is important to individuals, we can model societies,
at least as far as their economic activity is concerned, as though individuality didn’t exist.
Maybe this is OK as long as the members of society follow their scripts, as Vijai suggested ?

Theo
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----------------------------------------------------------------------------

26th November 1997 Eric Hills

Comments & Questions on C89

I have belonged to several SIGs, from two of which I received no
communications, and I have left them all because they were so disappointing
as regards their declared purposes.  Now I have joined PDG and I have
received my first Commensal, No. 89.  I have been very pleased to read it -
except for some things which were obscure and I think should be clarified. I
should like to ask several questions and to offer a few comments.

Philip Lloyd Lewis (C89, p.13) :

(1) What is the evidence to justify TTR in dividing reality into two tiers?
 

(2) What do you mean by current pseudo-scientific theorising about the
creation of the universe?

 

(3) Why do you say that primary reality is not open to scientific
investigation ?

 

(4) The recommendation to ignore knowledge of the laws of nature in
favour of swimming in uncertainties seems to be a recipe for
unnecessary suffering and probable disaster!

Michael Nesbit (C89, p.16) :

(1) How does human reflexive awareness create the subject-object
dichotomy of religion and of science?

 

(2) Why does the act of reflexive recognition involve a partial
disidentification of the nascent self with its body?  It suggests to me a
greater realisation of their identification.

 

(3) In any case, why potentially disastrous consequences to the
ecosphere?

 

(4) Would not regaining the perspective of an unselfconscious organism
be an undesirable loss?

 

(5) I do agree that it is the intention or tendency of all moral and ethical
systems to create or facilitate a coherent society.

Alan Carr (C89, p.24) On Ireland : It is probably practically impossible to
accommodate all sides.  So, if some bodies refuse to participate in the talks,
why not reach a consensus (which respects the position of minorities) among
those who do participate and implement that ?  Why should subsequent



Commensal Issue 90 January 1998

Page 14

hostile acts by deliberate non-participants be tolerated ?  I feel sure
philosophers of democracy from Locke to Popper would agree.

Vijai Parhar (C89, p.26) : I am surprised that anyone should think that
everything is determined and there is no free will.  I am surprised also when
anyone says that nothing is determined and there is only free will.  Common
sense suggests that there are some things which we can and cannot do and
others about which we have choices.

Rick Street (C89, p.31) : A book by Steven Mithen published last year, "A
Prehistory of the Mind. A search for the origins of art, religion and science",
describes archaeological discovery and research which show that art
originally was probably functional.  There is evidence that paintings and
carvings from about 40,000 years ago were intended to store, transmit and
retrieve information.

Eric Hills

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Eric : Welcome aboard and thanks for the vote of confidence ! Thanks also for the pertinent
comments and questions. I’ll let those to whom they are directed respond, for once !

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

11th December 1997 Nina Burton

It’s taken me a while to get round to writing, but I have been reading the
newsletter with interest. I must admit I was a little intimidated about
contributing as I know little about anything, but I like the idea of new
members raising questions so here's a sort of (rather long winded) question.

Philosophy and Evolution

Most religious ideas, and much of the philosophy I have read, start from the
basic premise that man is the ultimate form of evolution. I have always
believed this is not the case and that human beings are just a step (albeit an
import one, as we are the first truly self aware form of life) in the evolutionary
ladder. This then leaves me with a slight dilemma on my beliefs and
understanding of the existence of a human soul or spirit. After all why would
we have an existence beyond are physical selves if we are just a passing
stage ?  I would be interested to hear members’ views on this matter, and if
anyone can recommend any good books etc.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Nina : Glad to hear from you, at last ! My own view is that there is no such thing as a soul or
spirit, if something separate from the brain is intended. I’m supposed to be leading a special
project within ISPE (International Society for Philosophical Enquiry) on Eternal Soul : Is there
such a thing , or will our soul die with the body ? but we haven’t got far yet ! There are books
beyond counting on the issue, if you take it to include seeking to explain how our minds are
made up, what consciousness is and whether there’s more to us that our bodies & brains. A
stimulating little book is Paul Davies’ Are we Alone ? Implications of the Discovery of
Extraterrestrial Life (Penguin, 1995). More directly relevant is Terence Penelhum’s Survival
and Disembodied Existence (RKP, 1980). Then, there are such as :-

•  Daniel Dennett : Consciousness Explained (Penguin, 1991); Kinds of Minds - Towards an
Understanding of Consciousness (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1996)

•   Roger Penrose : The Emperor’s New Mind - Concerning Computers, Minds and the Laws
of Physics (Vintage, 1990); Shadows of the Mind - a Search for the Missing Science of
Consciousness (Vintage, 1995)

•  John Searle : The Rediscovery of the Mind (MIT Press, 1994)
•  Francis Crick : The Astonishing Hypothesis - The Scientific Search for the Soul (Simon &

Schuster, 1994)
•  Colin Blakemore & Susan Greenfield (Eds) : Mindwaves (Basil Blackwell, 1989).

..... and much else besides !

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

12th December 1997 Mike Rossell

Hi Theo,

Although grouping contributions by topic would make reading a lot easier, it
could be very difficult to work out which topics to 'categorise' things into - Stef
Gula's comments in C89 is a prime example ! The best solution to this, is
probably to keep grouping things by author but also provide a much more
comprehensive index.

COMMENTS ON C89

"Attitudes towards the State" (Mark Griffin, C89 p. 11) : People's attitudes
towards authority can be nicely juxtaposed to Berlin's comments about
positive and negative freedom (C89, p. 3-4). Ideally, a 'State' provides
freedom from by imposing limits on freedom to.

Looking at Rick's comments on moral values (C89 p.31), a State could be
said to deduce and then impose the morals which are ideal for its social
structure. Locke expressed in "Essays on Human Nature" (published in
1954 ... see note following, Ed.) his belief that although there is a natural
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ethic knowable by reason, historical observation would indicate that finding it
is too exacting an intellectual activity for many.

Considering, therefore, that a purpose of a State is to harmonise society and
people's behaviour within it through a governable ethic, I believe that this
State would overstep its mark when the limits which are imposed are
unreasonable or unjustifiable. And people may perceive the (governing)
State through the way that the limits are imposed - reason or duty or law or
fear or oppression....

Now, the (human) brain works by association. Negative memories are
(generally) stronger than positive ones. Consequently, those who have
strong memories of power being wrongly enforced will automatically 'tar all
leaders with the same brush'.  This implies that becoming a leader can
alienate you from others - because your possession of power may excite in
them the possibilities of misuse.

Now, power influences one's judgement.  When I am in Scout leader's
uniform, I automatically impose limits on my behaviour which (unfortunately!)
I wouldn't normally recognise. Likewise, I recall that, when kitted out in fake
Army clothing for a 'paintballing war', there were ways of behaving
aggressively which seemed appropriate which I wouldn't normally think of
doing.  This suggests that power can significantly change one's outlook on
life.

In a more general sense, I believe that a disadvantage of a large, invisible,
overseeing State is that people can't relate to it - the State is too large and
formless to 'understand' - which means that people will feel uneasy,
compared to their feelings towards a 'leader' who they can see, know and
trust. "Better the devil you know than the devil you don't" - cf. the complete
lack of either knowledge or trust depicted in Orwell's "1984" - the unseen
holder of power is easier to perceive as an enemy.

Myself, if I have disrespect for a / the State, it is because I don't see any
justification for what it does.  I don't like power to be used for power's sake!
This 'tyranny' produces feelings of helplessness through 'predestination' of
what can and can't be done.

Couldn't the organisation of anarchy be said to arise through a 'unity of belief'
? Actions predetermined by circumstance ?

"Free Will" (Vijai Parhar, C89 p.27) : The idea of everything being done
according to scripts is interesting but, I think, narrow-minded.  All people
innately learn by copying - that's just the way our minds work - but this
doesn't eliminate the ability to deduce.  If everyone followed predefined
scripts in all circumstances, we would be more like robots, as nothing would
ever change.
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Having said this, Tolstoy (in the second epilogue to "War and Peace") writes
a convincing essay about the constrained freedom of 'free will'. Apparently, in
a specific set of circumstances, virtually everyone would react in the same
way, despite honestly believing that they always have the ability to choose
not to !

Anyway, the idea of 'absolute freedom within predefined limits' surely is just
another way of defining society ?

"Science versus Religion" (Rick Street, C89 p. 35) : Aren't philosophy and
religion supposed to be the 'glue' that groups all different topics together ?
Such as some 'devout scientists' worshipping the 'religion' of Materialism, to
justify their faith ?? I wouldn't refer to religion, as such, as ancient.
Worshipping football teams or pop stars is a relatively modern occurrence!

A useful book to read is "God, Chance & Necessity" by Keith Ward (Oxford).
This gives a strong rejoinder to the 'scientific' arguments of people such as
Richard Dawkins, by showing that their statements are deliberately biased by
unprovable philosophical presumptions.

Which does indeed suggest that 'objective reality' is beyond us! (C89, p.32
paragraph 2).

Mike Rossell

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Mike : Good idea about an index. I’ll try to get round to this sometime. Thanks for reminding
me about Keith Ward’s book, which is sitting on my shelves unread. Don’t all philosophies
start off from some basic set of propositions that are fundamentally unprovable ? Eg. how do I
prove to you, say, that the rules of logic are true if you’re unwilling to accept them ? Not by
argument, anyway. Presumably, all we can do is show them in use.

Theo   

Note : One quick query ... you state "Locke expressed in "Essays on Human Nature"
(published in 1954) his belief that ....". Since Locke died in 1704, this sounds rather unlikely !
Are you referring to the publication date of an anthology ?

Ah....what I should have said was, "unpublished until 1954"

Also, and this may simply be my ignorance, I've never heard of this work. The title sounds like
a conflation of Hume's "A Treatise of Human Nature" and Locke's "Essay Concerning Human
Understanding".

I'm not sure which title the work in question is in print under now; I'm cross-
referencing from "On the Reasonableness of Christianity", by Locke, ed.
Ewing; Gateway, Chicago (1965). The quote which I summarised is in
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"Politics and Vision" (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1960), p.335 - not
having all of the books myself it can be difficult to pinpoint things. Maybe I
shouldn't quote quotes of quotes so much !

Mike (with questions from Theo !)

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

13th December 1997 Alan Carr

MORE ON ASSASSINATION

Hello Theo - here is my effort for the next issue.

I found Mark and Theo’s conversation quite interesting. Would it be right for
a legitimate democratic government to cause the leader of  another nation to
be assassinated ? If the less democratic government was infringed upon in a
similar fashion, it would be right  but other than that it would be a matter of
expediency.

Going deeper, there is a lot of environmental damage on this planet.
Multinational corporations have caused a lot of this with the help of eager
governments. Usually the victims of this, human that is, are indigenous
peoples in third world and developing countries. The local governments /
junta usually suppress these peoples into silence.

Now for the beans : so under what circumstances is it right for an
"endangered people", say the Ogoni people, to cause a director of a
multinational corporation, eg. Shell or BP, to be assassinated ? As we enter
the 21st century, warfare has entered a new realm. Corporate battles for
resources, labour, materials etc. is the norm. Profit is the new god and most
multinationals are operating a "scorched earth" type of development. The
battle ground might be the stockmarket and retail market, but the waste
grounds after each battle become environmentally shattered, damaging the
lives of the local peoples.

Is it morally correct or acceptable for these corporate boards of directors to
become "fair targets" ? If "an eye for an eye" morality is acceptable, then it is
acceptable to me, isn’t it?

Please excuse the error in my last article. Sunningdale was long before a
year ago.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Alan : where will all this end ? I think we’re straying into the “positively barking” territory now.
How are the Ogoni going to carry out this “hit” ? Clearly exploited peoples need supporters in
the developed world - would you recommend proxy hit men ? But why shouldn’t these proxies
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use the normal democratic process ? Or, adverse publicity as an economic weapon ? I almost
feel that this newsletter has been invaded by a swarm of Daleks. This debate has precious
little to do with philosophy, so I’m on the verge of calling a halt to it. Sorry. Better by self-
regulation, though.

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

1st December 1997 Sheila Blanchard

MORALITY AND EXPEDIENCY

Comments on Mark Griffin's "Hit Squads"

I was interested in Mark Griffin’s "Hit Squad" contributions because I thought
they had the makings of an interesting moral argument but were not
sufficiently well-formulated to present a clear case.  I think Mark may have
been reading too many spy-thrillers which have persuaded him that it's quite
easy for anyone to walk into an enemy country and assassinate its leader,
just like that.  I would guess that the most successful assassins and terrorists
are people of a particular psychological type, fanatics who don't care whether
they live or die, who may even welcome death in the service of "the cause";
and who have been carefully chosen and given intensive training for the job.
Obviously murder is murder; but the interesting question is how much of the
moral responsibility should be attributed to those who chose and trained the
murderers.  Are they equally as guilty as, or perhaps more guilty than, the
murderers themselves?

Mark quotes a Middle East situation, but the same sort of question arises in
the case of Japanese kamikaze pilots who had a predilection for self-sacrifice
because of the culture in which they grew up.  How can we assess
responsibility in their case ?  What about the men who trained the pilots and
gave the orders?  It's probably the same with all terrorists: they believe their
acts are justified.

I was amused by the idea that plots to assassinate Hitler were not pursued
because that sort of thing was "not done".  We were at war, total war, and I'm
sure that had it been thought possible and expedient it would have been
done, without any squeamishness about etiquette.  There would have been
enough volunteers willing to have a go.  I think the reasons such a plan wasn't
put into operation were more likely to have been :-

1) Hitler's death would not necessarily have ended the war;
2) it would have been almost impossible to plan and do the job without

its being discovered;
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3) a moral judgement that it was wrong to send men to what was
almost certain death for the slim chance of a highly uncertain
outcome.

I think such questions of moral responsibility have to be considered alongside
Mark's main one of "Under what circumstances is it right for a legitimate,
democratic government to cause the leader of another nation to be
assassinated?" To that I would be inclined to answer "Under no
circumstances" although I realise it is too much to expect politically volatile
nations to stop and consider philosophical questions before taking action.
Whatever is possible will probably occur sooner or later.

But at least nowadays there is more of a hope that those who gave the orders
would be aware that they risked some day being charged with their crimes
before a War Crimes Tribunal and asked to justify them to the world.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sheila : ignoring the assassination aspects .... you raise an interesting question about the
attribution of guilt and the degree of culpability of the guilty. I find the whole question very
complex. There would seem to be a number of conflicting issues, which I would categorise as
perspicuity, enormity, proximity, & autonomy. What follows is all “top of the head” stuff, so
shoot me down in flames if it is pure folly !

Perspicuity : it must have been clear to the guilty party at the time of the offence that the act in
question was wrong. While “ignorance is no defence before the law”, I think it is a moral
defence. This puts much of the blame for crimes on those who persuaded their perpetrators
that the act in question was not wrong. However, the perpetrators are not thereby absolved. A
concentration camp guard may have been told that Jews were not people, not persons, and
the degree of degradation to which the Jews were subjected in the camps was partly so that
this charade could be maintained. It’s easier to treat someone who’s covered in their own
excrement as sub-human than it would be someone who looks like a neighbour from down
the road. However, when it came down to separating the mothers from their children, their
humanity must have been manifest.

Enormity : the scale of the crime - ie. the number of people killed - is clearly important, but
guilt accrues in a non-linear manner. Guilt is a very non-consequentialist matter. Some of us
hold the view that proximity overrides enormity to a degree. Hence the reluctance ever to
release Myra Hindley, whereas the same hatred doesn’t accrue to bombers who might also
have killed children.

Proximity : the closer you are to an evil act, the clearer it must be to you that it is wrong. I
completely forget the details, but I believe that the hero of the Graham Greene novel
assassinates (there we go again !) the eponymous Quiet American not because he is an evil
man, but because his South-East Asian policies have evil consequences of which he is
unaware, or unwilling to take seriously. Not that those who are willingly ignorant of the cost of
their actions are thereby absolved. One of the problems of modern ‘clinical’ warfare is that the
aggressor is separated from the consequences of his aggression.
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Autonomy : those who command are more responsible than those who obey, and those that
invent evils than those who implement them. Again, this is not a total mitigation. In particular,
the excuse of having made a ‘vow’ of obedience (you know the context) is particularly feeble.
If you did, then you should break it if fulfilling it would necessitate an act more wicked than the
breaking of the vow. Expected reprisals, on self or family, are clearly a mitigant, but not an
overriding one.

Hope the above makes some sense. By the way, thanks for the personal letter that
accompanied the article. I hope to have replied to it by the time you read this, but if not ...
apologies !

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

9th December 1997 Stef Gula
COMMENTS ON C89

Since my inaugural missive consisted largely of "comments on"; expediency
and a misplaced sense of reciprocity suggested I offer up a few of my own
cherished delusions this outing.  Sadly, as most regular correspondents to
SIGs in general understand all too well "original" ain't as easy as "snipe and
snide".  Which probably explains why the usual run of contributions are of the
tried and trusted "You are a fool. / I most vigorously refute your swinish
allegations." format.  So more of the same I guess.

First though an apology.  Theo apparently found "things" in what I said last
time to "agree with".  Noting that this seemingly runs contrary to accepted SIG
protocol I apologise unreservedly for any confusion arising from my innocent
faux pas.  As a Mensan, I, like the majority of you, hold dear the notion that
consensus is a myth fostered by those incapable of forming or holding an
opinion worth rubbishing.  Should such unfortunate circumstances again arise
please bear in mind that coincidence, not intent, provides the cause.

Bit like Vijay really.  I rather wonder though how, professing to lack "free-will"
(I use the term loosely) Vijay can yet manage to have an opinion on the
matter.  Or any matter come to that.  Of course it is predetermined (though by
what, who or how ?) that I, as a "soft determinist" (free-will but limited options)
would dissent.  But it does seem as if, in this case, denial of possession
implies possession.  Maybe "free-will" is an illusion.  But if it is, it's a good 'un.

However, I digress. I should be dragging an horse of mine own to the flaying,
not taking vicarious pot shots.  Which is a shame really, 'cos I'd rather have
liked to have asked Philip Lloyd Lewis what makes him so enthusiastic about
"Two Tier Reality".  I mean, it seems pretty much self-evident that we are a
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part of the reality we occupy - and thus so are any perceptions of, or notions
about, "it" we may have.

Come to that, if we are "Free-willed" (again I use the term with caution),
aware, or otherwise granted the luxury of a subjective perspective, then, at
our level of being at least, so in a sense is the reality we're part of.

Does then the question of "Divinity" revolve around "Free-will", with "aware
reality" being that "something" more devotionally inclined sorts have variously
taken as, or mistaken for "God" ? In which case, paraphrasing the religious
cliché about "All things are in God.  God is in all things", and substituting
"reality,' for "god", wouldn't it make about as much sense to have "Two Tier
Divinity" ? In either case though, doesn't the "Two Tier" bit only really come
about because a part doesn't recognise the whole it's a part of ?

But I am an cute Stef (erk ! that’s how it was written ... Ed), and this isn't the
time to go into all that.  So, in lieu of controversy - the mundane; and my vote,
as it were, on Theo's editorial comments regarding format, etc. ie. grouping
contributions by subject matter, chopping 'em about and what not....

As to whether Theo should exercise the old editorial prerogative or comment
a month in arrears like the rest of us or not.  Well, on the one hand you do
make rather a lot of points, which, arguably, rob the rest of us of ammunition.
On the other hand it does "start the ball rolling" - and this is supposed to be
Mensa, wherein opinion, like ego, is never in short supply.  So we should be
able to find our own stones to throw even if you do get in first at the rock pile.

Though I'm no great fan of "endless replies" - there comes in any argument a
point where folk either have to agree to disagree or else come to blows -
cutting debate short doesn't seem altogether satisfactory.  For one thing it
reduces the chances of "spin-offs" developing and for another it means some
folk will claim victory by default.  In the case of those who write in a narrative
style it can completely destroy what little meaning they might be trying to get
across. And who needs their intellectual fodder pre-digested anyway ?  Leave
'em whole, print and be damned.  Better to settle issues, however long it
takes.  Within reason.  I suppose it depends really on whether something is
generating new potential as it develops - or simply dying a lingering death.

Anyway, having failed to find a single original topic, and ignoring just about
all Theo’s sage editorial advice concerning making one or two coherent
points rather than skimming the whole pond, time to sign off methinks.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Stef : I’ll try not be patronising and say I agree with you in future (after all, who cares !). I’d like
to join in the “free will” debate, but it is too complex for a quick remark. I couldn’t see, though,
why not having free will should prevent one from having opinions on this subject or any other.
For instance, I could pre-programme my computer to hold all sorts of views & to modify them
in the light of debate (don’t hold me to this boast !). Another point is that determinism has no
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necessary relationship to predictability. Ian Stewart’s Natures Numbers book discusses this at
some length.

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

14 December 1997 Vijai Parhar

Dear Theo et al,

I'm glad to hear that you are a fellow reader of Prospect magazine and you
have read the Socratic dialogues.

I take your point about some people inventing scripts and trend-setters being
the first to act them out.  These pioneers were possibly more conscious in
the sense that they had to rely more on their rational mind than on their
autopilots (the autopilot is sometimes referred to as the Preconscious mind).
One could argue that the pioneers were Really Living whereas those on
autopilot were Living Second-Hand. I wonder what it would be like to Really
Live more (a Campaign for Real Living, perhaps?) although I've already
pointed out that Living Second-Hand does create much order in our lives.
About the sensitivity of non-linear systems to boundary conditions, the
system depends on good communication (to relay effects to other units in the
system) and on the reaction of those units which may be dampened or
amplified in a non-predictable (non-generalisable) way.

Reality and Meaning

I have observed that there is a difference between the physical reality of
things and the extra meaning which we attach to them.  This is a very
important observation because it is so pervasive and essential to
understanding the human experience. I suspect the philosophical notion of
'qualia' is akin to this extra meaning.

Lets take some examples :-

1. A cloud is merely a mass of water droplets dancing in a local area
of the atmosphere.  However as humans we attach extra meaning
to a cloud rather than thinking of it as a really is.

2. A flower in reality is a plant's mechanism for attracting bees to aid
cross-pollination in the hope of producing strong genetic mixes in
reproduction.  However as humans we have attached added extra
meaning to a flower - we think of it as a beautiful creation of nature
which brightens up the living room when put in a vase or which
makes one’s girlfriend happy when presented as a gift.  This added
extra meaning is totally detached from what a flower really is.

3. The sun is really a large thermonuclear fusion process occurring
constantly 93 million miles away in space.  But for humans the sun
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means something that comes out during the day, gives warmth and
promotes good weather and sometimes gives a sun tan.

4. A man is a collection of a certain number of elements in a certain
proportion (mostly carbon, hydrogen and oxygen).  Yet we think of
a man in terms of what he does or has done or is capable of doing
and we sometimes say a man has a (non-physical) soul.

We attach extra meaning to everyday objects, to culture (eg. TV programs,
ceremonies, ideas, perceptions [eg. wine-tasting or classical music]) and we
invent extra meaning in mysticism (eg. religion).

In (physical) reality this extra meaning doesn't exist.  Its existence is only
valid in the minds of humans (I ignore animals & plants for simplicity of
argument).  It is why we would be saddened to learn that a catastrophe was
going to destroy life on Earth tomorrow.  We believe in a God because that is
a way of understanding / coping-with the extra meaning and because God
adds to the list of meaning we have invented via mysticism.

The extra meaning is actually an interface between our biological imperative
and the environment.  It is like a language that helps us to successfully deal
with the environment.  Our conscious mind (the "I") is the seat within which
this language of extra meaning is processed and it is only valid in this
domain.

‘Til next time,

Vijai Parhar (aka : The Voice of Reason)

Glossary

Preconscious Mind - The part of the mind that executes learned procedures
and habits eg. driving a car on a well-known route.

Qualia - The conscious experience (eg. sensations, feelings,
pain, joy, desire etc.) as opposed to the purely
physical aspects of the experience.

Biological Imperative - The evolutionary compulsion to survive.  It is present
on a cellular level and is the prime goal of the
organism. (Also known as the Self Dynamic in
Dianetics where it shares equal emphasis with the
Group Dynamic and 6 other dynamics).

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Vijai : You lost me over Prospect Magazine !
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I was intrigued by your matter-of-fact reference to dianetics, which is presumably highly
controversial ! I’m not sure what your interest in it is, or if you care anything for scientology,
but for the convenience of those who may be interested, here’s a clip from my Encyclopaedia
Britannica CD. No doubt, Vijai, you will distance yourself from any such association, correct
misrepresentations or do something completely surprising in your next submission :-

Scientology : official name CHURCH OF SCIENTOLOGY, religio-scientific
movement developed in the United States in the 1950s by the author L. Ron
Hubbard (1911-86). Its forerunner was Dianetics, a form of psychotherapy
originated by Hubbard and later incorporated into Scientology. Hubbard
introduced Dianetics in 1950 with his best-selling book Dianetics: The
Modern Science of Mental Health. According to Dianetics, every experience
is recorded in the mind as a mental image. Painful experiences, called
engrams, are not completely available to the "analytical," or conscious,
mind. When stimulated by later experiences, engrams, which are part of the
"reactive," or subconscious, mind, cause irrational behaviour. Therapy
requires working with an "auditor" to confront engrams in order to "clear," or
free, the mind of them. Dianetics is thus a set of techniques for getting rid of
engrams and thereby presumably achieving better mental health.
Scientology includes a highly structured system of beliefs, including the role
of the thetan (soul, life energy) in the physical universe.

By way of payment in lieu for the possible copyright infringement, here’s an ad !
Encyclopaedia Britannica CD is worth acquiring, I’d say, at £400-ish : the CD is cheaper than
the books, makes looking things up easier & saves loads of shelf space; downside : you don’t
get all the diagrams and it’s not so easy to impress the neighbours !

The above aside, you seem to a reductionist of the cruder sort, Vijai ! You raise very
interesting questions, though, and it’s good to get out of the ethical morass into metaphysics.
Personally, I think your examples split into distinct categories. Items (1) the cloud and (3) the
sun are pretty well described physically as you say, though I think the sun’s influence on the
weather is still objective. The Earth would still be warmed by the Sun, even if we weren’t
around to observe or care (contra Bishop George Berkeley !). Your approach to items (2)
flowers and (4) man appears inconsistent. Flowers are also mainly carbon, hydrogen &
oxygen, but are not thereby “really” the same as men. You have to allow for the whole being
more than the sum of its parts, otherwise you’re ignoring information, order & thermodynamic
considerations as part of what is “real”.

Also, you need to take into account emergent properties, though this is a source of some
debate. You are right, though, to distinguish between properties that are intrinsic to objects
and those that we give to them by the use we put them to in our cultures. Saying what
something “really is”, though, is a rather ill-defined idea. I prefer to view the reductionist
programme as being one of explanation - ie. how higher order things function or are
constituted in terms of simpler, lower order things. Saying, though (not that you do - this is an
example !), as Francis Crick does in The Astonishing Hypothesis, that “you are just a pack of
neurons” seems to be unhelpful. Consciousness may well arise from the brain without
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requiring any “soul stuff” to explain it, but it is still a different sort of thing to the neurons that
give rise to it.

Apologies to the TTR camp in all this, by the way - I know we’re not using ‘objective’ and
‘subjective’ in the way you’d like !

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

14th December 1997 Rick Street

Another Helping Of Rick Street Soup

Only 8 days (as of 7th December) ‘til closing date so I'll try to keep this brief.

Theo Todman (89/2.4-2.5) : The Structure Of The Newsletter : Personally I
quite like endless replies but I can see why some people (especially those
who don’t contribute) might find them exasperating.  It occurs to me that in
some cases a brief editorial introduction to an ongoing debate might help to
clarify the contribution for the benefit of newcomers and amnesiacs.  However
I'm not the one who'd have to write it, so feel free to dismiss the idea as being
too much like hard work. In the meantime I'll do my best to make sense
without requiring the reader to refer to previous issues.  And as for the idea of
grouping paragraphs by subject matter rather than author, I think this could
work but individual writers should be allowed a "no tampering" option
otherwise it might discourage some contributions.

Isaiah Berlin (89/5.2-5.4) - Actively Retired : Berlin gave up philosophy
because he claimed it "can only be done by very clever people" and he didn't
consider himself clever enough. I Would say that philosophy is done by all
people whether they know it or not and whether they like it or not.  Everything
anyone does, thinks or says, is the result of a stimulus acting upon that
person’s attitudes.  These attitudes are also known as philosophies.  For
example "THUMP ! Do unto others before they do unto you ! That’s my
philosophy!". And philosophy as an activity can be seen as any conscious
examination of those attitudes. Which surely everybody does to varying
degrees whether they intend to or not. Berlin may well have given up the job
but to give up thought is surely not possible.

Mark Griffin (89/7-10) - The Morality Of Assassination : It seems obvious
that assassinating one political leader is morally preferable to slaughtering
millions of conscripted soldiers, and bombing hundreds of civilian-populated
cities and I have myself: wondered just how the likes of Hitler and Saddam
Hussein did manage to go un-assassinated having so seriously upset such
large and well equipped world powers.  Like you, I don't accept Theo’s idea of
our leaders fearing direct retaliation because I’m sure if Hitler thought that
assassinating Churchill was a good strategy he wouldn’t have waited for
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Churchill to try it first before he felt justified in doing it himself.  Therefore,
Churchill had nothing to worry about and should have iced the nasty little git
as soon as possible.

The question seems therefore to be purely one of military strategy rather than
ethics. The allies didn't assassinate Hitler simply because it wouldn't have
done them any good. He would’ve simply been replaced by another, possibly
more competent nasty little git. The curious point you did raise, however, is
the one of terrorism. The IRA has, on occasion, attempted to kill various of
our prime ministers. Surely if a prime minister dies in a terrorist attack they
are replaced as efficiently as if  they were assassinated by a rival world
power. So why do the terrorists bother ?  Personally, I imagine it must be
because they have no real agenda for change but just lots of anger at the
situation they believe to be unconscionable. Their anger is neither deliberate
aggression nor defence but simply emotionally driven retaliation with very
short term goals.

Although I don't think this is actually a philosophical issue, I do think that the
issue of "whether or not it is a philosophical issue" is a philosophical issue.
And one that can't be resolved without first addressing the underlying issue
itself.  Further discussion may yet bring to light a true philosophical issue at
the core of this interesting little problem.

Philip Lloyd Lewis (89/13.4-14.5) - Two Tier Reality : It occurs to me that
the originality of your theory is not so much the division of reality into two tiers
but the elevation of "belief" to the status of "subjective reality" whilst
acknowledging the under-rated illusiveness of real reality. Thereby promoting
greater sympathy for the beliefs / subjective realities of other people ... which
is nice!  However you then go on to criticise Theo's approach to scientific
research, stating that objective reality is unresearchable.  Surely though this is
only the case in your subjective reality and you can't know whether it is so in
objective reality and clearly it isn't so in Theo’s subjective reality.  Doesn't
your theory in fact render all criticism obsolete ?

Michael Nisbet (89/16.6-18.2) - Self-Awareness And Mirrors : I think I see
what you’re trying to do by renaming self-awareness as "reflexive awareness"
- your idea being that the self is a mental construct that has no objective
existence therefore nothing is truly “self-aware” but merely imagines its own
individuality. However, I fail to see why the term "reflexive awareness" should
be any more preferable. Surely, it is the word awareness that is the problem
rather than the word “self” ? But all this is beside the point !  Interesting as
your assertions about the self being created at the moment of realisation are,
they do seem to be dependent on the assumption that there is a moment of
realisation. I contend that all creatures are aware of their own existence
simply because it is the most obvious thing that any creature can perceive.
The popular assumption that only humans and some apes are aware of their
own existence is based on the incorrect belief that because a creature cannot
recognise its own reflection it must be unaware of its own existence.  This
illogical deduction is only so widely accepted because most people like the
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idea that humans are fundamentally higher life-forms than all other animals.
You are correct in saying "the realisation that the eye that is seen is the eye
that is looking ... is more than just the understanding of reflective surfaces".
However, of the two components (ie. self-awareness and understanding
reflective surfaces), I am certain that the latter is by far the more difficult for
the animal brain to contend with. Now if you could demonstrate that (say)
blackbirds understood reflective surfaces but still attacked their own
reflection, I would happily eat my words.  The schizophrenic issue was not
one that I was aware of but I don't think it invalidates my argument at all.  The
fact that a person with no clear perception of their own identity cannot
recognise their own reflection does not mean that just because an animal or
young baby cannot recognise its reflection it must therefore have no concept
of its own identity.

Michael Nisbet (89/18.4 -19.2) - Morality And Society : In stunningly stark
contrast to the issue of self-awareness, here, we seem to be in total
agreement !  Funny old world innit ?

Theo Todman (89/19.4) - Morality, Society And Perfection : Although your
question about ethical systems that focus an the perfection of the individual
was directed at Michael, seeing as Michael and I seem to be in agreement on
this one I think I'll give it a crack meself.

To understand this you need to first appreciate the cyclical nature of cause
and effect.  For example take lions and wildebeest.  Lions didn't evolve to
hunt wildebeest.  Lions and wildebeest evolved simultaneously, each
development in one being matched by a corresponding development in the
other.  Therefore wildebeest were both the cause of lions development and
the effect.  This duality is true of all natural developmental systems, including
that of human society and morality.  The concept of right and wrong actions is
a necessary part of social behaviour but it is for the individual to perform
those right or wrong actions.  So the perfected social being is one that
performs only right actions.  Social behaviour and perfection of the soul are
(as they say) two sides of the same coin.  They developed in parallel just as
did the lion and the wildebeest.  Both simultaneously causing and being
caused by each other.  An ethical system that focuses on the perfection of the
individual is only looking at one side of the coin and in my view that can be
dangerous.  Such systems have to rely on a set of rules to define right and
wrong actions before they can put the onus on the perfection of the individual.
These rules can, over time, become corrupted, and therein lies the danger.

Anthony Owens (89/20.6-21.1) - Super Photons : Thanks Anthony.  Glad to
know I wasn't hallucinating and you could well be right about the worm-hole
stuff, after all I wasn't really expecting to have to answer questions on it
months later. However, I am inclined to agree with Theo that most scientists
do actually believe that c is actually constant.  They may be wrong but they
would never knowingly base later theories an something they believed even
might be wrong.
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Mike Rossell (89/23.2.23.4) - Is War Justified ? : It is a curious notion you
have that all wars are entirely the fault of political leaders and all the soldiers
are just unwilling pawns being sent to their deaths. Okay some soldiers are
conscripts and some conscripts are unwilling but for a war to happen the
balance of power needs to want it.  That means politicians, soldiers and the
general population.  Admittedly individual politicians have more say than
individual soldiers, who in turn have more say than individual members of the
public and politicians have the additional facility of propaganda but it is not a
case of WW2 just being “all Hitler’s fault”. And a match between Tony Blair,
Ian Paisley, Gerry Adams and Mo Mowlam would have no effect on the
beliefs of the Irish population.  Is war justified ? Not to me ! But I am only a
man with a below average amount of say in whether or not wars take place.

Alan Carr (89/24.5) - Population And Re-incarnation : I suspect that the
reason why the question of reincarnation hasn't yet been raised in these
hallowed pages may be because it is a question that sits better in the
Aquarian SIG.  However, there are doubtless many philosophical questions
raised by this and other paranormal type issues.  How do we decide what's
supernatural and what’s not ?  How proved can anything really ever be ?
Does the world consensus that there is some kind of deity constitute a reason
for believing in God or merely for believing that most people are stupid ?  Is it
arrogant to maintain one’s own beliefs when the majority disagree ?  Or is it
gullible to do otherwise ? Can the balance be rationalised or is it all just
relative ? ... I'm sure none of these are "the question of reincarnation" that
you referred to, so I'll delay further comment until I better understand which
particular philosophical angle you’re examining reincarnation from.

Stef Gula (89/28-30) : An excellent opening submission, if I may say so,
containing enough that I agree with to make me think you know what you’re
talking about and enough that I disagree with to give me cause to reply.
Maarrvlous !

I agree entirely that all-comers should be welcome and quality should be
considered a bonus not a requisite, and I can't wait to see how Anthony
Owens deals with your thoughts on crime and punishment.  However I can't
resist jumping in on PL-L's behalf regarding probability... so here goes...

(89/28.6 - 28.7) : Probability : There are no probabilities of 0 or 1 ! You say
that “X is dead” has a probability of 1 when X actually is dead, but I've heard
cases of fully qualified doctors mis-diagnosing death and live people being
mistakenly buried.

There is the rather sci-fi possibility that a new drug could produce a temporary
metabolic shut-down that’s indistinguishable from death.  There is the
possibility that someone in the future could build a time machine, go back to
before X was killed, prevent X from being killed and thereby have already
created an alternate time-line in which X is still alive. Then there’s the issue of
re-incarnation and life after death, the second coming and Jesus’ powers of
resurrection, and of course the all-purpose "you could've dreamt it” argument.
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All of which add up to your alleged statement of fact having a probability of
only about 0.999. Likewise,  you can’t say for certain that X won't speak even
if he is dead.   Such an event may be unprecedented in your experience and
mine but that doesn't mean it can't happen.  To the best of my knowledge
neither you nor I have ever died but I consider it very probable that both of us
will do so eventually.  Unprecedented events happen all the time. Nothing is
impossible and nothing is inevitable. This I assign a probability of 0.999999 at
least ! That’s subjective! Obviously !

Theo (89/36.3) - Ethical (In-)Consistency in Nazism : As you know, I am of
the opinion that most Nazis considered their attitudes morally justified, even
though I obviously disagree with them myself. Furthermore, I also consider
that Nazism is fairly internally consistent. The need for ethical consistency is
common to most people and if Nazism was totally ridiculous, the German
people would never have fallen for it.  Admittedly close examination and
discussion by a group of gifted intellectuals could probably uncover numerous
cracks in its logic but the same could probably be said of most other
ideologies as well.  The inconsistency that you mentioned (ie. using foreign
oppression of Germans as an excuse for military aggression whilst
simultaneously oppressing internal minority groups) is actually entirely
defensible within the Nazi ideology.  To you its hypocritical but to someone
who genuinely believes that Germans matter and Jews don't there is no
inconsistency.  You then go on to accuse the Nazis of inventing silly racial
theories but as I said these beliefs were the norm for almost everyone (even
the Jews) prior to the second world war.  And your reasoning that the Jews
must have mattered because some of them were clever is subject to your
personal (and I think unusual - perhaps even slightly dodgy) view that
intelligence is a sound basis for assigning moral rights (see 89/31.4). The
Nazis knew the Jews were intelligent and in fact feared that strength and that
was one of the reasons they persecuted them so heavily. The secret of
Jewish power was in their religion which gave them a unity that transcended
national boundaries. Historically in most countries political power has been
divided between the monarchy / parliament and the church and in 1930’s
Germany the Jewish church (which wasn't even based in Germany) did pose
a significant potential threat to the German government and the whole
democratic process. The Nazi objection to the Jews was simply that they
weren't German. Subsequent objections that they were stupid were in my
opinion inconsistent and would probably have been retracted if any Nazi felt
the urge to argue his viewpoint with a foreigner but Nazism itself would
survive such a retraction quite unscathed.

(89/37.1) - The Purpose Of Art : The emotional response to art is the
motivator not purpose.  Just as food tastes nice but it’s purpose is to nourish
the body, sex is fun but its purpose is to propagate the species and natural
environments look pretty but their purpose (to us) is to provide us with food,
water, shelter, firewood, etc.  I agree that artists produce art in order to
entertain but I was explaining why artists exist in the first place.
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(89/37.4) - Belief And Delusion : Aaaaaaagggghhhh !!!! NO ! That’s not what
I said at all ! Go and read 89/33.7 again and if you still don’t get it I WILL draw
you a diagram ! (let’s see you scan that into your word processor).

(89/37.4) - I think Therefore I Could be a Bat : Obviously, I do think I
probably really am a human and not a bat that’s dreaming it’s a human. What
I said was that I am “statistically” as likely to be a bat as a human. I never said
I pay any attention to statistics.

(89/37.6) - The Physics SIG : Best of luck. I’m sure you’ll be great at it. Don’t
expect me to join though, ‘cos I just don’t know enough about physics. As you
may’ve noticed.

(89/38.1) - Divine Fallibility : to me the term "revelation" only implies that the
information was "revealed" as opposed to being deduced or invented or
discovered or taught. I see no  linguistic implication of the truth or otherwise of
the revealed information.

(89/38.3) - Yet More Nazism : Is a “consciously archaic" philosophy really
such a bad thing ?  I’m sure all Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus and
Buddhists would disagree with you on that one.  The problem was not that
Nazism looked backward but what it chose to look backward at.

I also find your description of Nazism as "such barbarism" quite fascinating. I
understand the term "barbarian" to mean low-tech, unsophisticated. etc. so I
don't see how you can accuse the civilisation that invented the jet fighter of
being barbaric. Or is there a distinction between barbarism and
"barbarianism" that I’m overlooking here ?

Another thing I’d like to take you to task on is the popular misconception that
democracy is a fundamentally good thing, but I don’t have time, so remind me
for the next issue and I’ll come back to it.

So when was this period when professional armies weren’t playing war
games then ?

Yes but its not the war itself that was dangerous, just the subsequent
persecution of the vanquished.

You say that the rules had changed for Europeans in Europe but Hitler’s war
was never supposed to have been in Europe.  His plan was to expand across
Russia and into Asia to build an empire like that of the British and French.  It
mainly went wrong because other European countries decided to interfere.
Besides which, the notion that Hitler’s crime was to aggress in Europe instead
of Africa or India or the Americas is as unpalatable to the modern conscience
as Nazism itself. This just seems to reinforce my point that at the time Nazism
was merely a variation on the general international attitude to foreigners.
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There ! I’m done ! If I can print this in time for the noon post tomorrow it
should make the deadline ! Okay, so it wasn’t exactly “brief” but you can’t
have everything ! .... just nearly everything ! You will let me know if I’m being
too copious, won’t you.

Joyous seasonal type tidings one and all ...   Rick Street

Rick : you will be pleased to know that I disagree with a whole heap of what you have to say,
this time as always !

I can just hear the “aaarghh ! That’s not what I meant !” were I to summarise others’ views, so
I think we’ll leave things as they are. While we’re on administrative matters - could you send
me your contribution on disk next time. Your dot-matrix defeated my scanner last time round,
so I had to re-type the article, which was deadly dull (the typing, not the article) I can tell you.

I think Isaiah Berlin was talking of doing philosophy as a profession when he said he wasn’t
clever enough. I suspect he also had different standards of cleverness to us mortals. There’s
a huge difference between being able to hold your own in an argument and having some
creative insight or systematic understanding that hasn’t been held before by the next bloke in
the pub. He made the connection with mathematics - if you want to be a mathematician and
have something to say, you’d better be good at it or you won’t be able to do it & will end up a
fool and a failure. I’m not sure whether the same is true of philosophy, in that as a discipline it
doesn’t so obviously make progress, and answers aren’t so obviously right or wrong. Maybe it
takes a good philosopher to recognise bad philosophy, along the lines of our “you’re all crap”
absent friend ? Let us all be warned, and humble.

I agree with your criticism of Philip Lloyd Lewis - I don’t see how his system doesn’t condemn
debate to futility. He has strenuously denied this, but hasn’t, at least to my satisfaction,
explained why. You have your subjective reality & I have mine. Neither of us can get at the
one-and-indivisible ultimate reality, so where do we go from here ?

I restrict my further comments to our own set of private on-going debates, though I feel
strongly tempted to join in your “probabilities” debate with Stef Gula.

I wonder whether we ought to be a little more circumspect in our use of the Nazi holocaust as
a philosophical example for ethical debate. For a start, I don’t want us to end up being
accused of being a hot-bed of neo-Nazism or revisionism by a “for the sake of argument”
passage being taken out of context. Secondly, all this is a bit insensitive - there are people out
there who’ve been through the camps, or who had relatives who died there. I don’t want us to
forget the unmitigated horror and evil of it all. Not that I’m advocating subservient timidity or
the wholesale avoidance of “touchy subjects”. People do, though, have a view of “armchair
philosophers” being out of touch with the “real world”, and I don’t want us to be tarred with that
particular brush.

An anecdote .... my firm held its Christmas Party at The Ministry of Sound. In between all the
shouting (to make oneself heard) and drinking (I don’t dance) I lost track of the time and
missed my last train home, so had to get a cab back to Billericay. The cabbie arranged things
so that people going vaguely in the same direction shared the fare, so my cab included a
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couple of young Israeli ladies who’d just flown in from Tel Aviv & were on their way to
Colchester. They had recently completed national service, but had decided to join the Israeli
Air Force. Anyway, we got into a vigorous conversation (as one does after a couple of bottles
of cheap white wine - I had a feeling of being perfectly coherent, but you never can tell).
Despite being in the armed forces, they were dead against Netanyahu and described the
horror and dismay with which Rabin’s assassination (there we go again !) was generally
greeted with genuine feeling. One thing that kept coming over, and this was the reason they’d
joined up, despite the appearance of being cultured and highly intelligent - was their feeling of
being set against the rest of the world and of needing to defend their homeland because,
ultimately, nowhere else in the world was safe. End of anecdote and homily.

Consequent on the above, I’ve decided not to pursue the debate on Nazi ethics. Much of
what you’ve written above I disagree with for reasons of historical accuracy, but that is of little
relevance from a philosophical viewpoint. Maybe we can transplant the philosophical issues to
a less sensitive platform ? That said, there is one issue from the second set of comments I
feel I can’t let slip; namely  barbarism. Here’s a quote from my favourite encyclopaedia :-

(Hitler) directed Himmler to prepare the ground for the "new order" in
Europe. The concentration camps were expanded, and there were added to
them extermination camps such as Auschwitz and Mauthausen, as well as
mobile extermination squads. The Jews of Germany, Poland, and the Soviet
Union were most numerous among the victims; in German-occupied Europe
between 5,000,000 and 6,000,000 had been killed by the end of the war as
the only solution in Hitler's view of the Jewish "problem." The sufferings of
other races were only less when measured in numbers killed. Such
BARBARISM was indiscriminate, even where, as in the Ukraine, Hitler
might have encouraged nationalist feelings to his own advantage.

So, there is a precedent for this usage, and you can be as “fascinated” as you like. The article
is by Alan Bullock, by the way, not some random hack. Also, technological prowess is not an
indicator of an escape from barbarism - the technological efficiency of the death camps
makes things worse if anything. In any case, there’s some debate as to whether the jet fighter
was invented first by the Germans (let alone the Nazis) given that the Gloster Meteor came
into service a couple of months prior to the Messerschmitt Me 262, but that’s a picky point.

On the issue of the purpose of art, I dare say it is a vastly more complex subject than either of
us has allowed in our one-liners. I dare say it varies by historical époque, the medium, and
whether we’re looking at it from the artist’s or patron’s perspective.

Well, now you have got me annoyed ! I suppose I provoked you by being slightly snide about
your remarks on belief and delusion. I recommend that you read 89/33.7 again because what
you said is most likely not what you meant. I’m sure you could draw me a simple Venn
diagram (and, yes, my scanner would cope quite happily if you use a decent ribbon !). You
said, “"Belief" and "delusion" are indeed interchangeable terms for the same set, ie.
delusions, which being a sub-set of beliefs can be referred to by either title”. Now I do see
what you mean here, but, as it stands, this is a contradiction, unless we take sub-set in the
sense of “improper” sub-set, where a set is allowed to be a subset of itself. The problem lies
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with your first assertion - what is your assertion that ““belief" and "delusion" are indeed
interchangeable terms for the same set” supposed to mean other than that the sets of beliefs
and delusions are identical, and therefore have the same elements ? Especially, since this is
what Michael Nisbet was suggesting (in C88.16/2) was implicit in Philip Lloyd Lewis’s prior
article in C87.20. What I assume you meant was that there is a set of beliefs, of which a
(proper) subset is the set of delusions, so that any delusion is a belief, though not all beliefs
are delusions. Hence, it is fair to call a delusion a belief, but not, in general, a belief a
delusion. Fair enough, I suppose. However, all this arose (and this is where “endless replies”
are rather taxing on the patience) from Michael Nisbet accusing Philip Lloyd Lewis of being
inconsistent in saying that “one man’s belief is another man’s delusion” C87.20. I must say
that if I’d wanted to take issue with Philip’s choice of words here, I’d have said that this implies
that delusions were not beliefs, when he’d just said they were a subset of beliefs, rather than
that he was implying that beliefs & delusions referred to the same set. Presumably, Philip
meant that, defining a delusion as a false belief, what is a true belief for one person is a false
belief (delusion) for another. Which, of course, is the whole point at issue - we just don’t know
what the contents of the set of delusions is. I have more confidence that certain beliefs are
delusions than Philip has, but there are definitely many doubtful cases. Whether all this is
worth the paper it’s printed on is debatable, but we are, as philosophers, supposed to be
speaking precisely. Which leads on to ...

What do you mean by asserting that you are “statistically” as likely to be a bat as a human ? I
have racked my brains in vain to think of a recognised use of the term “statistically” that
makes sense of this assertion.

I hope you will come back on democracy not being a good thing. Given that we need a form
of government, and given human nature as it is, can you recommend a better form ? As
someone said, democracy may not be perfect, but it’s the best we’ve got.

Theo

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

1st January 1998 Theo Todman

What follows is a critique of an article from the October 1997 issue of
Philosophy, the Journal of the Royal Institute of Philosophy.

The original article is by Oswald Hanfling, Visiting Research Professor at the
Open University, whose book The Quest for Meaning (Blackwell 1987) I
remember reading with pleasure when it first came out.

I apologise to those members of the Philosophical Discussion Group of British
Mensa who haven’t seen the article in question and who therefore may find
what follows rather opaque. Those wishing to be enlightened further can
request a copy from me.
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May I just exhort you all to join the Royal Institute of Philosophy ? It is open to
all on presentation of the £25 annual fee, for which you receive some 600+
pages of Philosophy amongst other benefits.  Write to :-

THE SECRETARY, ROYAL INSTITUTE OF PHILOSOPHY,
14 GORDON SQUARE, LONDON WC1H 0AG.

Response to

‘Is’, ‘Ought’ and the Voluntaristic Fallacy

(Oswald Hanfling; Philosophy, October 1997)

The above article commences as follows :-

“The view that ‘ought’ cannot be deduced from ‘is’, credited to Hume as
a major insight into the nature of morality, is surprisingly easy to refute :
(1) what they are doing is evil (2) therefore they ought not to do it. Here
we have a case of deducing ‘ought’ from ‘is’. The conclusion follows,
because ‘ought not’ is analytic to ‘evil’.”

In the article, Professor Hanfling quotes excerpts from the last paragraph of
Section 1 of Book 3 (“Of Morals”) of David Hume’s 1739 work A Treatise of
Human Nature. The essence of the quotation is that Hume held the view that
since an ought expresses some new affirmation or relation than is contained
in an is, it therefore cannot be deducible from it, because the conclusion of an
argument must not contain material that is not in the premises. Professor
Hanfling then provides a critique of this view, along the lines that the is has to
be joined to a predicate in order to make sense, so there is already more than
a mere is to lead us on to the ought. He also reviews the writings of many
other philosophers (eg. J. L. Mackie, R. M. Hare, Bernard Williams and
others) who have discussed the issue. I would love to enter into all these
detailed arguments, but fear I would get lost in the morass, not being an
academic and being substantially ignorant of the works quoted and even
more derelict of the time to become acquainted with them.

What follows is nevertheless a critique of Professor Hanfling’s article. It is
derived from a query as to whether or not the discussion has forgotten what
the motivation behind the is / ought question really is. Surely, it has nothing
specifically to do with analytic relationships between words and ideas. Rather,
it is connected with the search (or the presumed failure of any such search)
for a set of moral ideas that does not require underpinning by any particular
conception of the deity but which could be universally assented to, based on
reason alone, in all societies. If we can find a state of affairs that necessitates
a particular moral response, irrespective of the society in which it occurs, then
this search is hopeful of achieving its object; else not. Again, I don’t want to
get caught up in what particular authors in the past did or did not intend by
what they wrote. I want to do philosophy not discuss literature. The quest for
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a universal morality is the import of the is / ought question that is of interest to
me today.

All that follows is predicated on the assumption that the search for a universal
morality is what we are talking about. Otherwise, the sequence of extracts &
critiques that follows is all beside the point. I will repeatedly use counter-
examples in what follows. On the assumption that we are heading in the right
direction, on we go.

Professor Hanfling’s first footnote quotes another example that is alleged to
defeat the is / ought principle :-

Smith wants (is desirous) to get X. The best way to get X is by doing Y.
Therefore, Smith ought to do Y.

What is meant by ‘best’ and ‘ought’ here ? If ‘best’ is without moral sense (ie.
equivalent to ‘expedient’) then we have sanction for mugging unless ‘ought’ is
also taken amorally. On the presumption that Professor Hanfling is not a
crypto-mugger, we can but presume that ‘best’ is a morally circumscribed
word, and therefore we do not have a pure ‘is’.

Intrinsic to an ought is the concept of duty. Now, clearly, we can conceive of
specific states of affairs without number that, in our society, entail particular
duties. Otherwise all talk of duties would be meaningless. For example, given
that that child over there is drowning and you are a qualified lifeguard, you
ought to seek to rescue it, whether or not you are ‘on duty’. We could
examine quite why this ‘ought’ works in this case. It would doubtless involve
the value placed by our society on children, reciprocity principles, social
pressures, costs to the rescuer versus benefits to the rescued. Some would
feel a strong ‘ought’ to do something in this situation even if they could do
nothing, and there are tragic cases of people being drowned failing to rescue
others failing to rescue drowning animals.

However, this isn’t what the is / ought principle is denying. It’s talking about
the impossibility of defining a set of ethical principles necessarily valid in
every society. For instance, it is possible to envisage societies, eg. in a
computer game, where, taking up Professor Hanfling’s paradigmatic example
of an ‘ought not’, namely murder, the state of affairs : “A kills B to take his
money, which he wants to improve his standard of living”, far from constituting
murder would be a smart move. The reason it wouldn’t constitute murder in
that society would be, as Professor Hanfling points out, because the term
‘murder’ (in our vocabulary) has moral, indeed condemnatory, overtones
which in that society would be absent.

How could this state of affairs arise ? Well, maybe people in such a society
would be trained from youth to do this very thing. Legalised piracy, as, for
instance, that practised by the English against the Spanish in Elizabethan
times, is akin to this. It just happens that in some societies, these facts (ie.
killing to enhance a standard of living) constitute murder, a term which
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already has moral judgements and prohibitions embedded in it; whereas in
others, they don’t. Again, if such people did use the term ‘murder’ in this
context, they would (again as Professor Hanfling acknowledges) be using a
word with merely the same sound or form. Indeed, it is possible, thankfully
rarely, to hear people referring to an act of murder (as in the film Pulp Fiction),
though without calling it such, without any of the connotations that we would
normally use when referring to such an act. They don’t use the term because
for them ‘illegal killing’ is a job. The only issue for them is to execute the job
(and the victim) efficiently and avoid retribution.

Similarly, is it possible to imagine societies in which propensities such as
frugality, industry and so on don’t carry the undertone of virtue ? Well, easily;
for both in plutocratic society and in criminal society (as viewed by the law-
abiding) such traits might be considered as vices.

The proposition “‘Frugality’ is a virtue, therefore you ought to be frugal” fails :-

1. in case of very special considerations (eg. ‘the world will end tomorrow’).
2. if the frugality is otherwise inappropriate (eg. in a billionaire) or

misdirected (eg. in excessively restricted philanthropy).
3. generally, because prescriptions are less binding than prohibitions (in

our society), ie. we allow freedom of action (in this case, to be profligate)
provided we don’t interfere too much with others’ freedom.

4. if we generally disagree that this is so, ie. if we inhabit a different moral
culture or have a fundamentally different outlook on life.

Whether a violent response to a state of affairs is deemed chivalry, rashness,
pride or wickedness is society-dependent. The preservation of honour is to
some an excuse for a panoply of (to us) vices. Note that duelling was once a
legal, if maybe not moral, method for the strong to get what they wanted by
force from the weak. Today, we’d view this as murder rather than chivalry.
Consider, for instance (and allowing for some folkloreic embellishment), the
“setting up” of the mathematician Evariste Galois by political opponents with a
dual over a woman as a pretext for elimination.

Treating courage as a virtue may not be a personal preference, or not so for
all persons at all times, but societies do have preferences. The question is,
whether acting in a way in which we normally use the term ‘courageous’ could
ever be separated from the approbative feelings we normally apply. Such a
state of affairs is, maybe, difficult to envisage, but is nevertheless already
happening to moral concepts such as patriotism or monogamy that now,
instead of being purely positive concepts, tend, in some quarters at least, to
indicate a narrowness of vision. The issue is not merely whether words (in our
vocabulary) can have different values (in our moral structure), as in the
“Dutch courage” example given by Professor Hanfling, but whether different
societies might differently evaluate the same act. What we are considering is
a society that has no use for the concept because it doesn’t agree with the
prescription inherent in it; much as we have no word in our vocabulary for
‘(virtuously) offering one’s first-born in sacrifice to Baal’. Are there some
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virtues that are virtues in all conceivable societies, or vices that are
universally vicious ?

In some societies, matters of no account in our society are raised to pivotal
levels. For instance, failure to keep holy the Sabbath day or the commission
of adultery have each been capitally proscribed; and failure to obey the
prohibition has led the recalcitrant to be rapidly submerged beneath a heap of
stones.

Thinking up analytic relationships (smuggling in the ‘ought’ into the ‘is’) isn’t
the point. But, what is the point ? If we reject analytic connections between
the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’, we are stuck with there being no necessary
connection, as Hume said; rather a boring discussion all round. So we end up
with logical trivialities - either we allow analytic connection or we do not. If we
do, the is / ought idea is trivially falsified as Professor Hanfling demonstrates.
If we disallow analyticity, Hume seems to be right.

The real issue seems to be, as previously stated, whether there exist states of
affairs which, in any society conceivable, demand a consistent moral
response. We’ll continue to examine a few of the test cases that Professor
Hanfling raises.

Firstly, does having promised to do such and such necessarily entail that one
ought always unconditionally to fulfil that promise ? Well, no. We can think of
games of bluff where this would not be the case. Also, where one society
doesn’t consider itself bound by promises to another. Countries confiscate or
nationalise the assets of foreign institutions without compensation in the
name of self-determination. People borrow money to finance risky ventures &
then go bankrupt without a qualm. On the positive side, there are amnesties
where promises of retribution are not fulfilled. Taking up Professor Hanfling’s
point, not only can we imagine tribes in which the idea of a promise is
unknown, but also those in which the breaking of promises is allowed. We
can, by convention, restrict the use of the term ‘promise’ to those promises
that cannot be broken, but by importing into the definition of ‘promise’ the
analytic relation ‘it must not be broken’ we should not be surprised that the
ought follows from the is.

Secondly, with respect to lying; some people have seen this as a universal
prohibition. Others have truth-telling in an ethical hierarchy, the prohibition on
lying overridden if more pressing priorities arise. As with promise-keeping, we
can envisage games in which deception is allowed and in which declarative
statements, normally construed as factual statements, could be intended to
mislead and should therefore not be relied on - and all in the course of the
normal run of the game. The question is, could we run coherent societies like
that ?

As previously noted, what we are in search of is a pan-societal ethical system.
We might add, also, that there is a difference between the fact that particular
moral principles have been doubted and whether they should have been. In
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the old imperialist days, it was assumed that one’s own system of morality,
even one’s own culture, was the one to which other societies ought to
conform. Today, in most societies, this is not the presumption, and clearly it
cannot be true for all, because ethical systems differ. But, despite the fact that
societies run their affairs differently, is there no right way ?

What is important is that the vocabulary in the ‘is’ statement should be value-
free. If it is value-laden, it will entail prescriptions or prohibitions. What we
want is for it to deal solely with objective facts.

What, then, is an ‘objective fact’ ? A fact (assumed to be related to a general
state of affairs) may be said to be objective if it would be irrational for any
suitably informed person in any society to deny. Are there any such ‘facts’ ?
Well, some - Pythagoras’ theorem in Euclidean geometry, for instance.
However, we may be mistaken about some ‘facts’ that are currently generally
agreed upon (eg. the Big Bang theory). We are left with an awkwardness
concerning the ‘suitably informed’, but I can’t see how to avoid this restriction.
Any attempt to propose objective ethics must be predicated on the possibility
of objective knowledge, however, so we can ignore these difficulties for our
present purposes. The question remains whether moral judgements are ever
correctly categorised as objective facts.

If what we are saying is that, given a state of affairs and given a value
system, certain actions ought to follow, we are saying something trivial; but
not, I assume, what Hume meant. The question is, is there a state of affairs
that morally demands the same action in any coherent value system (not just
one we approve of).

My contention is that a full description of a state of affairs has to be
constructed from elementary propositions, which in practise (in moral
systems) leads to a value-laden proposition that entails an ‘ought’. This leads
to two issues :-

1. factual considerations that affect the moral evaluation of states of affairs
(eg. stealing to escape starvation, the latter circumstance being a
mitigation) and

2. moral differences (differences in the evaluation of what’s right and
wrong).

Professor Hanfling seems to deal with (1), the hierarchy of values, but not (2).

However, Professor Hanfling is correct when he says that the law can be
criticised on moral grounds and therefore that the law, or institutionalism,
cannot be the basis of moral systems. However, moral criticism (or
approbation) of institutions varies. The evaluation of the institution of slavery
is a classic case; defended on moral grounds by some as a Biblical institution,
rejected by others on humanitarian grounds.
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The central question in all this is whether such a precept as that above, ie. the
acceptance of slavery, is fundamentally immoral in a society-independent
way. Also, whether moral codes are merely societies’ constructs or whether
there are any over-arching issues beyond this that might constrain systems of
morality so that we could endeavour to develop a common or universal
morality that would be necessary to the maintenance of any conceivable
society. Only in the latter case would the is / ought principle be non-trivially
falsified.

Professor Hanfling states that ‘The truth is that our moral values, and the
language in which they are expressed, are given and not invented’. But, are
they ? Further, he suggests that ‘Moral discussions are undertaken in terms
of more fundamental values, which are not themselves candidates for
acceptance or rejection’. Well, any discussion has to start from certain
premises shared between the protagonists, else all we get is a slanging
match. But, these shared premises change over time, and may individually
each be subject to acceptance or rejection. Take the Ten Commandments,
for instance; once, they’d have been an ‘all or nothing’ collection, with the
order of the commandments indicating a motivational structure and relative
importance. Now we disagree both as to content and sequence.

Towards the end of his essay, Professor Hanfling draws a parallel between
the acceptance of moral systems and the acceptance of the rules of logic,
incited by some who have denied the universal objectivity of either. He states,
“there is no conceivable situation in which it would be up to us, collectively or
individually, to make our own ‘value commitments’ with respect to valid
reasoning.” Well, it is meaningful to say that one should be bound by reason
or logical argument. However, is the ‘should’ here a moral constraint or one of
prudence ? Is it related to doing what is right or what is sensible ? People are
not always swayed by reason - is this behaviour immoral or irrational ?

What, then, is the ‘voluntaristic fallacy’ ? According to Webster, voluntarism is
:-

1. the principle or system of doing something by or relying on voluntary
action or volunteers

2. a theory that conceives will to be the dominant factor in experience or in
the world.

Professor Hanfling doesn’t (it seems to me) define precisely what he means
by the voluntaristic fallacy, but it seems that, while he accepts that individuals
may volunteer to support various causes or play their part in various value
systems, “the existence of the relevant values is not a matter of personal
commitment, any more than the existence of ‘valid’ and ‘invalid’ in the case or
arguments.” To believe otherwise is, it seems, to commit the voluntaristic
fallacy.

While I am hopeful that Professor Hanfling is correct, I don’t believe that he
has made out his case; because, to do so is dependent on him developing a
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universally valid system of ethics, which he hasn’t attempted in this place. Nor
have I, come to that, though I have previously made a first stab at it, and may
well inflict these musings on Philosophical Discussion Group members should
other contributions run dry !

Theo Todman


