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PHIL 1115   Introduction to Philosophy

Lecture 22:    Theories of “self”        
Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;

The proper study of mankind is man.

Plac'd on this isthmus of a middle state, 

a being darkly wise, and rudely great. 


Alexander Pope
Essay on Man. Epistle ii. Line 1. 

-------------------------------------------------
Part 1:   Who are we?  
Who am I?  Like everyone else, I have lots of labels…daughter, wife, mother, friend, sister, teacher etc..  Depends whom you ask – or what you ask – or how I feel at the time.    All these roles are in relation to others – to family, friends, community.  Are we who others think we are?  Are we ‘essentially’ known only to ourselves?  Even to ourselves?  What does it mean to be ‘true to yourself’?  Is self-knowledge even possible?

There is a philosophical story which outlines the problem of the self and what it is.   There are many variations.  Here is one that I like.   Picture a sunny campus afternoon.   John and Jane have been studying together in the library.   They walk hand in hand back to their dorm.  As they cross the street, they are hit by an out-of-control ice cream truck.   John is pronounced brain dead at the hospital, but his body is miraculously unscathed.  Jane, on the other hand, has a mangled body, but her brain is fine.   The doctors decide to transplant Jane’s brain into John’s body.
Whose parents pay next year’s tuition?

At whose house does John-Jane spend Thanksgiving?

The problem seems far-fetched, but it is a serious thought experiment.   It asks you to consider what makes us us?   John’s body sitting at his parents’ dinner table will be comforting to them perhaps, but he will have none of the shared memories of holidays past.  He will not know any of the people sitting around the table.   He has never heard the family stories.   He doesn’t know the holiday rituals.   

If, instead, we place John-Jane at Jane’s holiday table, she will make everyone uncomfortable.  She will recognize all the relatives and the rituals and the family jokes, but she will look like a stranger to them.  They will not know what to ask about her life.   

The questions highlight the problem for the parents, but the real sufferers are (or the real sufferer is) John-Jane.  Imagine yourself in that situation.  All the ways in which you have always seen yourself reflected in other people’s eyes is suddenly changed.  You are no longer Daddy’s little girl.  You’re no longer the long-legged dancer of your teens.  You’re no longer one of the girls.   And where’s that beautiful hair your mother used to brush so lovingly when you were little?  Where is the smile you took such good care of night and day?   What will you know about intimacy from the other side of a relationship?   And how will you relate to a child if you’re not its mother?   How must your future plans change?   
Where does our identity exist?  
In our minds?  In our bodies?  In our hearts?  In our memories?  In our passions?  Does it exist the same over time?  Are you the same person who started school fifteen years ago?

Philosophers have had varying opinions.   This lecture points you to some of them.  Let’s begin with Descartes…

Descartes, whom we’ve already met in previous lectures, is generally acknowledged to be “the father of modern philosophy.”

In his deliberations about the ‘self,’ he questions what it could be:  
But what then am I?  A thing which thinks.  What is a thing which thinks?  It is a thing which doubts, understands, affirms, denies, wills, refuses, which also imagines and feels. . . . . I am a thing with desires, who perceives light and noise and feels heat   (Meditation II)
Descartes’ concept of “self” is of thought – of consciousness – we exist in and for ourselves.  He even goes to some lengths to show that this “self” could still exist without a body… as the soul might.  He insists that it is not his body which provides him with his identity:
“…it is certain that this I [that is to say, my soul by which I am what I am], is entirely and absolutely distinct from my body, and can exist without it.”    (Meditation VI)

Your shortness, or blondness, or smartness are not what make you, you.  Your identity resides entirely in your consciousness (the soul, according to Descartes).  He makes human identity different from any other identity in the world.  Surely if tomorrow morning, you make your coffee with tea leaves, it is no longer coffee.  It is coffee’s physical elements which make it coffee.  However, it is not your physical elements which make you, you.  (Again, that question about whose parents pay the tuition the following year…)

Cartesian Dualism

Descartes is convinced that human beings are a mysterious union of mind (soul) and body,  of incorporeal substance and corporeal substance, with each realm operating according to a separate set of laws (but with the soul accorded primacy – because it continues after the body).  Human beings are essentially thinking beings who happen to inhabit bodies.  

One of the things which pushed him to formulate that Dualism is the challenge posed to religion by advances in physics and astronomy and the reemergence of materialism.  (Hobbes (1588-1679) and others were arguing that everything is composed of matter and energy and can be explained by physical laws – including human activity, including thinking.)

“As a devout believer, Descartes has salvaged his faith from the threats of science.  As a scientist, he has freed science to progress without church interference, since scientific discoveries are about the body and have no real bearing on the soul.”    




(Douglas Soccio)

Notice that Descartes is considered both a scientist and a philosopher: indubitable method is relevant to the scientific method.  At any rate, Descartes view becomes the pervasive one:

“The official doctrine, which hails chiefly from Descartes, is something like this.  With the doubtful exceptions of idiots and infants in arms every human being has both a body and a mind.  Some would prefer to say that every human being is both a body and a mind.  His body and his mind are ordinarily harnessed together, but after the death of the body his mind may continue to exist and function.”      Gilbert Ryle
Metaphors used to explain this include characterizing the soul as a driver and the body as a car.  But Descartes wouldn’t entirely agree with that analogy.  He insists that the relationship between the two is closer than that, that they are really almost one.  Otherwise, he said, your mind would not feel the pain of injury to the body.  You would only notice it like a dent in your car.

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

(Worth thinking about…)
Poking fun at the notion of strict separation of body and mind, Mark Twain, some two hundred years later, asked the question:  How come the mind gets drunk when the body does the drinking?  

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

Part 2:   Self as body, Self as Consciousness

John Locke
“Consciousness alone unites actions into the same person.”    John Locke

Locke insists that it is the connectedness of our memories that makes us us.  You wake up every day with the memories of what you did yesterday and last week and ten years ago.   If one morning you woke up with a genuine memory of being in a large boat with two of every animal and it rained for forty days and forty nights, you would be Noah.  Never mind that you had the same 21st century body and the same 21st century family.  You would be Noah.  Based on this, we know how Locke would answer the John/Jane question.   

Some ideas which challenge Locke’s theories:

· Forgetting – if you forget your first day of school, are you the person who experienced that first day?   Since none of us can remember being babies, are we the same people who were those babies?

· False memory syndrome – If you are identified as you by your memories, who are you if you remember things which never happened?

· Drunkenness (and other states which confuse the memory)

Locke again:

22. But is not a man drunk and sober the same person? why else is he punished for the fact he commits when drunk, though he be never afterwards conscious of it? Just as much the same person as a man that walks, and does other things in his sleep, is the same person, and is answerable for any mischief he shall do in it. Human laws punish both, with a justice suitable to their way of knowledge;- because, in these cases, they cannot distinguish certainly what is real, what counterfeit: and so the ignorance in drunkenness or sleep is not admitted as a plea. For, though punishment be annexed to personality, and personality to consciousness, and the drunkard perhaps be not conscious of what he did, yet human judicatures justly punish him; because the fact is proved against him, but want of consciousness cannot be proved for him. But in the Great Day, wherein the secrets of all hearts shall be laid open, it may be reasonable to think, no one shall be made to answer for what he knows nothing of, but shall receive his doom, his conscience accusing or excusing him.   (Essay concerning Human Understanding, book 2, chapter 27 Section 22)

David Hume 

Hume completely undercuts both Descartes’ and Locke’s view of self-identity.
“Whenever I look inside myself, there is no self to be found.”   David Hume
Hume:  A Treatise of Human Nature  SECT. VI.  Of Personal Identity

There are some philosophers who imagine we are every moment intimately conscious of what we call our SELF; that we feel its existence and its continuance in existence; and are certain, beyond the evidence of a demonstration, both of its perfect identity and simplicity. 
Unluckily all these positive assertions are contrary to that very experience, which is pleaded for them, nor have we any idea of self, after the manner it is here explained. For from what impression could this idea be derived? 
…

If any impression gives rise to the idea of self, that impression must continue invariably the same, thro' the whole course of our lives; since self is suppos'd to exist after that manner. But there is no impression constant and invariable. Pain and pleasure, grief and joy, passions and sensations succeed each other, and never all exist at the same time. It cannot, therefore, be from any of these impressions, or from any other, that the idea of self is deriv'd; and consequently there is no such idea.'

…
For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception. 
…
I may venture to affirm of the rest of mankind, that they are nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and movement. Our eyes cannot turn in their sockets without varying our perceptions. Our thought is still more variable than our sight; and all our other senses and faculties contribute to this change; nor is there any single power of the soul, which remains unalterably the same, perhaps for one moment. The mind is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions successively make their appearance, pass, re-pass, glide away, and mingle in an infinite variety of postures and situations. There is properly no simplicity in it at one time, nor identity in different; whatever natural propension we may have to imagine that simplicity and identity. The comparison of the theatre must not mislead us. They are the successive perceptions only, that constitute the mind; nor have we the most distant notion of the place, where these scenes are represented, or of the materials, of which it is compos'd.

Hume is trying to answer the same question that plagued Descartes and Locke:  What is the extent and what are the attributes of the self?  Hume didn’t feel under the same compulsion to find an answer, however.

In many ways, Hume was a typical Enlightenment philosopher.  His ambition was nothing less than to construct a theory of human nature as elegant and complete as Isaac Newton’s theories of the universe.  He believed in reason and empiricism as opposed to obedience to authority, even Enlightenment authorities such as Descartes and Locke.  
· He insisted that neither reason nor experience could justify belief in the existence of a world outside of our experience.
Think about that seriously.  We are clearly able to construct whole worlds in our dreams.  What if that’s all we’re doing when we’re awake?

As we noted in an earlier lecture, Hume harbored deep doubt about our abilities to understand the world -- or ourselves.
Immanuel Kant

Intrigued by Hume, Kant insisted  (in The Critique of Pure Reason) that knowledge of the world is only possible because the self – the transcendental self or ego – determines the structure of our every experience.  We do not see the world directly.  We use categories like space and time to structure experience – but these categories remain aspects of our understanding rather than properties of the objects.

We cannot directly see “things-in-themselves”  (das “ding-an-sich”)  

We only understand the world through our necessarily human point of view.  According to Kant, if we can’t know things-in-themselves, then we may as well dispense with the idea that they exist.  This, of course, leads to idealism – the idea that what we call the “external world” only exists in our minds.

Kant uses the word Transcendental to suggest that the self which has and notes and remembers experiences persists – transcends – to make sense of experience.   Unlike Hume, who looked for the “self” in the welter of experience (and didn’t find it), Kant defined the self as the thread which ties together experience – the self as verb – as activity – as transcendental ego.  

Part 3:  The self as choice
------------------------------------------------
"If a human being did not have an eternal consciousness, if underlying everything there were only a wild, fermenting power... what would life be then but despair?"

"I stick my finger into existence and it smells of nothing. Where am I? What is this thing called the world? Who is it that has lured me into the thing, and now leaves me here? Who am I? How did I come into the world? Why was I not consulted?" 

Søren Kierkegaard  (1813 – 1855)

------------------------------------------------------
Jean-Paul Sartre  (1905-1980)     
Jean Paul Sartre’s experiences as a resistance fighter in France in WWII     shaped his philosophy.  He was an admirer of Kierkegaard, but dropped the emphasis on religion.  Sartre was an atheist.   There was no God in his world view.  (If there ever had been a God, Sartre reasoned, he was no longer interested or how could the world be in such a mess).   Without God there can be no essence – no pre-defined human nature.  We’re not born ‘defined.’   Rather, we have to make ourselves up.  And we do that every day with every thought, every choice, every action.  It’s a project we all begin the day we’re born….

Sartre’s phrase 'existence precedes essence' is one of his most important.   If there is no cosmic designer, then there is no design or essence of human nature.   We are all our own creations.  We all play Dr. Frankenstein to our monsters.

He acknowledges that this freedom we have to invent ourselves is not always pleasant or easy.  We suffer from anxiety and uncertainty.   But we can’t escape it.  And so he reminds us that we are "condemned to be free."   One of the ways to escape the anxiety and confusion, one of the choices we can make, of course, is just to play the role society lays out for us.  We all know well enough what our parents want from us, what the church wants, what our friends want.  Doing what we’re told is the path of least resistance.  But if we do this, Sartre would rebuke us for hiding from our responsibility and letting the world create us instead of creating ourselves.  Sartre adopts Kierkegaard’s phrase here and says that we would be acting in bad faith.

To act authentically we must take responsibility for our future.   One problem here is that our lives don’t begin as equally blank slates – or as equally furnished slates either.  Many aspects are decided before we give that first cry – gender, class, ethnicity – all set before we even arrive.  We do not choose where we are born, or to whom.  Our parents are rich or poor, kind or mean, intelligent or not.  Our country is at peace or at war.  The economy is good or it’s not.

Sartre acknowledges this, but reminds us that we still have the power to choose what to make of these things, where to go from where we started out.  We are free to create our own interpretation of ourselves in relation to the world.  We are each our own projects.  And this building of ourselves, this creation of our essence, is our most important work here.

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

Solipsism

Most simply, solipsism is the notion that only I really exist…the rest of the world consists of my stage and my ‘extras.’  Philosophically, it is the notion that I can’t really know anything except my own mind.   This question of consciousness has been primarily a philosophical one.  When the sciences peeled their disciplines away, they left consciousness behind.  Why?  Because they couldn’t do anything with it.  Couldn’t identify it.  Couldn’t measure it.  Couldn’t study it.  Couldn’t even locate it.  Couldn’t say what it was made of, what kind of thing it was.  

We all experience sensation from a receiver’s standpoint.  ‘We’ are seeing.  ‘We’ are smelling.  ‘We’ are feeling the sunshine on our arms.  But what is it really that does the ‘seeing,’ ‘smelling,’ ‘feeling’?  Some kind of little presence behind the eyes seems to scan the image projected from the outside – that’s what it feels like, at any rate.  Gilbert Ryle fleshed out this ‘presence,’ creating a kind of homunculus (“little man”) inside that looks over the input.  As science has explained the physical processes of vision, the homunculus was moved back behind the last stage (behind the visual cortex) to take in the show.  And there he sits.  Ryle called this the mistake of the ‘ghost in the machine’ and blamed the powerful influence of Descartes' Dualism for the three hundred year long acceptance of this conception of "self'."
---------------------------------------------------------------

(For the curious:  two items)

The BBC radio program, philosophy bites, has been voted among the best podcasts available on iTunes.  Enjoy poking around…
Hedwig and the Angry Inch performed The Origin of Love (based on the story told by Aristophanes in Plato’s Dialogue, The Symposium).
------------------------------------------------------------

(Questions to think about…)

If science could prove that there is no such thing as a soul

what would be different tomorrow?

If science could prove that the connected story of our lives (our memories) was a fabrication, what would change?
----------------------------------------------------------------
 (
