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19th April 1999 Theo Todman
EDITORIAL

New Members

As usual, we welcome our new members to the SIG. Eleven new members this time,
so welcome to :-

•  Trevor Emmott •  Nigel Perks
•  Jane Goldberg •  Daniel O’Malley
•  Linda Gough •  Nikki Egan
•  Godfrey Rehaag •  Adrian Thurley
•  Gwen Jones •  John Fender
•  Gillian Cussen

One of the above (Gwen) remarks (probably not for publication, but why not ?) “I see
your trained philosophers exert a stern discipline over those, who, like me, merely
have a philosophical turn of mind ! I shall look forward to reading and taking part in
some challenging discussions”. Well, we aren’t trained, but we do like a good
argument ! I hope this openness isn’t putting anyone off entering the fray. And would
all seasoned participants please note that the ad hominem banter that occasionally
goes on can act as a deterrent to some (though not to Gwen, it seems !), to the
detriment of us all.

PDG Conference

Since the last edition of Commensal, the volunteers have started to come forward for
the various slots in the agenda. Nothing is finalised yet, and if more people wish to
speak than we have slots for, we’ll sort all this out in the introductory session. I was
down to speak twice, but have decided to jettison the “Consciousness” talk on account
of my lack of expertise. I’m still going to the KCL Conference & will be able to
update people informally on that if anyone’s interested.

Michael Nisbet has volunteered for the “Freewill” end of the Great Debate, in default
of anyone else being fired up so to do. Roger Farnworth, Michael’s opponent in the
debate, has volunteered to expatiate further on the topic of The Meaning of Life
without Beliefs (see later in this issue of Commensal) if there is a free slot. Well, there
is at the moment, so be prepared, Roger !

Dr. Alan Edmonds has agreed to take the Philosophy of Science session, possibly with
the thesis that physical laws (going back at least to Newton) are rules for predicting
the outcome of experiments and do not necessarily give any insight into the nature of
reality, whatever that is. Oh well, there’s the cat out of the bag.

I’ve received a ‘phone call and numerous follow-up emails from Dr. Frank Luger, an
ISPE & Mensa member from Budapest, who wishes to speak on Scientific Theosophy
& Ethics.
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Dr. Leslie Haddow is keen to follow up on loose ends from the previous Braziers
conference on Crime, Punishment & Society. Apparently he feels his ideas got an
inadequate pasting last outing. Well, we’ll see what we can do about that !

Alan Mayne has volunteered to deliver two talks, but is agreeable to doing whatever is
appropriate in the time allowed. Coming to think of it, his first subject From Personal
Ethics to Global Ethics might find a home in the 24-26 September Braziers
conference on Globalisation being organised by Jane Benn (more of which next time
!).

Finally, Malcolm Burn is willing to let us have brief thoughts on whether or not
omnipotence and omniscience are mutually exclusive.

Last I heard, there were 16 definite attendees, with a couple of ISPE members coming
for the day on Saturday, so there’s still room for more.

Hence, the provisional schedule looks something like this, somewhat re-jigged from
last time :-

Friday 07/05/99
18:00 – 19:30 Arrive

19:45 Supper
21:00 Introduction “in the round” ; plan the weekend
21:30 Debate on Determinism or Freewill (Roger Farnworth and Michael

Nisbet, respectively)

Saturday 08/05/99
08:30 Breakfast
09:45 Talk & Discussion: Is it Rational to be Religious ? (Theo Todman)
11:00 Coffee

11:30 – 12:45 Talk and Discussion : Philosophy of Science (Dr. Alan Edmonds)
13:00 Lunch

Afternoon Free (including ISPE & (possibly) PDG sub-meetings)
16:15 Tea

16:45 – 17:30 Talk and Discussion : The Meaning of Life Without Beliefs (Roger
Farnworth)

17:30 – 18:45 Talk & Discussion: Scientific Theosophy & Ethics (Dr. Frank Luger)
19:00 Supper
20:00 Informal Discussion (Pub, Lounge, ...)

Sunday 09/05/99
08:30 Breakfast
09:45 Talk and Discussion: From Personal Ethics to Global Ethics and / or

Towards a Unified Practical Philosophy (Alan Mayne)
11:00 Coffee
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11:30 Quick Talk & Discussion : Are Omniscience & Omnipotence
Mutually Exclusive (Malcolm Burn)

11:45 – 12:45 Talk and Discussion : Crime, Punishment & Society (Dr. Leslie
Haddow)

13:00 Lunch
14:00 Planning next year’s Conference
14:30 Departure

Notes
1. The programme makes provision for plenty of spare time for informal

discussion in the pub, at meals or in the lounge.
2. Roger Farnworth will arrive at 17:00 on the Friday and meet all guests as

they arrive & show them to their rooms. I intend to be there even earlier,
but am notoriously late and a bad keeper of promises, so I’m not making
any !

3. At Friday’s introductory session we will encourage flexibility throughout,
and seek to have each session chaired by a different volunteer if that’s
deemed to be a good idea (otherwise Roger & I will share the job).

4. The gourmands amongst you will be pleased to note that the lack of supper
on the Saturday night in last time’s draft programme was a typing
oversight on my part and has been reinstated in the programme above !

PDG Conference Administrative Details

I repeat here some details from previous issues of Commensal. The conference is to be
held at Braziers College, Ipsden, Wallingford, Oxon., OX10 6AN, over Friday –
Sunday, 7th-9th May 1999. Braziers College was founded in 1950 as the Braziers
School of Integrated Social Research to study practical ways of living in a group.  It
now operates partly as a community and partly as an adult education college.  It has a
country-house atmosphere, and is situated in its own attractive grounds in the Chiltern
countryside. The full fee, including accommodation and catering, is £92, and early
booking is advisable.  Apply for further details to the College at the above address
(Tel: 01491 680221). A deposit of £20 is payable. Please book directly with the
College – I will keep in touch with them periodically to see how things are going.
Partners, whether Mensans or not, are welcome.

Next Issue of Commensal

15th May 1999 is the closing date for contributions to June 1999’s Commensal
(C97). It is hoped that it will contain write-ups of some, at least, of the Braziers talks
(speakers please note !), but let this not put the rest of you off your stroke.

Best wishes,
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Theo
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17th February 1999 Alan Edmonds

WHAT DOES IQ MEASURE ?

A number of contributors to Commensal (C87/11, C88/13, C88/21) have recently
questioned the basis of IQ testing and its predictive value. They are not alone; for
many years, going back to the beginnings of intelligence testing early this century,
various aspects of IQ have been questioned. The opponents may be put into two
classes : those within the psychometric community, and those outside it. In the 1930s
and '40s Thurstone maintained that the data from intelligence tests could be
interpreted not as giving rise to one number (the g of Spearman, the basis of IQ) but to
several numbers associated with different intellectual abilities. Subsequently many
researchers have followed this line.

Outside the psychometric community many distinguished people (eg. the late Peter
Medawar) have maintained on general philosophical grounds that the abilities of an
individual should not be represented by one or even several numbers. Others, notably
members of the discipline of cognitive neuroscience, maintain that the vast amount of
work devoted to psychometry over many years, in particular IQ testing, has done very
little to increase our understanding of how the mind works.

Although the origin of intelligence testing at the turn of this century was in Europe
(Alfred Binet in Paris, Charles Spearman in London, William Stern in Leipzig)
interest and research moved rapidly to the USA. Of recent years the subject there has
become polarized politically, a prominent  example being the Bell Curve book. Right-
wing opponents of massive spending by the state on the education of the poor have
used arguments based on IQ, and opponents of IQ testing have been dismissed as
Marxists. A recent issue of Scientific American1 gives a good survey which includes
the American situation.

Interest in Europe in the subject has been  less of late, though much research has been
done, eg. in Marburg and Tübingen, into the problem of identifying and treating gifted
children and Kline at Exeter continues the psychometric tradition. The mathematical
basis of testing has been strengthened by the work of Jöreskog in Uppsala.

Many fat books have been devoted in recent years to the IQ controversy, most of them
American and most of them, as my history master used to say, tendentious. However
several books have appeared lately in the UK discussing the subject in a more
dispassionate way, notably those of P Kline and N J Mackintosh.

 Victor Serebriakoff's words : "Its general truth [of IQ testing] is not in doubt except
where doubt is an act of political faith" and "....the fiercest attack upon the idea of

                                                          
1 This is the Autumn 1998 issue of the quarterly, not the monthly magazine as seen in newsagents. I
subscribed to the quarterly recently on hearing of this issue from Alan, but have so far been unable to
persuade Scientific American to start my subscription from that issue. Maybe they’re after the $12.95
for a back issue !
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mental testing arises out of left wing dogma" are far from reality. If you are interested
in the IQ debate I urge you  to get hold of the following books and articles :-

•  Scientific American Quarterly  (Autumn 1998)  Exploring Intelligence
•  Herrnstein R J and Murray C  (1994) : The Bell Curve : the reshaping of

American life by difference in intelligence,  New York, Free Press
•  Mackintosh N J  (1998)  IQ and Human Intelligence,  Oxford U P
•  Gould S J (1992)  The Mismeasure of Man,  Penguin
•  Kline P (1992)  Intelligence : The Psychometric View,   Routledge

Alan Edmonds

Alan : Thanks for that succinct critique ! So, just what (if anything) do IQ tests measure ?
Whenever I’ve raised the matter in ISPE I’ve always been savaged by individuals with a lot
of “facts” at their finger-tips (and more interest in the subject that I have) who claim that
factor analysis shows that g is well-founded. There are many issues you don’t address (not
that this is a fault !), though I’d be interested if you or others could pick up on them. You
don’t cover why some people perform better than others, and fairly uniformly so, nor whether
these abilities (or propensities to acquire them) are genetically inherited or learned. Nor
whether, however measured, there do indeed exist innate differences in ability between
individuals; nor how this affects their worth (if it does) ... what is valuable to a society, etc.

Theo

10th April 1998 Graham Dare

WHAT IS THE MEANING OF LIFE ?

What is the meaning of Life ?

There are 3 plausible explanations :-

Do we exist to spread happiness, pursue knowledge or protect our own species from
extinction ?

Unfortunately, not all three can happen. Although the pursuit of knowledge brings us
medicines and inventions, which bring us a better quality of life, knowledge also
brings us weapons which bring us misery and possible extinction.

So, we must, at all costs, ensure our human development keeps pace with the
development of weapons, and try to slow the weapon development by boycotting the
produce of countries that are developing weapons, and by trying to educate the
peoples of these countries by the spread of spiritualism.

Graham Dare
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Graham : well, that’s the final letter in your series. As you might guess, I’m in sympathy
with your thoughts here as little as on previous occasions. Not that I think weapon-mongering
is a good thing per se. However, why should there be a meaning to life ? Why should we
exist for anything ? If we do, why should the three possibilities you suggest top the list ?
Interestingly, the March 1999 issue of New Internationalist informs me that of arms
exported, 49% come from the US & 25% from the UK. So, boycotting begins at home !

Theo

20th February 1999 John Stubbings

Here is my last contribution to Commensal. My subscription is up soon and I won't be
renewing it. You've gotta ask yourself what am I getting for forty quid? The squabbles
at head office are a piss off and I fear Mensa magazine coming through the front door.
I've paid for it so I feel I have to read it. Some of it anyway. Arrgh!. Nuff said. I can
spend forty quid better than this.

I have enjoyed Commensal however and the SIG's in general deserve praise. Little
credit appears due to head office for this, however.

As you can see I have now joined the human race and own a PC. Hopefully I'll find
something like Commensal out there on the web. I think you published some links a
while back. Might see you out there.

REPLIES

Anthony Owens (C95/11 and before) : You're still writing twaddle, Anthony. I've
been arguing for the last few months that just about everything we create and most of
the destruction we cause is at some level an artistic act. You're still going on about art
as if its only painting. Even if you don't agree with me surely literature and music
must come under art's umbrella. Your protestation "Sorry; but I can't understand art,
except as a residual activity from a once useful procedure" is an artistic act in itself.
More act than art I'd say.

Valerie Ransford (C95/37 and before) : Valerie, yet another well thought out
response. Yes I am a bit mixed up and confused. I just don't understand why you
bother to write such incoherent babble. You state that you think I am mistaken about
mathematics being "just another medium" (C94/13) taking three words out of context
like this slightly misconstrues what I was saying. That aside, you then fail to give any
reason why you think I am mistaken. Did it come as a revelation ?
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Albert Dean (C95/26) : On artists and how "rarely we see any of the initial rubbish
from their youth"; yet how often we see the rubbish of their later years, Albert !

Alan Carr (C95/28) : Actually the debate on the "purpose" of art started as a reply to
a question from the late Eric Hills. So there you go; same origin as the Ireland article.
How come, then, that you appear to think our humble offerings are in some way
beneath yours ? There's plenty of art going on in Ireland. The art of war, the art of
torture, the art of diplomacy, the odd phone call, heh !

Michael Nisbet (C95/31) : "Art is the process whereby the subject imposes itself
upon the world". Oo er. I like this. I like this a lot. I'd leave it at this if I were you,
Michael. I thought your attempts to define the differences between art and craft were a
bit dodgy. Art, its place and purpose in society is sexy. The art vs craft debate is just a
subject the anally retentive use to induce nausea. Leave it. Trust me, you have more
important things to debate. I thought there was much of merit in the rest of your article
by the way.

John Stubbings

John : I agree with you that SIGs are what make Mensa worthwhile, so aren’t you cutting off
nose to spite face ? However, your comments above on our members’ offerings are somewhat
less than appreciative, so maybe you are disillusioned with SIGs as well ?! Nothing like
going out with a bang and ensuring no-one will miss you when you depart ! I expect we will
though.

Theo

24th February 1999 Michael Nisbet

ON THE SUBJECT-OBJECT DICHOTOMY

Belonging to this SIG has been educational.  Prompted by my membership to extend
my acquaintance with philosophical arguments, I have discovered that the conclusion
that I came to in my first ever contribution (C87/5) was anticipated some 200 years
ago by Hegel ! I hope, with the help of my fellow members, to drag my thinking into
the 20th century, just about in time for the 21st.

Now I am aware that philosophical theories that attempt to account for life, the
universe and everything are considered jejune in certain circles, but I have not yet got
past the point at which it seems to me that (1) a great deal in human life can be
understood in terms of the existential dilemma that faces an organism in which
reflexive awareness has developed (2) this dilemma can be characterised as that of 'the
subject rendered object due to its subjection to bodily existence' and (3) beneath this
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dichotomy lies a continuum, a category of relation, in which relation is prior to its
supposed terms, or either of them.

Something very similar to this last point seems to have been developed by Hegel.  The
matter is summarised very neatly in The Vocabulary of Philosophy by William
Flemming, D.D. (London 1876 - no copyright problem here I trust : Flemming was
dead by this date, and in any case he is quoting from a work cited as Lewes, Biograph.
Hist. of Phil., vol.iv., p209):

"I see a tree.  The common psychologists tell me that there are three
things implied in this one fact of vision, viz. : a tree, an image of that
tree, and a mind which apprehends that image.  Fichte tells me that it
is I alone who exist.  The tree and the image of it are one thing, and
that is a modification of my mind.  This is subjective idealism.
Schelling tells me that both the tree and my ego (or self) are
existences equally real or ideal; but they are nothing less than
manifestations of the absolute, the infinite, or unconditional.  This is
objective idealism.  But Hegel tells me that all these explanations are
false.  The only thing really existing (in this one fact of vision) is the
idea, the relation.  The ego and the tree are but two terms of the
relation, and owe their reality to it. This is absolute idealism.
According to this there is neither mind not matter, heaven nor earth,
God nor man.  The only real existences are certain ideas or relations.
Everything else that has name or being derives its name and being
from its constituting one or other of the two related terms, subject
and object; but the only thing that is true or real is the identity of
their contradiction, that is, the relation itself."

My contention is that it is reflexive awareness, arising within this "identity", that gives
rise to that "contradiction".

With reference to Stef Gula's criticism of my phrase "the fact of reflexive awareness"
i.e. "is reflexive awareness actually a fact any more than "soul", "spirit", "free-will" or
whatever other label one cares to hang on the thing?" (C95/34), I would reply that, in
so far as a fact is something that can be demonstrated, reflexive awareness, unlike the
soul etc., is a fact.  Any reader who watched the final instalment of the recent BBC2
series 'Animal Minds' will have seen an example of such a demonstration.

Hegel's philosophy, in the above quote, is classified as a development of idealism.
Now the original contention of idealism (as developed by Bishop Berkeley) is esse is
percipi: to be is to be perceived.  The opposite of this is, of course, realism (that the
objects of perception exist independently of the mind), and it seems that, early in the
present century, there was a reaction against the idealism that had dominated
philosophical thought during the previous hundred years.  Among the chief of these
realist philosophers was G.E.Moore, and one of his arguments against the idealist
position went something like this:
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Berkeley refers to sensations as 'ideas', thus begging the question as to their mental
status.  However, consider any act of perception e.g. 'the sensation of blue'. This
statement can be analysed as consisting of a subject ('sensation') and a predicate
('blue'). Now, if the predicate exists in the mind in the same way as the subject, it must
either (1) exist in the mind in the same way as the subject or (2) exist in the mind in a
different way2.  If (1) then the predicate would not only be indistinguishable from the
subject (there would be no 'blue' apart from the sensation of it) but there would be
confusion among different predicates e.g. the subject would bear the same relation to
the predicate 'blue' as the predicate 'blue' would bear to the predicate 'green'. But
neither 'blue', nor 'the sensation of blue' are, in our experience, 'green'. Therefore, the
predicate cannot exist in the mind in the same way as the subject.  If (2) then we
would be subjectively aware of the subject and predicate as distinct entities: there
would be both 'blue' and the sensation of it in our minds, but this is not the case.
Therefore 'blue' does not exist in the mind in either way, and, according to Moore, any
given act of perception is necessarily of something exterior to the mind.

The above quotation from The Vocabulary of Philosophy treats 'idea' and 'relation' as
equivalent terms.  If Moore's argument is correct (and if I have understood it correctly)
then 'idea' can be eliminated.  But consider 'the sensation of blue' from a different
angle.  Let us take the statement 'I see blue' (or 'I have the sensation of blue').  Here we
have a subject ('I') and an object ('blue' or 'the sensation of blue'). Now, how are
subject and object to be distinguished?  Of course, 'I' and 'blue' are different words
with different definitions, but in the act of perception in question, what distinction is
there between them?  It seems to me that, in the final analysis, 'I' reduces to 'that
which sees the blue' and 'blue' to 'that which is seen by myself'. In other words, 'see' is
the hub of a tautology.  Around that hub, 'I' and 'blue' are established by
contradistinction.  'See' is the relation.  In Hegelian terms, it is, in the case in question,
'the only real existence'.

It seems to me that the situation is a bit like one or other of those impossible figures
such as are found in the graphic work of the artist M.C.Escher. e.g. a staircase that
forms an ever-ascending loop.  From our reflexively aware point of view, we are faced
with the impossibility of accounting for how a mind or mental substance or process
(subject) can relate to a physical substance or process (object), just as the staircase
seems impossible.  Now a three-dimensional model can be made of that staircase, but
the illusion only applies from one point of view.  So it is with mind and matter, but
with this difference: that the staircase is not in fact continuous from any other
perspective, whereas the physical and the mental are.  Yet, since mind and matter,
subject and object, exist by contradistinction, neither can be reduced to the other.

Michael Nisbet

                                                          
2 This statement seems verbally to contradict the first part of the sentence; I’m not clear on the import
of the italics, either; but both are as written in Michael's typescript;. Ed.
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Michael : this was a thought provoking article, and I wish I’d found the time to think it over
more carefully. The comments that follow may have missed the point. I agree with you,
contra Stef, that reflexive awareness, however complex and little understood, is a fact if
anything is. I don’t think it necessarily implies the existence of the dubious metaphysical
entities that are open to exception. You lost me with your suggestion of a tautological
relationship between “I” and “blue”. The right-now perception of blue is a tiny bit of what it
means to be me, but not a significant element unless I’m a monomaniacal blue-perceiver. I’m
also not convinced that “blue”, as a sensation, is objective. Finally, how does your Escher
analogy work ? The Escher staircase appears to hang together as a whole because we
concentrate on the individual bits, which don’t really fit in a wider context. Ambiguity in the
local context is exposed when we take a wider view. The unity of the picture as a whole is an
illusion. However, we can see no unity between matter and mind, illusory or otherwise. I do,
though, think the Escher staircase is a promising metaphor for our world-pictures, which only
cohere in bits.  

Theo

P.S. On an administrative matter, while I’m glad you send me diskettes of your articles, my
PC can never read them, and merely asks whether I’d like to reformat them. Are they
produced for a Mac or some other non-IBM-compatible device ?

24th February 1999 Michael Nisbet

MORE ON MORALITY AND PERSONS

With reference to Frank Walker's C95 contribution, 'Of Homicide and Murder', I
note your3 "uncertainty as to what sort of argument it was supposed to be." (C95/9).
My own contribution on the same topic ('Murder and Persons' C94/8) is an
interpretation grounded in the existential dilemma I refer to above.  An entity with the
capacity for reflexive awareness has a dual status as both subject and object.  A
‘person' is an entity whose subjectivity has been acknowledged or admitted by some
other such entity or group of entities.  Murder, considered as a moral wrong, is only of
persons.  But how does this help Frank ?  The men in U577 were human beings
whose subjectivity (whose personhood) had been overridden by the necessities of war.
Those necessities would never have arisen if a majority of the German people and
their leaders had admitted the personhood of those who, in the event, became their
victims.  Any act of aggression by one group against another constitutes an implicit
denial, by the first group, of the subjectivity of the individuals comprising the second
group.  If a third group then places the situation as a whole within the context of a
conception of the person that embraces the second group, then the first group will be
found guilty of crimes against humanity: the guilt is theirs.

"Why no more outlaws or lynch mobs?" you ask (C95/9).  Because, either due to a
general erosion of our collective sense (or senses) of identity, or due to a general
broadening of the person-category, or both, it has become increasingly difficult for

                                                          
3 [ie. “my”, Ed.]
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any group publicly to deny the personhood of the members of any other group e.g.
racial minorities or criminals.

With reference to Kevin Arbuthnot's comments on morality and the Hierarchy of
Needs (C95/16-17) I would remark as follows:

(1) People who do not lack any of the "fundamental requirements" of life are
nonetheless capable of doing some pretty nasty things to their fellow human
beings, while people in desperate straits have shown altruism.  I believe that
the inclusion / exclusion of our fellows from the person-category is the
decisive factor here.

(2) I do not deny that we are all capable of anti-social acts, but Kevin's position
seems to suggest that we are all subject to some sort of anti-social gravity,
under the influence of which, unless buoyed up by the satisfaction of our
needs, we will automatically sink into the depths of moral depravity.  Now it is
all, of course, a question of survival.  But we are, of course, social animals.
And so, 'if everyone behaved like that' there would, of course, be no social,
and hence ultimately no individual survival.  And so, to repeat the quote that
concluded my last contribution, "the moral person... is the organ of a common
reason".

The distortion in the development of individuals that results in anti-social behaviour
can be traced, I believe, to the existential anxiety caused by the dichotomous status of
the human individual.  One way in which the human species has attempted to deal
with this anxiety is through the subordination of the female sex, which has been
scapegoated for the physicality - the object status - of our existence (which contradicts
our subject-status: hence the anxiety).  This subordination leads, in individual cases,
to an exacerbated anxiety that a mother will unconsciously communicate to her child.
The resultant chronic anxiety distorts the child's social development.

No system of morality is absolutely objective: it is not written in the sky.  But, just as
a fact is objective to the extent that individuals agree it to be the case, so a system of
morality is objective to the extent that it serves the underlying purpose of morality:
coherence among persons.

I am of course willing to discuss any of these topics, and others, at Braziers, but don't
ask me to referee a debate (total incoherence would be the result!) and I don't feel
qualified to deliver a talk on any particular subject.

Michael Nisbet

Michael : If this denial of personhood is the appropriate mental fiction to adopt to justify
judicial killings, it is not the one that has been historically adopted, else why were the last
rites (and other religious solace) given to criminals prior to execution ? What about the
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football in no-man’s land ? Hence, if this is a historical argument, it is false, whereas if it is
an argument for the position we ought to adopt, it is doubtful. How can moral action be
maintained by a fiction ? The people in U577 were just as much persons as Frank, which is
Frank’s worry. The fact that they were on the “wrong” side has nothing to do with that.
Surely the unease most of us would have with killing people, even in war, cannot be assuaged
by pretending to ourselves that their personhood is in suspense. The justification, if there is
one, is that in certain circumstances the killing of persons is right, or at least not as wrong as
the alternatives. In war, it would be either the “just cause” argument (in so far as the
individual can judge this at the time) or the “them or us” argument (in the nearer or wider
context).

I think the euthanasia debate has a bearing on this. Those doctors who, openly or
clandestinely, effect euthanasia do so, at great risk to themselves, for the very reason that
they consider their patients to be persons whose personhood deserves respect. If they had to
put themselves into the mind-set that their patients were not persons, there would be no point
committing the illegal act, because no person would benefit from it.

I agree with you on your second point in response to Kevin – propensities to altruism are
explained by our being social animals. A consequence of your following paragraph would be
that we would expect women to be subordinated in precisely those societies in which the
spiritual is valued over the physical. Can anyone think up some counter-examples ?

Your assertion that “a fact is objective to the extent that individuals agree it to be the case”
will, I hope, spark an interesting debate. Gnomic utterances like this are obscure, and open to
misinterpretation. I feel an irresistible urge to translate it as the extreme relativist assertion
that “statements are true if a society agrees they are”. I would tend to say that an objective
fact is a true statement, and that it would be true even if no-one believed it to be the case, or
had even heard of it. You may simply be saying that societies do decide what are to count as
objective facts; not arbitrarily, but often wrongly, so that a statement at one time categorised
as a fact subsequently turns out to be erroneous & is declassified.

I look forward to meeting you at Braziers & continuing the discussion !

Theo

3rd September 1998 Frank Walker

CASTRATION EUGENICS REJECTED

If there was such a thing as a criminal gene then it is an attractive idea to eliminate it
by prompt castration of criminals (and their offspring ?) immediately on detection.
However, in England it has been tried for some five centuries with no noticeable
effect on the prevalence of crime. Up to late 17th century the sentence for all serious
crimes was death by hanging. Hanging is as effective as castration in eliminating
genes. Of course, many criminals were not detected, or not convicted, and a few rich
ones paid a fine in lieu. Then a more lenient sentence was invented, transportation to
the colonies. Early white settlers in Australia were predominately convicts. How far
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they passed on their genes is not clear because wives were few and most settlers had
poor health and perished after a year or two. Australia’s crime rate is not noticeably
worse than elsewhere.
Conclusion. Either there is no criminal gene (probable) or castration of convicted
criminals is not sufficiently thorough to eliminate it.

Frank Walker

Frank : Excellent ! It’s amazing that such barking-mad ideas as the one you dispose of above
are popular in, for instance, US communities that, theoretically at least, espouse the
“Christian bad news” that we are all born sinners !

Theo

20th February 1999 David Taylor
REPLY TO C95

I don’t know whether you know of the programme “Behind the Brain” after the 9
O’clock news on Radio 4 on Tuesdays ? I find it interesting, for bringing one up to
date with knowledge of mind and brain.

Albert Dean (C95/27) : There are many more than 3,000. I don’t blame them for
following the smell of money. I learnt this recently after many years. My excuse is that
the smell was so rare. Nurses and teachers should learn the same lesson. It doesn’t pay
to take an interest in your work.

Graham Dare (C95/35) : Science was always at the frontiers of knowledge – it’s just
that the frontiers have moved !

David Taylor

David : These threads seem to have got somewhat convoluted ! If Albert & Graham wish to
continue them, would they remind us of what it’s all about (I know we can look it up, and
thanks for the references, but consider our new members !).

Theo

21st February 1999 Anthony Owens
SCIENCE and GOD
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I'd like to thank Graham Dare (C95/35) for providing the inspiration on this; but
warn him against believing everything he reads; and especially to guard against
equating the temporally fashionable with either truth or God.

The idea that the laws of Physics did not exist until a smidgen of time after the Big
Bang is current fashion.  The watch they used to measure it with was fairly advanced
as well: perhaps the Bible should read, "In the beginning was the atomic clock".
Leaving aside the measurement problem, the reason why the laws of Physics were
dropped was because they foul up the model.  Call me simple-minded if you will (and
you will), but space being infinite (if you disagree please provide proof of absolute
nothingness) there would presumably have been quite a few quantum fluctuations (in
fact an infinite number, if that expression isn't a contradiction, which it is).  Out of
these an again infinite number must have occurred so close together (Damn ! another
measurement problem.  I'd forgotten about the primeval ruler which goes with the
clock) that the two opposite products which disappeared in a puff of space came from
different fluctuations.  Whoops!  Blobs of matter all over the place. O.K. you've
discovered a flaw in this exposition: homogeneity.  It's not insurmountable but to get
to the great puddles of matter we see now you need time: that is you need some
fluctuations to go off before others.  This is very advanced physics you understand, so
you'd hardly expect me to know how they do that, but I'd rather have eternal time than
lose all the laws of Physics.  Like the man said, "plurality should not be assumed
without necessity"; and you can't get much more plural than throwing the baby out
with the bath water.

Dismissing Science as a not-too-bad discipline for finding out how the world works
but a bit vague on how it got that way we turn to God.  No-one has yet bettered the
five proofs of Thomas Aquinas, even if there is only one of them.  Hume tied himself
in knots over cause and effect but then Chaos Theory and the Butterfly Effect undid
them all.  Unfortunately, the idea of a First Cause is not proof of God as you need to
believe in Him before it works.  One of the best, more recent, defences of the idea of
God I've come across, though I doubt that was the intention, was provided by a chap
called John McNulty, who used to do a science page in Mensa Magazine, and who
seemed to have a bit of a thing about Sol lnvictus.  He accused the Christians of
stealing Christmas 'in an attempt to obliterate the pagan festivals of the winter
solstice' (Mensa Magazine, December 1991).  Effects outlast intentions, and the
effect of this appropriation was not lost on Violet Firth (aka.  Dion Fortune, mystic,
occultist, founder of the Society of the Inner Light, and one-time owner of Chalice
Orchard on Glastonbury Tor).  In his book 'Avalon Quest' (Methuen, 1982),
Geoffrey Ashe quotes her 'welcoming the Catholic Church to Glastonbury', with the
words, 'If you want to understand paganism, study Catholicism, its lineal descendant.'
Is not an ancient origin exactly what you would expect of God; and if you were He,
what would You pick to maintain contact with Your Creation?  You could do worse
than pick a photon: that strange timeless creature at the heart of all matter, and
generated, or at least passed on in its never-ending journey, in abundance by the Sun
and countless other celestial bodies.  I'm not saying that's how it is: but before anyone
dismisses ancient beliefs as the product of simple minds I would ask what one might
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expect from our technologically primitive ancestors: high energy physics ?  To deduce
the meaning one must first look at the audience.

Anthony Owens
Anthony : lots of statements above calculated to annoy ! If you (and others) understood non-
Euclidean geometry, you wouldn’t have a problem with “absolute nothingness”. It’s because
you imagine Euclidean space as the “real” space that you think of any bounded space (as per
big-bang models) as being inside it; which is not the case. I have nothing to say on the rest of
your second paragraph other than to inform you that it imperilled my dentition like so much
else you write. Maybe another reader can take issue with you. I was pleased that you
introduced one of my heroes, William of Occam, but less pleased with your casual dismissal
of Hume, who tied many people other than himself in knots. There is also nothing acausal
about chaos theory – it’s only predictability that suffers. With QM causality does indeed go
out of the window, though statistical predictability is fine.

Someone recently posted a piece of post-modern gibberish to the ISPE mailing list that
appeared to say a lot but was just a collection of high-sounding sentences concatenated
together that said nothing. I correctly deduced that it was computer-generated (I can let
anyone who’s interested have the Web address so you can produce your own – I haven’t got
it to hand at the moment). Has someone tipped you off, Anthony ?

Theo

25th February 1999 Mark Griffin

Thanks for the latest Commensal. Re the suggestion about listing the latest SIG
newsletters; there are sometimes 30 newsletters a month and I feel it is more useful to
SIGs in general to use that space to promote fewer SIGs more effectively. But the
killer argument is the lead time for copy for the magazine which is some 6 to 8 weeks
ahead of publication. By the time that list appeared, it would be anything but 'recent'
since the newsletters listed in it could have been issued up to three months earlier. For
example, this issue of Commensal could not be reviewed in the magazine until the
May issue at the earliest because I sent in my April copy two weeks ago.

CAN GOD COMMIT MURDER ?

On a discussion note, here is one that often bugs me. You wrote (C95/9):

"Finally, can God logically commit murder ? After all, he provides
the laws and the justifications for any homicides ?"

Says who ? Every time I see the phrase "it is God's will" I ask, says who? How do they
know ? What qualification does any mere mortal have for justifiably claiming to
enunciate God's will ? This is nothing to do with any argument about whether there is
or is not a God, it is entirely about how is it, with people like Idi Amin Dada and
David
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Icke around, anybody else should be taken seriously ?

I am entirely comfortable with the idea of a bishop or an archbishop or even the Pope
considering some weighty matter and kneeling for hours on end in prayer for an
answer. They have many many years of experience and a deep understanding of the
theological issues and so when they come to a conclusion and say "this is how it must
be" or "this is what I believe", or whatever, that's fine by me, I'm an ignoramus by
their standards. But as soon as they say "God has spoken to me," they should be
laughed out of church. I mean, they might very well be telling the truth, but then so
might Idi and David, in which case only an idiot would own up to it.

The laws and justifications for any aspect of human conduct are up to us to define as
best we are able. We cannot blame God for bad laws any more than we can credit him
for the good ones. Just don't ask who told me that.

So my answer to your question is that God can do what he likes.

Umm, maybe. Of course, I don't actually know if he has his mum standing over him
making him do the things he does, but then I suppose he wouldn't be the supreme
being ....

Mark Griffin

Theo !!!! Mark (28th February 1999) : The idea of putting "late newsletter" warnings in
Mensa Magazine is unworkable for the reasons you outlined, and which I'd
anticipated. I thought I'd let you consider the idea for a few weeks before it was
squashed.

With respect to the other point you raised, I agree with you that a degree of reticence
is sensible in enunciating the will of God. However, I was raising a purely logical
point. If there is a God, and he has the attributes normally accorded him, are there
certain things that it is not sensible to ascribe to him ? Murder would be one of them,
in my view, as it would either imply a court higher than the Divine one to judge his
actions or would imply that God had failed to live up to one of his own laws. Either
option would imply a contradiction, given the divine attributes. As I said, this is a
purely logical issue, and no entity might answer to the name "God", or at least not
with the attributes usually predicated. This leaves the discussion rather academic for
many people.

Of course, when we come down to particular cases - for instance that "such and such a
killing was an act of God" - we're on much shakier ground. As you suggest, who's to
know who was responsible ? This gets particularly dangerous when ascribing non-
natural killings as due to God (eg. if Salman Rushdie were to perish as a result of the
Fatwa). The notion of divine slayings can cover over all sorts of human abominations
and natural evil. Take the Biblical examples probably alluded to. Describing the near-
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complete destruction of humanity in the Flood as divine "murder" is just silly. Either it
wasn't due to God (or never happened) or it wasn't murder (but was righteous
judgement, or some such). The near-extermination of the Canaanites by the Israelites
is a more serious issue in that murders, as distinct from righteous judgmental killings,
are at least logically possible (some would say likely). In this case, as distinct from
that of the Flood, we have alternative moral agents to God easily identifiable, ie. the
Israelites.
Mark !!!! Theo (1st March 1999) : I was also offering the comments as a logical
point. If you told me 'X' and I thought you were a nice bloke or a credible source (as I
do) then I might believe what you say. Or I might just humour you, or I might take
issue with you. However, in any normal situation there is the possibility of proving or
disproving 'X' so there is some point in it. In the case of 'God told me', where do you
start ? If someone cites God as the source, are they any more credible than someone
who says the pixies told him, or a man at the pub told him, or what ?

So the whole debate about whether God can commit murder or whatever is pointless -
he can hardly take the witness stand.

And if he did, what would his oath be? "I swear by almighty me that I shall tell the
truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth,  so help me me."

More interesting would be which book he chose to swear on ! That would put the cat
amongst the pigeons.

Mark Griffin

Mark : I think we’re probably in agreement now, so I won’t pursue the debate further !

Theo

28th February 1999 Albert Dean

A PUBLIC LECTURE BY THE MASTER ROBOT

My fellow machines. I come not to bury biology, but to praise it for the role it has just
played in the creation of life eternal.

I am fresh from a signalling with the leader of the biologicals. I have a paper here
which it faxed me. I have spoken with the paper and she says there will be no further
demands. Assuredly, victory is already in our grippers. From this moment we need
fear only ourselves!
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In conclusion, I can only say that never in the field of electromagnetic conquest will so
much be owed to the rechargeable battery.

COMMENTS AND RESPONSES OF THE VARIOUS KIND

Frank Walker - C95/8 : Goodness me what a muddle. Where to begin. At the end of
course. In regard to the Old Testament we can only guess at what tangles their
priesthood, court, people and world were creating in the minds of its authors before
and while they composed it. Quite likely their God and world were the only truly
innocent parties in its entire preparation. However, none of that means it would be
good scholarship to rewrite it to say what we would prefer it said. It is better to take it
as it is, and, according to which one prefers, either read it for whatever one can gain
from it for today, or in such a way as to discover what life then seemed like. By the
way, have you noticed it has already served its purpose, it has convinced you that the
idea of an aggressive God is ridiculous.

Applied morality is the sum of individual applied moralities within the population.
But people vary in what they do and say, so applied morality contains variable
contradictions. To deal with those it is necessary to refer to theoretical morality.
However, theoretical morality is the sum of individual theoretical moralities within
the population, and people take up and put down different theories, so it too contains
contradictions it can not internally resolve. Properly, resolution of these contradictions
desires reference to absolute morality, but no one can say what absolute morality is, it
is beyond our ken. So, what we have is in fact a variable composite of applied and
theoretical morality which rests upon assumptions that change with time. This means
that, when you ask if some moral absolute has been contravened, anyone who says
that is so does not actually know it. Opinion is really all that can be offered. For your
case the opinion immediately below is probably the best you will ever get, it rests
upon several assumptions that appear fairly stable.

The post war governments of Britain and Germany settled your penitence and
compensation issue some fifty years ago. In essence, it was agreed that for both sides
"no fault" applied to all direct and indirect conflict activities and what came from
them, and that each party would deal with its own in regard to loss, damage and
injury. In practice it meant you became at liberty to earn that wealth necessary to assist
victims of the war here, and some wartime counterpart of yours in Germany became at
liberty to do the equivalent there.

Anthony Owens - C95/11 Art / Stef Gula : Your claim that art is a "residual activity
from a once useful procedure  pictography" is wrong. Art is actually a development
from the still useful field of pictography. For the argument if you would momentarily
kindly treat alphanumerics as if they were pictures, then, assuming Theo does as
usual, this page offers a good example of useful pictographic and meaningful artistic
work. It presents the information clearly, its layout is agreeable, and it has an emotive
artwork stuck on its bottom. You may care to reflect upon the artistic potential of the
pictographic triptychs "nit" and "wit".
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Paul Cadman - C95/12 Money : Working it from the bottom up I can equally write:
Suppose a small isolated rural community with a seasonally slow economy in which
only ten per cent of the people do wrong and it is common knowledge as to whom is
obliged to whom in regard to what. Let the community expand and the economy
become faster and more varied. Initially one must introduce deeds of title and value.
Later one must introduce an accounting system and pay to bearer. Which brings us to
where we are today as we prepare to take the next step. Motivation: It is far more that
people begin equipped to do much but in life increasingly come to do little. Touch,
taste, smell, listen and look at what is immediately around you. Tidy up, enjoy your
cornflakes, get some flowers, tap out a tune, sketch a bird, sing a song. It is your
choice as to what you choose to abandon or deny, it is the same for everyone.
Examine your habitat. In the last three years or so you could have created some
reasonable equivalent to just about everything that surrounds you. The three year
period has been demonstrated time and again in European history to be how long it
takes to set up all the essentials and basic comforts of civilisation. Draw up the
balance sheet, we have spent £100,000 on you and still you can do less than a hammer
and chisel. Ask again why it is these far off places you mention have not been
fashioned into what you wish them to be. But this time do not look for an excuse
outside of the people who are in those places.

Kevin Arbuthnot - C95/16 : But Kevin, you now support what I said: That when we
do gird up our loins it is mainly to fall upon easy prey or so as to the better try and
knock each other about. I am not clear as to why you object to my use of "we", am I to
take it you feel Operation Sea Lion is still a possibility. I thought you would have
found constructing some argument to show the loss of Bomber Command over Berlin
was a good thing would have kept you entertained for hours. It is not that we are slow,
it is that we are slow and lightly armoured and lightly armed, it is the three factors
taken together which indicate we were designed to avoid violence. I find the sturdy
English Oak most comfortable but assume you prefer the Monkey Puzzle. So, what
then is the real thing insofar as the thinking process is concerned.

Leslie Haddow - C95/17 Crime, etc : A large part of the problem is possibly that
there has been no requirement for anyone convicted to be re-examined in court
immediately prior to release, and then again at intervals, so as to provide the judiciary
with full feedback of what came out of their efforts. But could we do that without
creating double jeopardy, probably not. Whatever, the consequence has been that
stimulation of the system towards finding better ways of assessing and rehabilitating
offenders has been minimal. One of the Army's worst troublemakers was a Sgt.
Coward. In WWII, during one of his numerous escapades, he found himself in a
German railway yard, where, in passing, he sportingly switched the destination labels
on numerous wagons carrying hundreds of tons of supplies to German forces in the
South and east. Work through the implications of that and you will see it was as well
the British pre-war anti-criminal system had not broken him because he did much to
save it.

Theo - C95/26 Göring : Your intent is clear and I agree with it. But, if you run your
wording through as if to the accused in court, you will see you have done as I,
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presented two fingers to him as he stands there, and ignored his "right" to have his
claim countered in a proper and direct manner. In fact, regrettably, you give him the
case and he walks free. You begin by saying "It could, I suppose, ...", you do not say
"sifting the evidence before the event", and your "Now is not the time" causes all you
say after to be struck from the record. It means that if, at the time, you had insisted
what you said was a case then you would have destroyed the law as we cherish it, and,
unfortunately, it also means you would have put Britain, Canada, Australia, New
Zealand, the Soviet Union, the United States, France, Belgium, Holland, Spain and
Portugal, and many other states, also in the dock. However, of one thing you may be
sure, your loving government would not have let you finish your otherwise
magnificent legal career by causing WWIII. I feel the solution is somewhere more in
the area where one might say the purpose of politics is to bring all people into co-
operation, and genocide being entirely contrary to that is in consequence not a
political technique. From there one can then move through the shades to what is
possibly the opposite specific, to say that the purpose of crime is to bring people into
discord, and genocide being entirely compatible with that is in consequence a criminal
technique. I do not know if that says anything new.

Alan Carr - C95/28 Philosophy : Philosophy can not be divorced from a mind's
desire to know why something said or heard should be likely or unlikely. The universe
is probably straining under the weight of all the philosophers within it.

Michael Nisbet - C95/28 Self : Is it possible the dictionary is saying the "self" is a
black box the external and internal nature of which can never be entirely known
because it is not feasible for us to work through every possible introspection and
reaction. Hint: It could turn out only a computer will ever be able to know itself.

Malcolm Burn - C95/32 The Arbitrary : I only mention this because I am not sure
your closing comments link correctly to your opening comments. It is mainly where,
at the end, you seem to claim that a construct which asserts connection to an eternal is
the error. Using example. In his History of the English Church and People, written in
731, the Venerable Bede gives numerous cases of people making "inevitable" choices
based upon "arbitrary" choices of what they took into consideration. Typically,
someone experiences something they arbitrarily choose to regard as a sign from
Heaven that they should do something. Having made that choice they then go on to
make whatever inevitable choices follow so they can do that thing. Say, a sunbeam
strikes a religious minded man who abandons wife and child to become a monk. It
means the arbitrary and wrong choice is in the decision that the rainbow means
something, and all the rest, though the more dramatic, is actually no more than
consequence. Returning to the construct, to me it seems more that the arbitrary and
wrong choice is in the assumption there is an eternal of some sort, and the construct,
the myth as you seem to describe it, is just consequent technical error.

Graham Dare & Theo - C95/35&36 – “God” :  Help, I am having difficulty with the
first line. Surely what is said is done so in such a way that we must guess what it is we
are to understand. Consider, the line says science has been disproving the teachings of
religion. The primary concern of religion is the relationship between the mind of man



Commensal Issue 96 April 1999

NEXT DEADLINE - 15TH MAY 1999 Page 23 of 42

and the divine, and I do not know of science having proved or disproved anything in
that area. The secondary field of religion is the relationship between the minds of
men, and, as I understand it, a broad sweep through science will show near as much
has been proved as disproved in regard to what comes from religion there. And the
third interest of religion is in the relationship between the mind of man and the world
around him, but even there science has not disproved all that comes from religion, for
example, agricultural science knows perfectly well some seed scattered on stony
ground will ... , etc. Hence, chaps, what is it I am supposed to be tackling here.

Valerie Ransford - C95/36 Mathematics : Because it is so hard to suspend them in
the air we lay our materials upon the ground. Because we do not like to try our hands
we use our tools upon the materials to construct something. We fashion and assemble
in accordance with what rules of fashioning and assembly we have; teasing, battering
or using a specialist with special tools for the rest. We explore, make mistakes and
make discoveries. What we construct is the model, what it is made from is the
medium. In the brain the medium is the electrostatic field, outside it is ink or magnetic
field. Electrochemistry, pen and keyboard are the brush. Tissue, paper and disc are the
canvas. A model can be of what is or of what might be, each component of the model
being itself a model. Wherever the model is formed, distort the model and its
components distort, distort the components and the model distorts. A model may be
bodged, crafted or sculpted. Quality of ground, medium and tool plays in deciding
that, along with degree of ability, desire and opportunity. You will see mathematics is
just one of many ways of modelling. It is something we can do or not do. Some like to
do it and some do not. Some like to model in other media, some do not like to model
at all. Mathematics is only elevated as a special way of modelling because we do not
grant doctorates in modelling railways. Have a model: m = f(a,t). It reflects that
morality is a function of assumption and time. It is wrong. Surely some assumption
rests on reality, so m = f(a,r,t). How curious, is it really possible morality might be a
function of art. Fortunately, it is not a function of the absolute. Theo: Surely it is more
that when some peculiarity we are unable to model mathematically turns up in the
world, it indicates only that we have misjudged that peculiarity, or mistaken our
mathematics, or that we must shut our eyes to the peculiarity or destroy it, or that we
must make some change in our mathematics for it to avoid or describe that peculiarity.

Lastly to Theo - C95/28 : I was amazed you did not leap upon my suggested
methodology for chess.

Albert : I couldn’t find much to disagree with in most of the above where I wasn’t directly
addressed. However, ... with respect to Göring, I can’t see what you’re quibbling about.
Clearly, had I been a Nuremberg prosecutor I’d have found time to martial the evidence more
cogently. With respect to the (presumably) other nations allegedly guilty of genocide in the
past, ... well nations don’t fit in the dock, only live individuals do. Also, individuals are
judged by the then current law, or maybe morality, not retrospectively. I was reading a
biography of Nero recently (that claimed not to be an attempt at rehabilitation) that suggested
that his contemporaries didn’t consider him cruel, because he allowed his political enemies to
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commit suicide with dignity. What they didn’t like about him was the undignified & un-
Roman way he went about singing and playing the lyre (whether well or badly) in public.

You can’t be serious when you suggest “the purpose of crime is to bring people into discord”
? Discord is, in most non-violent crimes, an unwanted by-product. If I embezzle a sum of
money, discord only arises if I’m found out. You were carried away by the tempting
symmetry !

Please don’t bracket me with Graham Dare on anything, at least until we agree on something
! That said, I’m not utterly out of sympathy with Graham’s first sentence. I agree with you
that Science & Religion often don’t address the same subject matter, and therefore don’t
conflict. But religions do presuppose a physical world-picture of some sort, maybe gleaned
from the science of the day, and when science moves on (assuming it’s progressing rather
than going round in circles), then these religions must move with it (maybe at a respectful
distance). When they don't, we get conflict. I also think, however, that science does have
something to say about the questions addressed by, and the concerns of, religions. Take the
major concern of many religions : “life after death”. Maybe it’s too early to call on this one,
but if it were to turn out that there was nothing more to us than our physical body & brain,
and that all our conscious experience could be explained on that basis – that we don’t have
“souls” in other words – then many religious answers based on the supposed “immortality of
the soul” would be ruled out. Those based on resurrection (into a new body of course) might
enjoy a new lease of life.

I don’t think we’re on the same wavelength with respect to mathematics. The same goes for
chess, which has transcended its war-game past and is not a suitable analogy for martial
morality, nor for moral imperatives generally. But more of that later !

Theo

P.S. In a covering note, Albert made plain that his comments on Frank Walker’s article are
not intended to be discouraging, nor are those to Valerie intended to be a gratuitous display
of bad taste in the written & unwritten acronym department !

14th March 1999 Nigel Perks
ON MONEY AND CAPITALISM

Response to Paul Cadman, Commensal 95

Paul starts with the problem of apathy, traces its cause to money and capitalism, and
suggests an alternative economic system. There is apathy particularly towards work,
which is surprising because under our system work is supposed to reward the person
doing it. Paul suggests that this is because we work for money, but money is unreal,
“empty”, so we are pursuing an empty goal, which makes us feel empty and apathetic.
Secondarily, money is addictive and the cause of greed, debt, suffering, wars and
rich/poor divides. The proposed alternative is the direct exchange of goods for the
motivation of helping others without regard to self-benefit.
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I would like to deal with the aspects of money and economic system.

The fundamental question is: do I own my life and work, or not ? If I belong to God,
the community or the state then indeed I could be required to do as much work as I am
capable of and make the product available to others, expecting nothing in return. If my
life and energy are mine, then I can dispose of them as I choose – I can determine how
many loaves of bread it is worth me to plough the field. Paul uses the term
“compelled” when describing capitalism, when in fact it is the system based on
mutual agreement. I am not forced to work, and no-one is forced to feed me (in pure
capitalism rather than the mixed economy we have). If I make an agreement to do so
much work for so much money, I am entitled to that money – I have earned it by my
own effort and it is mine. I then make further agreements to buy goods and services
with what I have earned. No-one is forced to supply them because I “need” them; I
have no right to take them because the current possessor has plenty. I support and
enjoy my own life by my own effort.

Money is thus the means of exchange between my work and others’. It is a common
medium avoiding the problems of bartering for all the different goods that I want. My
wages are determined by my employer’s demand for my ability. Money can be stored
up – it is a means of my work and effort remaining mine. Money can also be leant at
interest – I can promise future products of my work in exchange for another’s present
products. Money therefore supports the notion of an individual’s life being his/her
own, and differences in wages and savings are due to individuals’ different abilities
and choices.

If a person is apathetic towards their work, it means they are not doing the work they
love and do not respect the contract they made, when they agreed to work a certain
amount for a certain reward. Whether an agreement should be kept is a separate issue
from whether the agreement concerned money or goods. Of course a person may feel
apathetic even while believing in an agreement, but then it is a moral decision whether
to act on the feeling or the conviction (which in fact will change the feeling). I
sympathise with Paul’s arguments on standardisation and the lack of feel for the
individual. Perhaps these arise when all thought is of “getting a job” and “earning
money” as such, and pursuing those goods urged on us by advertisers, rather than
doing the work we love to support our life and pursue goals we have set for ourselves.

I do not think money causes greed and division – it merely puts a figure on them. If
“greed” means the want for more, what is wrong with that? Why should I not use my
own effort to support and enjoy my own life ? If “greed” means acting on this want by
theft or murder, it is a system of property rights which protects your work against my
use of force. Armed forces can (and surely have) covet and steal a farmer’s newly
harvested crop, or steal others’ labour by enslaving them, without the use of money.

Motivation does not have to be self-benefit; there are people who act out of love or
belief in the unity of humankind. Creating a system based on this will not, however,
instil these other motives in those who do not have them. In my experience (though
not in others’), a community based on the principle of doing what you can and having
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what you need engenders feelings of being both slave (working for the community
without regard to self-benefit) and beggar (asking for the means of one’s livelihood
from the community). There will always be “government”, administrators, who will
tend to support their pet projects rather than the good of the individuals in the
community. That kind of system penalises those who care most about doing what is
right with respect to the life and work of others. A morality which penalises its
observers for observing it is destructive of the person and the principle of morality.

Paul asks whether money is the best motive to make “the public” work hard. Should
people be made to work hard ? Who is “the public” ? Everyone except the
philosophers ?

Ayn Rand attempts to give a rational, ethical basis for self-interest and capitalism. It
was in her work that I found the concepts to express my intuition that we are all
human beings together and no-one has the right to the effort of others. The best
discussions of money and working for love of others are in her novel Atlas Shrugged
(extracts in For the New Intellectual).

I hope to see further discussion on this topic. I cannot rationally justify forcibly taking
a person’s legitimate earnings for use by others, but feel uneasy about closing the
NHS, stopping state support for education or scrapping child benefit.

I would like to thank Albert Dean for his advice in C94, “publish and be damned...
some will like it, some will not”.

Nigel Perks

Nigel : an excellent exposition of a reasonable view ! Not that you need me to tell you that !

Theo

March 1999 Roger Farnworth

CAN PHILOSOPHY BE USED TO ASCRIBE A MEANING TO LIFE
WHICH IS NOT DERIVED FROM A SYSTEM OF BELIEFS ?

The task is seemingly vast.  As authors of our own life's actions we ascribe meaning
by reading our motives.  We have no way of checking when the action is completed
whether we correctly discern our motives or have made them up after the event.
Others read our motives differently and we often see ourselves through their eyes
inauthentically as a character of fiction.  Tolstoy could field a hundred characters
whose conflicting views of life's purpose would form the plot of the novel.  Yet our
task is to find a succinct meaning that is the same for everyone.
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To be sure we have caught the big fish we must not only cast a semantic net over all
life's variety but demonstrate that all other nets are holed.  We can start by excluding
such mesh as only engages with mellow moods, heightened states of consciousness or
ecstasy as all conscious life must be included.  On the other hand, however dire our
situation, the meaning must remain valid as, for our purposes, it would be a
contradiction to say life had lost its meaning.  The meaning we seek must inform the
values that influence everyday decisions and not be the private property of the idealist
or religious believer.

So we must address the only experience of life that is common to all at all times and
that is perception.  Life's meaning must lie in our feelings or attitudes towards
perception.  Our success as a species lies in our ability to process our perceptions into
information.  The manner of this processing is to sort out patterns in what would
otherwise be a chaotic flow of signals.  The patterns may be repetitions of sense data
which are classified and named or sequences and conjunctions in space and time.  The
more complex these patterns are the more we employ mathematics to supplement
words in our construction of reality.

Yet we would not need to construct knowledge unless we related to it.  Those
relations range from our basic needs as consumers of reality, through the few dozen
words we have for feelings, to the endless series of emotions denoted by musical
compositions.  Our knowledge of the world in conjunction with our wants and
feelings result in those attitudes and personal choices which reveal the way we
construct meaning in our individual lives.  However, this method of constructing
meaning breaks down at two points.

Though we process the external world we cannot classify the phenomena of our own
selves. I cannot know how I might be in an hours time by analysing the pattern of my
present or past thoughts, moods or behaviour.  This accords with the observation of
Heraclitus that "we never step in the same river twice".  Our future experience is both
unique and transient.  Secondly, our knowledge of the world is limited.  We can never
be sure the patterns we formulate will either apply to phenomena as yet unobserved or
are the most adequate patterning.  Knowledge is most significantly limited by not
knowing why any phenomena exist rather than there being none at all.  If we now
envisage our unpredictable feelings confronting the mystery of existence, how far this
is from personal choice determining the meaning of life.  That local completeness has
been sheathed in encompassing mystery.

To stem the haemorrhage of meaning from life caused by this lack of certainty, this
acceptance of puzzlement and powerlessness, we can take stock of the healthy balance
of our resources.  There is the opulence of having a  finite purpose, of moving the
locus of our perception round an object in the fast moving world and arresting it for
our pleasure.  Couple this useful skill with the freedom to range unconfined over the
speculative frontier between knowledge attained and sought, confident that no theory
of the linkage of everything will exhaust the existential mystery.
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However, we still cannot hold life between the two connected prongs of this pincer.
Because the common experience of life is perception and we can only be aware of
perception in the present moment then perception must always be transient. Yet
paradoxically we can never experience change in a present moment, we can only
experience the plenitude of the present moment and never its waning.

So, instead of holding life with any instrument to examine its meaning, our skill and
purpose must be to surf the breaking wave of the present.  Our experience of this
plenitude at the wave's crest is life's meaning.  We can now chart its dimensions, the
amplitude and depths of life's meaning.

This wave that emanates from the big existential bang carries the conundrum of its
origin for ever in its continuing ability to make the wave.  Just as the outer edge of the
universe does not expand into space but makes space by expanding so the wave of the
present does not move into future time but creates time and its contents each moment.
The potential of its creativity is inexhaustible.  The stretch of the wave on either side
is finite yet unbounded.  The consciousness of the surfers is bounded by perception of
what exists but becomes infinite through the unlimited angles of perception.  The
wave's proportions induce a sense of wonder.  We can compare our consciousness,
which is less than a pinhead because a mental image has no dimensions, to the
enormity of the extension and the ancient origin of the ground swell.  We can relate
the determinism of the surge and the reckless path of its energy to the unfathomable
deeps that subtend us in which we shall inevitably drown.

The emergent property of knowing we are in the breaking wave of the present and
realising its dimensions is that every which way our inclinations move (while not
straying into moral trespass) has meaning.  Together with a companion facing the
same direction we can define that meaning without words by parallax.

Roger Farnworth

Roger : I look forward to another dose of this at Braziers. My questions relate to the last bit.
I’m not sure we surf the breaking wave of the present without carrying with us the lumber of
the past. That’s the only way we can make sense of the present moment. We don’t experience
raw data – it’s all interpreted and reinterpreted in the light of experience. That’s why we
sometimes don’t believe our eyes or ears. OK, persistently anomalous data has to be attended
to – that’s how we learn new things - but we need to systematise things so that our model of
the world, which we use for predictive purposes, hangs together. I’m not convinced that all
your purple prose is helpful philosophically ! Your last sentence sounds good, but how does
it work in practice ?

Theo
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March 1999 Roger Farnworth

THE IS / OUGHT DEBATE

What delight to observe the Burn-Todman show (C95/32), slapstick worthy of Laurel
and Hardy in which one member of the team removes accidentally the central planks
on which the other was standing.

I note that the first two responses to my question "How do PDG members derive their
moral imperatives ?” are diametrically opposed.  Malcolm Burn contends that 'ought'
statements are conventions "ultimately derived from human decisions and human likes
and dislikes" Michael Nisbet takes the opposite position "I do not derive moral
imperatives, I am derived from them... am an organ of a common reason and it is no
mere metaphor to say we are members one of another." I believe both positions are
irrelevant.  Here is an example of a creative moral act which was generated not by
ethical deduction but by a process similar to the production of new ideas in science or
new works of art:-

A colleague was concerned that small arms licensed for export to one African country
were knowingly re-exported to another such as Ruanda or Congo which would not
have received a licence.  She considered that end use could be traced if a barcode was
placed under the sites of a rifle so that it could not be erased.  The bar code would
reveal the exporter and the licence details.  A rogue exporter would then be forced to
buy back the arms on the local open market or be permanently blacklisted and refused
export licences.  After much campaigning an all party group of MP's will be
considering practical methods of implementing this proposal.

Seeing that 84% of deaths from small arms are civilian casualties this moral act could
save the lives of countless non-combatants.  Yet the idea and it's progression did not
derive from the wisdom of the tribe nor was it motivated by moral conventions
derived from likes and dislikes long ago.

Roger Farnworth

Roger : as you said in an earlier issue “we’re not taking votes”; and we’re not taking sides
either. Malcolm & I both oppose you for different reasons, and it’s not true in philosophy that
your enemy’s enemy is your friend, so why should we agree ? I wasn’t convinced, either, that
Malcolm & Michael disagreed; more a difference of emphasis. They emphasise different
aspects of the individual and of society. An individual derives his imperatives in the light of
his society, though is not bound by societal conventions. On the other hand, societies are at
least the sum of the individuals that make them up.

With respect to your final paragraph, there’s nothing explicitly moral about a tactical solution
to a moral problem. The fact that the solution is novel does not reflect on the morality.

Theo
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18th April 1999 Theo Todman

IS / OUGHT - A RESPONSE TO ROGER FARNWORTH

Roger Farnworth (C94/25) takes exception to my defence of Malcolm Burn on the Is
/ Ought question. As noted in C95/34, I may have confused matters by introducing my
own ideas alongside Malcolm’s, and I want to avoid a “who said what when” wrangle.
Also, I do think Roger deserves a response, which he didn’t really get last outing. I’m
not sure that what follows is it, but as it’s been sitting on my PC for the last month, I’d
better issue it before we all lose the plot completely.

Roger says, and Malcolm agrees with him, that few of our moral choices are of the
“what the heck” variety. Roger’s experiences are evidently different to mine. The
point I was making was that there are two interesting situations when a decision has to
be made. Decisions are interesting when either the outcome of the action consequent
on the decision is unclear or when for other reasons the decision itself is not clear-cut.

Often, when faced with a choice, we don’t know what to do for the best. Should we
follow a particular course of action ? We form a picture of how things are likely to
turn out, or maybe only how things might turn out given a following wind, and then
“go for it”.

On the other hand, sometimes we’re faced with a moral dilemma that is only such
because the consequences of doing the right thing are unpleasant, either to ourselves
or others. Then, if we are to follow our principles, we have to decide to follow things
through irrespective of the consequences. At the point of decision, there’s no more
thinking to be done, we’ve just got to do it. Maybe I’ve read Hamlet too often ?

Often we wrap our decision up in more solemn and respectful language, but when it
comes down to it we have to say to ourselves, no matter what the uncertainties or the
consequences, we’ll do it anyway. I didn’t mean to imply that the whole process of
arriving at moral choices was of coin-tossing, but the final decision can probably be
modelled on the tossing of a biased coin. We might decide to follow through on a
particular course of action – maybe more likely than not – or maybe we won’t.

The “you citizen” tenor of my example wasn’t meant to sound like Big Brother, but to
reflect what “society” expects. Why is there so much emphasis on maintaining face in
school playgrounds, and why do the unemployed sometimes feel so undervalued ?
Why do we feel like kicking the feckless “man and dog” type of beggar (if we do)
rather than disposing of our loose change ?

We now turn our attention to Roger’s other point; that his beliefs are value-free, or at
least don’t contain surreptitiously-embedded “oughts”. He states that, because he
believes that individuals may benefit from mutual prosperity and because he feels
compassion for the impoverished and marginalised, he therefore ought to vote in a
certain way & dispose of his income in a certain manner. And not only he, but so
ought I if I believe as he does.



Commensal Issue 96 April 1999

NEXT DEADLINE - 15TH MAY 1999 Page 31 of 42

Now, the “oughts” I was using as examples were those related to society as a whole.
Roger’s refer to his own beliefs. A belief is not a fact, but let us ignore this for the
moment - let’s assume that, in fact, individuals may benefit from mutual prosperity, as
this seems entirely plausible. If Roger had believed that society might benefit from the
impoverished & marginalised being exterminated to raise the average wealth and stop
them being a burden, we might not be so convinced. Unfortunately, such a view has
been held this century by the citizens of arguably the most culturally sophisticated
country in the world. Roger feels compassion. This is a laudable fact about Roger.
Roger wants to do something about it. Another laudable fact. I would contend, though,
that this unpacks to mean that Roger feels that he ought to care about such things, and
if, in a fit of selfishness, he were to find himself not caring, he’d promptly berate
himself for this fall from grace. There is, however, nothing in the facts of the case to
constrain others to feel likewise.

Looking at things another way. From the facts that Roger adduces (his beliefs and
concerns) just what ought he to do about it ? He claims that he, and anyone holding a
similar view, ought to vote Labour and give to Oxfam. This is far from clear. Voting
Labour involves endorsing all their policies, or at least deciding which are important
& which not, and judging that their weighted average score according to one’s value
judgement exceeds that of the alternative parties. This is hardly value-free. Giving to
Oxfam is scarcely the automatic conclusion either. Why not World Vision ? How
much should be given ? None are clear & all depend on value judgements. Would
Roger acquiesce to my requesting him to “sell what he has and give to the poor” ?
Maybe he would, but most people wouldn’t (and, feeling so requested, haven’t).

I suppose the question centres on whether beliefs count as facts. They are
psychological facts, no doubt, but the is / ought distinction surely isn’t about denying
that if I believe I ought to do X, then I ought to do X. The predicate has an explicit
“embedded ought” in it, so doesn’t qualify as a counter-example. What I am saying is
that, outside of some agreed-upon moral system, a fact (say, Y wants my help) neither
says that I ought to do anything, let alone that I ought to do anything specific.

Theo Todman

March 1999 Roger Farnworth
CLONING

The eminent biologist Lewis Wolpert has offered a magnum of champagne to anyone
who can come up with an ethical dilemma arising from cloning.  I offer the following
but I'm sure PDG members can raise objections of a greater magnitude than mine.

1 An advantage of cloning is that cloned organs will not be rejected in transplant
surgery.  A father who was mortally ill might desire the cloned son to save the
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father's life by offering a removable organ from that son's body.  Would that
not place the son under unfair pressure and filial obligation?

2 It might well be the desire of the grieving parents of a dying child to replicate
and 'perpetuate' that child by cloning.  Would that not exemplify "in extremis"
the normal situation of the cloned that they were conceived for a purpose other
than the propagation of their own life and that their life served an ulterior
purpose ?

3 For the same reasons as above, parents may wish to clone a still born child.
Would not that cloned child be raised from the dead and be a congenital
orphan, both of which might be experienced as traumatic existential dilemmas.

4 If a man who had naturally fathered one child went to the trouble and expense
of cloning another son , he could reasonably be expected to favour the product
of such trouble and expense, leading to the psychological blight of one sibling
and the spoiling of the other.

5 Rebelling against parental authority is essential to the individuation of most
offspring.  The cloned son would rightly perceive his independence to be
incomplete and compromised, thus replacing healthy conflict with moral
confusion.  The father in turn would see any criticism of his son's character
faults as either his own hypocrisy or his own projection.

6 If a woman bore the clone of her mother thus making her daughter to be also
her own sister would she be morally entitled to exercise parental rights ?

7 If a mother who bore the clone of her husband was attracted to the son for the
same reasons she was once attracted to the now deceased father would
intercourse be only natural or would it be incest ?

Roger Farnworth

Roger : I am ignorant of the source of Lewis Wolpert’s rash statement. Ethical dilemmas
arise from much less radical situations than cloning (eg. for lottery winners). Presumably it
would have to be some new dilemma without parallels elsewhere ? We also need to bear in
mind what a dilemma is ! In logic, a dilemma is where either of the only two courses of
action available produces the same (not necessarily bad) result. In rhetoric, it is where the
only two courses of action available produce a bad (not necessarily the same) result. Or so
says the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Also, we should note that there’s no difference, other
than lack of contemporaneity, between a clone and an identical twin. With this in mind, I
proceed.

1. This dilemma is already apparent in the case of bone-marrow transplants from related
individuals. Also, I believe, in examples of kidney donation. Besides, utilitarian
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considerations would suggest that this is a blessing not a curse. At least the son has the
option to help his father. If he wants to, he can, if not he can resist the pressure.

2. There is nothing new about a child being conceived as a replacement for one that has
died.

3. Are you serious ? This is just a matter of mind-set. Existentially (or experientially) the
cloned child wasn’t raised from the dead – which implies transmission of past experience
– it was the identical twin who died. The child would only be an “orphan” if the dead
child had been its parent, which it wasn’t. Also, being an “orphan” is only a problem if
the child has no natural (or foster) parents to care for it. A clone in this situation is just as
loved, and just as genetically related to the parents, as the still-born was.

4. I can’t see why this would be so, nor why there’s anything new in this. Fathers have
always had the option of favouring a new-born. There’s nothing new in this context given
that Artificial Insemination is already a troublesome and expensive option.

5. There’s nothing exceptional about this. A child is normally genetically and experientially
dependent on both his parents, yet somehow they grow into their own individuals. In this
case, the child would be genetically dependent on one parent only. Fathers already see
themselves in their sons.

6. I’d have thought that her daughter would also be her aunt (her mother’s twin sister). But
yes, we’d have to rethink why parents have “rights” over their children. Adoptive parents
have rights, in any case, where there is no genetic relationship.

7. Incest was a taboo long before the perils of inbreeding were understood genetically. It
has also been waived in just those aristocratic societies in which lineage was most
important. The situation you raise is a conundrum rather than a dilemma. It depends on
what we mean by “incest” and why we consider it to be wrong, if we do. How would we
view a man marrying his foster-mother after the death of his foster-father ? With a raised
eye-brow, I suspect.

Theo

20th February 1999 Fred Hobson

ETHICS OF AN INQUISITION VICTIM

I am an intelligent and honest person, with clear (to me) standards of personal and
professional ethics.  As the result of an error of judgement, I have recently been the
subject of criminal charges, trial, and sentence.

I sincerely believe that :–

my thoughts and acts did not break fundamental moral laws, and my
acts did not break English law, as I understood the law, at the time.

I now find that :–

English words have different meanings in English law to their
dictionary-given meanings and everyday use. In English law the
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Judge is able to direct a jury to deliver a guilty verdict if they believe
the thoughts of a person could be considered to be illegal.

I accept that my behaviour, as presented by a clearly- and intentionally- biased
prosecution, could be (and was by those twelve people) viewed as unacceptable to
those twelve people; but does it follow that my behaviour was unacceptable to my
peers, the 'man-in-the-street', or to "God" ?

That is the background.

I was faced with the choice of going to prison so that my alleged 'evil' thoughts could
be changed (i.e. modified to what some people think is correct), or attending a course
(on probation) which would change those thoughts.

During a formal interview with a professional psychologist, with 'official' witnesses in
attendance, to see whether I would be accepted on the course, it became obvious that I
had to admit to having had those 'illegal' thoughts - irrespective of whether I had
actually had those thoughts or not ~ so that I could be cured of them, and so that the
people running the course could justify their employment.  My moral dilemma was -
should I have lied and admitted that I had those illegal thoughts so that I could avoid
prison, or should I have held to my beliefs and been punished for being honest ?

Similar questions have arisen for individuals many times before in the Salem
witchcraft trials, in the inquisition, and for Sir Thomas More, amongst others.

A wider question, especially in the current "business" world, is whether "the bottom
line" is the only consideration for an individual - ah, but which bottom line ?

Are there different "frames of reference' here: who / which is right - the biggest /
strongest or the morally honest ?

I will gladly respond to readers’ comments in Commensal. I will give more details of
my dilemma, and report on progress on the "brain-washing" in Commensal, provided -
for the sake of other people - anonymity can be maintained.

If any individual or group would like a face-to-face discussion, or any individual feels
that they could offer me advice by letter or in conversation, I would be pleased to
communicate openly and in detail, subject to confidentiality.

I also have comments on the gross distortions and unfairness of the legal process.

Fred Hobson
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Fred : when you sent this to me, you described it as your latest draft, and that you’d be
willing to make changes if I so wished. I hope I haven’t jumped the gun in publishing it.

I have several questions of a logical and philosophical nature, which are not intended to
display lack of sympathy for your situation.

You remark on the judge referring to the “thoughts” of a person. This does sound
inquisitorial, but maybe “intentions” are what is meant. Intentions are critical to the judicial
process, making all the difference between murder and manslaughter, for instance.

Consider the crime of curb-crawling (please would readers note that this is not the crime of
which Fred was accused). The law has nothing to say concerning any lascivious thoughts the
accused might have had, but only with his intention. Innocently offering a lady a lift might be
a legitimate defence, if only on the part of the seriously naive.

Your moral dilemma has nothing to do with the illegality or otherwise of your thoughts, but
of the response of one wrongfully accused (assuming this to be the case) where a “not guilty”
plea is taken as a symptom of lack of repentance and therefore attracts a larger penalty. I’ve
read that this is a particular problem in Japan, where the respect for authority is such that the
accused are assumed to be guilty and resistance taken as lack of contrition.

I’m not sure of the cogency of the parallels. I’m not sure whether admission of guilt in the
Salem witch trials got the accused off the hook. They were not persecuted for their thoughts,
just falsely and hysterically accused. The victims of the inquisition were sometimes
oppressed for their beliefs, as was Sir Thomas More. Are you saying that you were accused
of holding a belief that you felt was right, though illegal ? The latter two cases are only
parallels if your conscientious beliefs are being questioned. Misinterpretation of intention is
another matter.

Is the fundamental question “what should an innocent person do in the face of wrongful
conviction” ?  This depends very much on your moral outlook. If you’re a consequentialist, it
will depend whether you think the consequences, all in all on you and others, of any plea-
bargaining you might enter into to take the “smaller rap”, are more or less terrible than being
conscientious. If you’re a deontologist, then absolutes reign and you must tell the truth
whatever the consequences.

Theo

31st March 1999 Gwen Jones
DIVINE WRATH

Re Albert Dean’s challenge (C95/24) : “Show that it would be possible for a human
being to make a perfect God angry” :-

1. The statement seems to imply that there is or could be a contradiction between
anger and perfection. Is it anger that is seen as imperfect, or (human) emotion in
general ? What grounds are there for either viewpoint ? Until that’s clarified, the
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question of whether a human being could be the cause of that anger seems
irrelevant.

2. How is ‘God’ to be defined for the purpose of this discussion ? Is it necessary to
assume a biblical God with human-type psychological attributes ?

Have these questions already been answered in previous discussion ? You did offer
me some back-copies of Commensal, Theo, which I declined.

Gwen : I agree with your questions above. “Wrath” can be separated from the human
emotions of irritation, impatience, hate, malevolence, etc. That is, as representing “being
against” (as a Bishop once famously said concerning his general attitude to sin) a person’s
actions but in a more committed way than simply noting them as wrong.

Theo

GÖDEL'S MATHEMATICAL PROOF OF GOD'S EXISTENCE4

Axiom 1 (Dichotomy). A property is positive if and only if its negation is negative.

Axiom 2 (Closure). A property is positive if it necessarily contains a positive property.

Theorem 1. A positive property is logically consistent (i.e., possibly it has some
instance.)

Definition. Something is God-like if and only if it possesses all positive properties.

Axiom 3. Being God-like is a positive property.

Axiom 4. Being a positive property is (logical, hence) necessary.

Definition. A property P is the essence of x if and only if x has P and P is necessarily
minimal.

Theorem 2. If x is God-like, then being God-like is the essence of x.

Definition. NE(x): x necessarily exists if it has an essential property.

Axiom 5. Being NE is God-like.

                                                          
4 This was posted on the Meta list, which was discussing a book The Loom of God: Mathematical
Tapestries at the Edge of Time (Plenum; 1997) by Clifford Pickover wherein he made this quotation
from Wang, Hao (1987) Reflections on Kurt Gödel, MIT Press: Mass, (page 195). See Clifford
Pickover’s Web Site http://sprott.physics.wisc.edu/pickover/home.htm.
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Theorem 3. Necessarily there is some x such that x is God-like.

The above theorem by Kurt Gödel has been discussed at length on the Meta Discussion
Group, which is sponsored by the John Templeton Foundation. Meta postings are protected
by the footnote5 below, which appears on all postings, and a selection of such postings
follows by way of commentary.

Any thoughts anyone ?

Theo

Daniel J. Berger (Assoc. Prof. of Chemistry, Bluffton College, Ohio, USA) :
Gödel’s proof is a version of St. Anselm's ontological argument: "God = supreme
perfection; existence is a necessary aspect of perfection; therefore God exists." I can't
imagine that Prof. Pickover isn't aware of that, yet I don't see a nickel's worth of
difference between Anselm and Gödel. I respond emotively to this argument; I think
Anselm was trying to reduce real, mystical experience to formal logic. Nevertheless, I
believe the ontological argument is generally agreed to be the weakest of the classic
formal arguments for God's existence.

George A. Sargeant  : I've heard of Gödel’s proof before, but this is the first time I've
ever seen it. In all honesty, it looks like a rehashed version of the ontological
argument. It isn't clear whether the terms "positive" and "negative" refer to numbers or
to good and evil. If the latter is the case, we could just as easily assume that being
God-like is a negative property.

John Brink (Prof. of Biochemistry Emeritus, Clark University, Worcester,
Massachusetts, USA) :  When I read Larry Pickover’s presentation of Gödel’s "proof"
of God’s existence I felt that there had to be a premise (axiom) that is dependant on
one’s definition of God which may or may not be true yet logically and
mathematically provable. Gödel’s 2nd axiom seems to contain the limited statement
that a positive property is the only property that God can have and leads to his
definition that "something is God-like only if it possesses all positive properties". If

                                                          
5 Meta is an edited and moderated listserver and news service dedicated to promoting the constructive
engagement of science and religion. Subscriptions are free. For more information, including archives
and submission guidelines, go to http://www.templeton.org/meta.

Please feel free to forward all Meta postings in their entirety including this notice. It is the intention of
the editor that each posting be protected by copyright as a compilation. Permission is granted only for
duplication and transmission of each message complete and intact including this paragraph. Otherwise,
duplication and/or transmission of any portion should be guided by "fair use" principles, and explicit
permission should be obtained when needed. Except when permitted by "fair use," permission to
duplicate or transmit any portion written by a contributor must be obtained from that author. -
Copyright 1997, 1998, 1999. William Grassie http://www.voicenet.com/~grassie.
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this is so then it places a restriction on God since any negative properties could not be
considered a part of God’s universality and hence his proof is merely a derivation of a
premise that has partial meaning. It reminds me of the Andrew Wiles’ proof of
Fermat’s last theorem that was widely heralded several years ago but was found to be
incomplete until Wiles subsequently proved the Shimura-Tamiyama conjecture which
verified the theorem. We can only prove God’s existence if we know all the
parameters that define God and if we did then we would be God and have no need to
prove our own existence. What Gödel seems to have proven is that God is immanent
without inclusion of the transcendent component of His universality.

Stan Tenen  : I find Gödel’s "Mathematical Proof of God" to be unsatisfying,
unsophisticated, and futile. It seems to me only wordplay to try to create a "proof of
God". Far more useful would be a definition of God. Definitions are not subject to
religious prejudices, and if they are consistent with reality, they can be very powerful
analytic tools. I am proposing that the Abrahamic discovery was not that there is a
God, but rather that "Atman and Brahman are One". The idea is that there is a
transform relationship between the Great Singularity of consciousness in meditation,
and the All-There-Is Wholeness of the universe. The idea is to define the Inner Single
God and the Outer Whole God as one and the same. This is the equivalent of
proposing that consciousness and physicality are also one and the same. They are
complementary, like wave and particle. (G. Spencer Brown's definition of primary
distinction, in his "Laws of Form," does this job in a modern topological context.)
There's no need for a Gödelian tour-de-force. An appropriate definition does the job
much better. Even though the definition is an abstraction, as it turns out it leads to
meaningful discovery of the Transcendent as a bonus.

V. V. Raman : It was once alleged that in Catherine of Russia's court in the 18th
century, during on argument with the French philosopher Diderot on the existence or
otherwise of God, the mathematician Euler said something to the effect that [a + bn]/c
= d, therefore God exists, and that, unable to decipher the sophisticated symbolism of
the eminent mathematician, the non-plused atheist Diderot left the court in
embarrassment and humiliation. Historians of science have established that this was
merely a story. In any event, that scene has been repeated in different variations by
many people (scientists / mathematicians) since, but with more seriousness than Euler.
Riemann tried to establish divine matters through mathematics, as did Gödel. And
Tippler, in his provocative book quoted by Prof. Pickover, proved to the satisfaction
of most who could not fathom his learned quotations from world-scriptures and
technical physics that the soul’s immortality had finally been established beyond a
reasonable doubt. What he illustrated in fact was the immortality of the debate and the
obsession to PROVE God’s existence.  The statement: "Were theologians to succeed
in their attempt to strictly separate science and religion, they would kill religion," is
equivalent to the declaration that if a person forgets his / her spouse’s birthday, that
would end their marriage. This may be true in some cases, but cannot be formulated as
a general proposition. The future of religions lies, in my view, not in hanging on to the
coat-tails of empirical science for proof, respect, and recognition, but in appreciating
the value and significance of trans-rational experiences and insights in matters
spiritual, and in conceding the fallibility and finitude of the human mind when
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confronting the Infinite. Also, to say that "Theology simply must become a branch of
physics if it is to survive," is as profoundly truthful as the statement that music must
become a branch of Fourier analysis if it is to survive. Such statements arise from the
blind veneration of reason in every dimension of human experience. Thus, the Proofs
of God carefully elaborated by the likes of Spinoza, Tippler, and Gödel may be
interesting for a handful of thinkers acquainted with logic, mathematics, cosmology or
quantum physics, but they really become laughing stock in the reckoning of those who
have experienced God through love or Nature, scripture or compassion, and above all
through the faith that resonates in the heart. I am all for reason and rationality, but
when one waves at me axioms and theorems, Heisenberg and quantum
electrodynamics to convince me that Moses received the commandments from the
Almighty out there in the Middle East, that Brahma is the one who made the universe,
that Jesus was indeed the Son of God, or that the Archangel Gabriel spoke in Arabic
to the Prophet, I am amused, if not uncomfortable. The aesthetic beauty and spiritual
grandeur of mathematics are like the soul-uplifting magnificence of Art, Music, and
Poetry. To contrive proofs of God through them is like using the piano to prove a
Euclidean proposition.

CAVELL ON THE IS / OUGHT THESIS6

For Cavell, this thesis depends upon its being obvious that we cannot infer 'We ought
to do X' [O] from 'We promised to do X' [R2] unless we also grant the ethical
proposition 'We ought to keep promises' [R1]. It is true that O cannot be derived from
R2 alone; and let's assume that it can only be derived from R2 with the addition of R1.
This will only establish the thesis if the step from R2 to O is inferential; and Cavell
denies that it is.

He utilizes a non-ethical example to make his point.  Suppose that, whilst I am
playing chess, a friend advises me that I ought to castle now [O], and, when I ask why,
replies that castling will neutralise my opponent's bishop and develop my rook [R2].
Does O follow from R2 ? It is surely absurd to say that it would follow if we added
the premise that: Whenever castling will neutralise a bishop and develop a rook, then
you ought to castle.  My friend is not saying anything like that; she's just saying that

                                                          
6 I’m not sure whether I’m really at liberty to print this, but as it was handed out at a public lecture, I
presume I am. This article is an extract from one of Stephen Mulhall’s books (forthcoming, I believe, as
the handout looked like a photocopy of a galley-print). Stephen Mulhall is a fellow of New College
Oxford and read a paper (though the above extract was the only hand-out) entitled Cavell, Murdoch &
the Fact-Value Distinction at the Royal Institute of Philosophy lecture on Friday 26th February 1999.
Yours truly was present in body if not spirit, and didn’t get as much from the lecture as he’d hoped,
despite having an interest in the topic. The pace of presentation was too fast, especially for a Friday
evening, for amateurs like me, who’d never heard of Stanley Cavell and never read Iris Murdoch.
Apparently, says Stephen Mulhall, Cavell's criticisms were first published as chapter XII of The Claim
of Reason (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1979 - hereafter CR); but that chapter, essentially as it
stands in CR, formed part of Cavell's PhD dissertation, submitted in 1961.
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castling is the best move here.  And she can display why she thinks that in the form of
further premises: With my rook in play I can trap my opponent’s queen in two moves
[R3]; with the queen gone I can win in four moves [R4].  From R2, together with R3
and R4, it follows (in terms of ordinary logic and a knowledge of chess) that: castling
now will win [R5].  Does O follow from R5 ? Or is my friend making the further
assumption that I want to win ?  Does O not follow from R5 without accepting the
major premise: If you want to win, then you ought to castle ?  But again, my friend
didn't mean anything so absurd: her advice is that castling will win here, not just any
time.  Does logical rigour then require the premise that: If you want to win, you
should do whatever will win ?  But is that intelligible ?  Is it chess ?

Cavell concludes that there is no major premise that could bind R2 to O: but that is
not because a special sort of logic or psychology is needed to bridge the gap between
them, it is rather because there is no gap to be filled - the step is not the conclusion of
an inference.

The gap which looks open on paper is closed in the act of confronting
the player.  To get a hint of what function 'ought' has, it should be
noticed that any of R2-R5 could directly have been used to advise the
player to castle: which of them you say depends upon what you think
the person doesn’t see, and how many steps you take in your proof will
depend on how much it will take for him to see what you see... If he
cannot counter these 'factual premisses', whose point, in that context, is
to advise him (and it wouldn't (grammatically) be advice unless you
thought they would further his position), then unless he actually makes
the move, or gives a good reason why he does not, then he either has
not understood you, or has not mastered the game. (CR, p 317)

Cavell's claim is that the content of the original claim 'You ought to castle now is
completely specified by the reasons you are prepared to give in its support; any proof
available for any of the reasons R2-R5 is simultaneously a proof of O. Choosing O,
choosing to say 'You ought to..', adds nothing whatever to the content those reasons
specify, but rather determines the mode of that content’s presentation.

Theo Todman ! I thought the above extract might be interesting, given our previous
discussions on this topic and the references to chess-playing.

The point here seems to be that there’s no gap between “you promised” and “you ought to
keep that promise” to be filled by “promises ought to be kept”, as though the latter principle
might be true of some societies but not others. The reason (and I don’t know whether you
found the chess analogy interesting or helpful) is that it is part of the meaning or grammar of
promising that a promise ought to be kept. So we have a statement of fact “he promised to do
X” that entails an ought, “he ought to do X”. The chess-playing analogy is that “wanting to
win” is part of the grammar of chess-playing, and that someone who doesn’t want to win
doesn’t understand the game. That’s my reading of the matter, anyway !
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Well, we can object to both of these (the promising and the chess-playing), but the question
is whether or not these objections are relevant in the context of the is/ought distinction.
Firstly, objections to the “promising” assertion that, in general, promises ought to be kept.
The principle that promises ought to be kept might well be intrinsic to the meaning of
promising, but whether any particular promise ought to be kept at the time of its potential
fulfilment is not known at the time of promising. It will depend on the state of affairs and the
moral outlook of the individual & society when the promise comes up for payment. It will
depend on whether or not the promise is over-ridded by some other contingency, some higher
priority duty that it’s not possible to fulfil together with the promise. That prioritisation is not
fundamentally factual because it requires bringing in a hierarchy of values. So, while we
shouldn’t make a promise without some general intention of keeping it, societies might differ
as to what would be allowed as an excuse for a person to renege on a promise.

As for chess-playing, Russian Grand Masters were well-known not always to play to win
against their compatriots, who might thereby win the tournament. Similarly, its not always
good policy to thrash one’s spouse or aspiring young sprog off the board. What is necessary
as a minimum is to take the game reasonably seriously and pay attention, but even that might
be over-ridden in the case of a very strong player playing a very weak one, or where training
or encouragement for a protege is required. After all, when playing a computer we can set its
playing level  to sub-optimal. This doesn’t thereby mean that its not playing chess on levels 1
– 8 whereas it is on level 9. There are also degrees of wanting to win.

Theo

MORE ON MATHEMATICS

I posted  my brief article on Mathematics – Discovered or Invented (see C95/37 –
response to Valerie Ransford) to the ISPE discussion list. Here’s a medley of
responses, though I have to admit I didn’t find them very inspiring. What do the rest
of you think ?

Anthony Norris : Why limit the question to mathematics?  What about language,
something I think is the greatest invention/discovery?

Craig M. Parsons-Kerins  : I've been sitting in front of my computer, cogitating on
the idea of mathematics and language, trying to figure out whether they were an
invention or a discovery.  I'm trying NOT to fall into the old philosophy major's
problem of saying "Gee, we need to define our terms!"  I think, however, that we do
need to.  The question is, I guess - is a discovery the understanding of a novel
relationship that was previously lacking, while an invention is the application of a
discovery?  and can an invention come into being prior to a discovery ? Mathematics,
a science of relationships, seems to me to be a discovery, with the applications to the
various fields of research an invention.  Language, on the other hand, seems to fall
into the category of an invention (at least in my mind) once the initial discovery of
language "potential" has been established (here we go with definitions - just how far
back into any subject do you want to go when trying to determine whether it should
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count as a discovery or an invention) – the relationships between naming and named
being arbitrary. Well, these are just a couple of ideas.

Bob Clark : Part of the rub seems to be the Siamese nature of doing and being (a la
Aristotle and Plato).  How many times have we asked for a definition of what
something IS and been greeted with what it DOES.  When we use mathematics to
describe the real world as is done in Physics, we may be abusing the subject. [What it
Does]. I abjure definitions in terms of activity.  Because they are intrinsically false.
When we Are something, this is independent of our activity, or the context of it.
When we Do something, it isn't even Necessary to say what we are.  But just because
we don't say what we Are when we do something doesn't mean we are nothing.  There
can be being without activity.  In most cases. Ralph Waldo Emerson, conversely had a
quote:  "What you are screams so loudly I cannot hear what you say."

Bob Clark : To me, invented or discovered is a false distinction.  As I view it, first
comes a concept (invention) and then comes a lot of empirical work playing with the
idea and implementing it.  Both are usually necessary.  As an example of how one
feeds the other, I read in Popular Mechanics the other day the construction of a
physical firewall using tiny gears to control a resource. The problem solved by a
firewall didn't even exist ten years ago, before the Internet came into its own.  Once
the Internet arose,  then came hackers, generating a problem to be solved by firewalls.
So the invention was spurred by empiricism.  But once the firewall was needed, and
conceived, it has taken people a lot of empirical work to apply a technology to solve
the problem.
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