7.  HUMAN BEINGS

1. The mind, the body, and the human being

In chapter 5 we considered a standard argument for a thesis that might be formulated in this way: the mind, that which is the real subject of thoughts, emotions and sensations, is simply a physical organ of the body - namely, the brain. Now as I stressed, to knock down an argument for the mind-brain identity thesis is not itself to knock down the mind-brain identity thesis; still less is it to knock down the other varieties of physicalism that are now on offer. And many will, I suspect, feel that nothing that was said in chapters 5 and 6 is a very serious threat to materialist thinking. At most, the considerations presented suggest that the argument may need a bit of patching up (and I know people who will feel that even this is conceding far too much!) This feeling springs in part, I think, from the idea that the options for an account of what a person is are exhausted by, on the one hand, dualism and, on the other, some version of the thesis that the mind is the brain. If we simply take this for granted we are - given the position that the sciences now have in our culture and the popular perception of what has been achieved by science - almost bound to reach the conclusion that the truth must be found in some form of the latter thesis.

    I should stress here that I do not believe that the physicalist has to commit herself to any thesis that could be usefully formulated as the claim that 'the mind is the brain'. Nor do I believe that she has to commit herself to the various ideas that I will link with that claim in this section. My aim in this section, as in the previous two chapters, is not to 'prove the falsity of physicalism'. It is, rather, to cast doubt on one cluster of ideas which, I suspect, lies at the roots of much physicalist thinking.

     To see that it is possible that dualism and the mind-brain identity thesis do not exhaust the options, it will be helpful to return to the distinction that I drew between three different strands in the Cartesian account. These can be summarized in this way:

1. It is through my experience of myself that I grasp what a person is; and through my experience of my own thoughts, emotions and sensations that I grasp what these are.

2. The real person is something other than the human being that we actually see when we 'meet another person'. The real person is 'the mind': a non-material entity that is causally connected with the brain.

3. The extended, tangible thing - the 'human body' - that I see when I look at another human being is, in itself, a 'physical object', no different in fundamental kind from any other.

The functionalist version of materialism involves a rejection of the first of these assumptions. It involves, too, a rejection of the second half of assumption 2. But assumption 3, and the first half of assumption 2 appear to be common to traditional dualism and at least some of the recent materialist alternatives. If there is some way in which these might be questioned then there may, perhaps, be room for some alternative to the two broad options considered so far.

  Consider, first, the third assumption. My formulation of it raises some difficulty as it is not, perhaps, quite clear what is involved in the claim that something is a 'physical object'; or, closely linked with that, what Descartes is committing himself to when he speaks of the human body as a 'machine'. If the claim is simply that what I see when I look at another human being is an extended, tangible thing then it can hardly be disputed. But suppose that what is being claimed is, in part, this: a full description of what we see when we see another human being can be given entirely in 'physical' terms; that is to say, in terms of the language employed by the natural (the physical) sciences. (Remember David Lewis' suggestion that the picture and its properties 'could go unmentioned in an inventory of what there is without thereby rendering that inventory incomplete'.) Now this claim - which is, perhaps, not always clearly distinguished from the first - is much more controversial. For, as I have stressed, our descriptions of the 'behaviour' of another are normally in terms of the following kinds: 'He smiled while he waved goodbye', 'He gave her an angry glance', 'She checkmated him', 'She voted for the motion'. With that, it is generally in terms such as these that we 'see' another's behaviour. We spontaneously respond to what we see as to a smile or an angry glance; and asked to describe another's behaviour in terms other than these - in terms, for example, of the 'ways in which her body moved' - we would generally find ourselves struggling. We would find ourselves struggling because it is not as described in these other terms - it is not as movements of a body - that another's behaviour is generally of interest to us.

    The terms in which we normally understand the 'behaviour' of another are not those of the natural sciences. The language of 'smiles' and 'angry glances' has no place in physics as it is normally understood. In what sense, then, can it be said that: a proper description of what we see when we see another human being can be given entirely in terms of the language employed by the natural sciences?

    Consider now the characterization of a 'naturalistic', or 'physicalist', view offered in a recent introduction to the philosophy of mind. Smith and Jones describe such a view as being one that 'invokes no entities unrecognized by the natural sciences1.[1]  Now it is tempting to view the central philosophical question about the notion of a person - that which divides the dualist from the materialist - to be this: in explaining the 'behaviour' of human beings, do we need to invoke any 'entities unrecognized by the natural sciences’? But this understanding of the issue completely bypasses the question of whether in describing the behaviour of human beings we need to invoke ‘entities unrecognized by the natural sciences’. If, as I have suggested, we do, then we can reject dualism without suggesting that a human being can be adequately characterized entirely in terms drawn from the natural sciences.

     This brings us to the other assumption that, I suggested, may be shared by traditional dualism and certain recent materialist alternatives to it: the assumption that the real person is something other than the human being that we actually see when we 'meet another person'. We might express the point here in this way. The mind-brain identity thesis simply takes over the mind/body distinction as it is understood by Descartes. The 'mind' is that part of the person in which thought, emotion, sensation and so on take place; such states and activities are states and activities of 'the mind'. The 'body' is all the rest: the organic, but 'mechanical', part of the person, which can be adequately characterized in the terms of the natural sciences. With that, 'the body' - that is, what we see when we look at another human being - is clearly not the entity that feels pain, gets angry, and so on. The dispute between the views is a dispute about whether 'the mind' - understood as the bit that does feel pain, get angry or think about philosophy - is just another material object or whether it is an entity of a quite different, non-material, kind.

    That understanding of the 'mind'/'body' division is so deeply entrenched in the philosophical study of people that it is embalmed in the title of that area of study: 'the philosophy of mind'. It is so deeply entrenched that discussion of these issues, and not only by those who call themselves 'philosophers', are conducted in terms of a contrast between 'mental' and 'physical' characteristics which, from the point of view of our everyday, unselfconscious, understanding is quite bizarre. Thus, Armstrong writes: 'We say that we have a pain in the hand. The sensation of pain can hardly be in the hand, for sensations are in minds and the hand is not part of the mind'.[2] Armstrong asserts, without any kind of defence, that 'sensations are in minds'. Yet in our normal speech we draw a sharp contrast between 'physical' and 'mental' pains. And if, on complaining to my doctor of a pain in my back, she informed me that the pain was all in my mind I might be puzzled or I might be irritated, but I would certainly not take her to be telling me something that is obviously true.

    This appeal to our normal speech does not show that Armstrong's conclusion - 'the sensation of pain is not in the hand' - is false. It does, however, show that he is going to have to say more if we are to see even the beginnings of a decent argument for this claim. Now it might be felt that this is not difficult to provide. Just look at a hand and ask yourself: is that the kind of thing that could feel pain - or, if this is different, the kind of thing in which there could be a pain? We will all, it might be suggested, find difficulty in this supposition when we reflect on it; and so we will be forced to concede that the real location of the sensation is somewhere else: in 'the mind'.

    A materialist of Armstrong's variety cannot too happily appeal to this thought. For one who suggests that 'the mind' is the brain is committed to the view that the sensation is in the brain; and I suspect that most of us, confronted with such a lump of grey matter, would have as much difficulty, or more, in supposing that it was in pain (or that a pain was in it). In any case, the question with which I suggested Armstrong might attempt to nudge us in his direction needs to be handled more carefully. For in asking us to consider the hand, the question draws our attention away from the human being whose hand it is. Wittgenstein writes:

What sort of issue is: Is it the body that feels pain?-- How is it to be decided? What makes it plausible to say that it is not the body?-- Well, something like this: if someone has a pain in his hand, then the hand does not say so (unless it writes it) and one does not comfort the hand, but the sufferer: one looks into his face. [3]

It is the person, the human being, that we normally speak of as being in pain: as feeling pain. Now if we ask of the human being 'Is that the kind of thing that could feel pain?' the answer seems clear: 'Certainly. That is just the kind of thing that could feel pain.' We will, then, no longer feel any pressure to conclude that what really feels the pain is something else - 'the mind' - that lies behind what we observe of the other.

    Suppose, slightly differently, that we ask of a hand: 'Is that the kind of thing in which there could be a pain?' If one asks this question with one's attention concentrated fixedly on the hand one might hesitate. But if one remembers that the hand is the hand of a human being, and if one asks 'Could a human being feel a pain in this?' the answer again seems clear. Just look at a human being with a pain in her hand and any difficulty one might have felt evaporates.

2. 'An attitude towards a soul'

It will be helpful here to focus on a consideration that has surfaced at a number of points in our discussion: one which may be partly responsible for the pull of the dualist version of the mind/body contrast. In the above passage, and in many others, Wittgenstein gives a central place to ways in which we respond to - are concerned about - other human beings: ways which mark our thought of other people off from our thought about inanimate objects. We feel about and treat others - at least some others, some of the time - in a quite distinctive range of ways; and we think it appropriate to do so. What I have in mind here covers a wide range of phenomena. For example, in certain circumstances we think it appropriate to feel pity towards others, and to comfort them - when, that is, they are in pain. We feel gratitude or resentment towards others when they have acted in certain ways; that is to say, we mind how others treat us in a way in which we do not characteristically mind about the behaviour of inanimate objects and, perhaps, most animals. Closely connected with this is the way in which we mind how others, and especially some others, think of us; for example, another's anger can be disturbing, frightening, in a way that has nothing to do with a fear that he might physically assault us: a tree's branches waving in the wind do not have the same significance for me as a man shaking his fist at me. All of this is connected in various ways with the notion of respecting another. Think, for example, of the kind of contempt for another that might be expressed in my complete indifference concerning her opinion of me, or in my complete indifference to the fact that her eyes are on me. Again, there are limitations on the ways in which we generally think it appropriate to treat others: limitations that might be summarized in terms of the idea that it is not appropriate to use others. That is to say, certain forms of treatment of another are not in place even in cases in which that treatment might be in her own best interests. Thus, sane adults are generally to be influenced by being given reasons to do or feel whatever we judge that they should do or feel; they are not, except in extreme circumstances, to be influenced by threats, drugs administered without their knowledge, or lies.

    This very incomplete list will serve to illustrate the forms of response to others that I have in mind. Now something that may push someone towards the kind of dualism outlined in the first chapter is, I think, an idea of this form: unless the real person is something quite different in kind from what we can see and touch, these attitudes would be out of place; and, with that, the idea that, as we might express it, people have a special kind of value would be undermined. The 'mind' or 'soul' is, then, the non-material, value-conferring entity that lies behind the observable human being.

  The idea here is simply that our normal ways of thinking about each other require the dualist picture. Nothing along these lines could do anything to show that dualism is a correct account of what we are: that there is such a thing as 'the soul'. Indeed, if one thinks of the soul in this way one may well suspect that modern science has created serious difficulties for the idea that there is any such thing. The psychologist J.B. Watson writes 'No one has ever touched the soul, or seen one in a test tube, or has in any way come into a relation​ship with it as he has with other objects of his daily experience.’[4] Further, one might feel, it is not simply that no one has ever observed the soul directly. It seems increasingly clear that the hypothesis that there is such a thing is not required to explain any of the observed behaviour of human beings; at any rate, there appears to be no reason to doubt that it is in principle possible to explain every movement of the human body in physiological terms. This, of course, is the thought that is central to the defences of materialism considered in chapters 5 and 6.

    Thus, it is widely felt that modern science leaves no room for the idea of the soul. With this, it is sometimes felt that modern science demands a fundamental revision in our conception of the kind of value that people have, and so in our understanding of the kinds of attitude towards people that are appropriate. Very roughly speaking, it is felt that science has shown that the idea that there is some fundamental way in which we are marked off from the rest of nature must be abandoned. The differences are differences in complexity, not in kind. (We will consider in chapter 9 an area of our thinking in which this idea has a particularly powerful hold: that which relates to the idea of 'human freedom'.)

   It should be stressed that not all materialists draw these conclusions about what I have called 'the kind of value' that people have. I was, there, speaking as much of the popular perception of materialism as of the claims actually defended by its main exponents. What I wish to draw attention to here, however, is the fact that dualism and materialism - when it takes the form just outlined - share the following assumption:  

Talk about the ‘soul’ is talk about a non-material entity which some believe to be connected with the human body. Those attitudes that are expressive of our idea that people have a special kind of value are dependent on a belief in the existence of entities of this kind. Scientific investigation is relevant to the question of whether this belief is true.

The two views differ only over the question of what the scientific evidence suggests.

    It might be felt that the use of the word 'only' in my last sentence is slightly absurd. What difference could be greater than this one?  Well, from the point of view of another approach to our idea of the value of a human being, that difference does not appear to be of such great significance. This approach is encapsulated in the following remark: 'My attitude towards him is an attitude towards a soul. I am not of the opinion that he has a soul'.[5] In this remark Wittgenstein rejects the shared as​sumption of which I spoke. His point, in part, is that those attitudes that go with the idea of people as having a special kind of value are not dependent on a belief that is more funda​mental than them: the belief that human beings have 'non-material minds' or 'souls'. Thus, no scientific evi​dence concerning the existence or non-existence of these supposed non-material entities is of any relevance to the question of whether the special attitudes that we have towards people are in place.

   In chapter 3 we considered the argument from analogy for 'the existence of other minds'. We might express the relationship of ideas presupposed by that approach in the following way:

The special range of attitudes that I have towards another human being is dependent on (requires the underpinning of) a belief that this is a being of a kind that has thoughts, emotions, sensations, and so on; and that belief stands in need of justification in terms of analogies between the other's body and behaviour and my own. 

Now in rejecting the idea that I am 'of the opinion that he has a soul' Wittgenstein is, I think, rejecting both steps in this approach. The special range of attitudes that I have towards other human beings does not require the underpinning of some belief that I hold about them; and, with that, does not stand in need of justification in terms of analogies with myself. The attitudes, we might say, are what is most basic in my relation to another. I respond to what I see, to the human being, with pity, resentment, gratitude, and so on: that is, in ways that mark off my thoughts and feelings about others from my thoughts and feelings about trees or cars.

    Now it might be objected that Wittgenstein's view is, at this point, radically unphilosophical. For isn't it of the essence of philosophy to demand justifications - reasons - for what, in everyday life, we simply take for granted? Well, Wittgenstein suggests that we need radically to revise our conception of the task of philosophy. But we need not pursue that beyond noting a point on which he often insists: all justifications come to an end somewhere.[6] A fundamental difference between different philosophical outlooks lies in their differing views about just where it is no longer appropriate to ask for further justifications. In the context that is our immediate concern Wittgenstein suggests that we reach this point a stage earlier than is assumed by proponents of the argument from analogy. We should not assume that we need a justification - in terms of some theory about the causes of the behaviour that we observe - for the attitude towards other human beings that is reflected in our responses to their tears, smiles, and so on.

    This is not to deny that there might be particular cases in which there is room for a justification for thinking that the familiar attitudes are in place. Consider a case, for example, in which someone assumes, wrongly, that the histrionics of her actress friend are simply part of a rehearsal for a play; we might need to offer reasons for thinking that this is for real, and so that the normal range of attitudes is in place. The force of Wittgenstein's point can be brought out by contrasting the case of this person with someone who characteristically, with no special reason, shows no acknowledgement in her words, feelings or behaviour of the pain, grief, joy, or whatever that we can see in those with whom she is confronted. To insist that we need a justification for our normal beliefs and feelings when confronted with someone who, as we would say, is 'in obvious pain' or 'grief' is to insist that: in the absence of such a justification the appropriate, the philosophical, the clear thinking, response is one of doubt or indifference. But why on earth should we accept that?

3.  The object of pity

With this in mind, we can return to what I suggested were two strands of Cartesian thinking that may be carried over in at least some versions of materialism. These were, first, the idea that the real person is 'the mind' - that is,  something other than the human being that we actually see when we 'meet another person' - and, second, the idea that the extended, tangible thing - the 'human body' - that I see when I look at another human being is, in itself, a 'physical object', no different in fundamental kind from any other.

    I have, at many points in this book, stressed that the language in which we describe the behaviour of ourselves and others is not, characteristically, the language of physics; nor, if this is different, is it the language of geometrical movements of matter in space. This is a reflection of the fact that we do not, at the most primitive level, 'see' others as simply mechanical systems. As I expressed the matter in chapter 4, I see the joy in another’s face, I see the anger in the other’s eyes, I see people laughing at jokes and writhing in agony, and so. I do not see flesh - ‘a body’ - moving in certain ways, and on the basis of this ‘infer’ that there is here a joyful person, or ‘interpret’ this as a person in pain. I see the joy in her face. I see the pain in her grimaces and hear it in her cries. I see and hear these things in the sense that I respond to her with, for example, a smile, or with pity. The language in which we describe what we see is an expression of these responses to others: responses which, Wittgenstein has suggested, we should not regard as standing in need of any general justification. 

    In what sense, then, can it be said that the extended, tangible being that I see when I look at another human being is, in itself, a 'physical object', no different in fundamental kind from any other? Well, we can agree that we can, with considerable effort and for limited periods, see the other in that way. Wittgenstein tries to capture the experience.[7] He compares it with the way in which one might see the cross-pieces of a window as a swastika; though an example that is in some ways more illuminating might be that of seeing some object - say a tree outside your window - as a clever imitation made out of paper or plastic. (I hope you understand what I am speaking about here sufficiently well to give it a shot.) But, as I hope the analogy brings out, the fact that one can see, and describe, another in this way does not at all show that that is the way in which the other is to be seen, and is to be described. It does not show that when we see the other in that way we see her as she really is. And so we cannot argue:

What I actually see when I am confronted with another human being is a physical object, no different in kind, but only in complexity, from any other.

So my distinctive responses towards others - responses of pity, resentment, respect, and so on - can only be in place in so far as the real person is something distinct from that which I actually see.

For if by the term 'physical object' we mean 'object of a kind such that responses like this are not in place' then we do not need to accept that what we see of others is 'simply a complex physical object'. And if by the term 'physical object' we mean 'thing of a kind that has weight, height, and so on' then we do not need to accept that no 'physical object' can be an appropriate object of such responses.

    Wittgenstein goes further. He writes: '[O]nly of a living human being and what resembles (behaves like) a living human being can one say: it has sensations; it sees; is blind; hears; is deaf; is conscious or unconscious'. [8] It is not simply that we do not have to think that the person - what really gets angry, feels pain, and so on - is something other than the living human being: for example, a brain or a 'non-material mind'. A living human being - or what resembles one - is the only possible candidate for that position.

    We can, perhaps, see why he takes this view when we reflect on his suggestion that it is my attitude towards her that is what is most basic in my relation to another. 'Thinking of another as a person' is not some 'internal state' that underlies the attitude. It is in the ways in which I respond to the other with pity, gratitude, joy, envy, and so on that we see the sense in which I think of another person as a being quite different in kind from, say, a stone. Now these ways in which I respond are, at least in many cases, closely bound up with the particular bodily form of the other. In a passage quoted earlier Wittgenstein writes: 'one does not comfort the hand, but the sufferer: one looks into his face'. I look into his face, into his eyes, with sympathy. In a slightly different way, my horror at another's suffering may be inseparable from a distress in seeing her contorted face and hearing her cries. Again, it may not be possible to characterize the pleasure that I take in another's joy without speaking of my desire to see her joyful face, to hear her laughter, and, perhaps, to laugh with her. My fear of another's anger might be seen most directly in my keeping him at a safe distance, and, more interestingly, in my attempts to avoid his gaze.

    I hope that this very limited range of examples is at least sufficient to suggest a possible difficulty in the supposition that I might feel about, and respond to, something that lacks anything like the human form in just the ways that are characteristic of my responses to a human being: to suggest, that is, a possible difficulty in the supposition that I might have towards a stone - or, for that matter, a brain or a 'non-material mind' - what Wittgenstein speaks of as 'an attitude towards a soul'. In so far as they do that, they show that it is far from clear what it would be to think of something other than a human being - or what resembles a human being - as a person.

    The conclusion of my last three sections might be expressed in this way. Philosophers, and perhaps others, go wrong when they think that what needs to be investigated is the nature of ‘the mind’.  I do not say this because I think it is clear that the idea of a ‘mind’ is a fiction. I say it because the aim of philosophers who have worked on what is traditionally known as ‘the philosophy of mind’ has been, at least in part, to investigate the nature of that part of the human being - namely, ‘the mind‘ - that is fundamental to our being the particular kind of beings that we are. As we might express it: the aim has been to investigate the nature of that part of the human being that is the real subject of thoughts, emotions, sensations, and so on. In opposition to this, I have suggested that it is the human being herself - not some part of her, or something that inhabits, and animates, her body - that thinks, gets angry, feels pain, and so on; and, closely linked with that, it is the human being that we pity, love, or fear.

4. 'Souls', human beings and animals

I spoke of a range of responses that are expressive of the idea that people have a special kind of value. This range of responses is a pretty mixed bag. It is, for example, one thing to refrain from hurting someone, and quite another to show her the specific kind of respect that we may show for someone in the way we dispose of her dead body. Now the dualist way of thinking about the soul has, I think, a tendency to flatten out these differences. For the Cartesian dualist there is, one might say, one clean divide in the world: a being either has a 'soul' or it does not. This came out in the fact that when I was speaking of dualism I used the terms 'mind' and 'soul' interchangeably. Now these terms have rather different connotations in normal speech; the term 'soul' has connotations of a more distinctly religious or spiritual character. Within dualism, however, such distinctions tend to disappear. The thing that thinks, has sensations and so on is the immaterial entity that is connected with the body. Thus, as soon as we grant that something has sensations - that it has a 'mind' in that sense - we are allowing that it has what is crucial to the possession of value of all kinds. (Descartes sometimes seems to deny that animals think or have sensations on the grounds that to suggest that they do would commit us to the view, which he judged to be absurd, that they have 'immortal souls'.)

    Once we give up the idea that what is crucial to the possession of value is the presence of an entity of a special kind, it becomes easier to acknowledge distinctions within this range of responses. Thus, the attitude that most have towards cows or dogs is quite different from that which we have towards cars. Yet it is also quite different from the attitude most of us have towards people. For example, the kind of respect involved in the idea that there are limitations on how we may treat other people, even for their own good, is, for most of us, significantly less clearly marked in our thought about animals. One instance of this is the fact that most of us would 'put a cow out of its misery' by killing it very much more readily than we would a person; another, and rather different, illustration is to be found in the fact that many of us eat cows. Further, there are, of course, radical differences in our attitudes towards different kinds of animal: few in our society would shoot a dog in quite the casual way in which we swat a fly. Now there is, of course, plenty of room for argument as to whether the attitude most of us have towards animals in general, and towards particular species of animal, is at all what it should be. My point is simply that it is far from obvious that clear thinking about these issues is helped by a dualist picture which suggests that ‘having a mind/soul’ - being a proper object of certain forms of respect - is an all or nothing matter; so that one who insists that we should take the suffering of cows more seriously than we do is committed to the view that we ought to give them funerals.

    The remarks in my last paragraph are closely connected with the fact that most of us would not speak of 'souls' in connection with cows or dogs. My attitude towards a cow is not an attitude towards a soul. I am not in fact sure that my attitude towards a person is an attitude towards a soul. While I believe that other people make a range of distinctive and enormously important demands on us, a protest against a violation of these demands, a protest against the lack of concern or respect with which a particular group is being treated, might be made in terms of a reminder that 'These are human beings!'. I suspect that many others in our society today think roughly as I do here. They have no great use for the word 'soul', and do not think of human beings as having just the kind of value that is traditionally associated with that term. 

    The term does, as I said, have its natural place within a, broadly speaking, religious context, and one who uses it would fairly certainly make demands on our attitude towards each other which go beyond what is, perhaps, now the norm in this society. I will not try to say anything about what these demands might be, beyond noting what may already have struck you as a glaring gap in my discussion. Is not the notion of the soul crucially bound up with the idea that we live on after the death of the body? Further, is it not clear that that dimension of our thought about the soul can only be accommodated within the approach associated with Descartes, and not within that which derives from Wittgenstein? Of course, we might accept that, and argue that the latter approach does, nevertheless, rescue all that can be rescued of traditional talk of 'the soul'. I am not myself convinced that we should accept it, but that is not a line of argument that can be developed here. The next chapter will, however, have a direct, if largely negative, bearing on certain ways in which we might be inclined to picture 'life after the death of the body'.

5. Could a machine think?

An intense inter-disciplinary debate over the last 50 years or so has focused on the idea of 'artificial intelligence'. The issue at the centre of this debate is sometimes formulated in terms of the question 'Could a machine think?', or 'Could a machine be a person?'. Further, those questions are widely felt to bear directly on our understanding of what we are: a supposed bearing that is neatly articulated in such lurid questions as 'Is the brain's mind a computer program?' [9] The discussion of these issues is often highly technical, and is, as one might expect, often closely linked with the kinds of view considered in the previous two chapters. I want, however, briefly to consider one, completely untechnical, aspect of the discussion: an aspect that bears more closely on the concerns of the present chapter.

    In an article published in 1950, the mathematical logician Alan Turing suggested that the best way of approaching the question 'Could a machine think?' is in terms of what he called the 'imitation game'. Suppose that we built a computer that answers questions typed into a console. Of course, we already have such computers of various levels of sophistication. But suppose that we had - what we do not now have - a computer that could answer any question that we asked just as a human being might answer it: that is to say, in a way such that one could not tell from the answers that this was not a human being. Suppose, for example, that you are in electronic communication, through a console, with a person and with a computer. We can call one of them 'Fred' and the other 'Jack'; but you have not been told whether it is Fred or Jack that is the computer. You can ask Fred and Jack any questions that you want, and must try to work out from their answers which is the human being and which the computer. Turing suggested that we should say that we have produced a thinking machine if we have produced a machine that we are unable, however close our questioning, to distinguish from a human being in this way. (Note: the machine has not been programmed for truthfulness. That would make the questioner’s task too easy!)

   Turing suggested that there is no reason to suppose that there could not be a mechanical device that passes this test. Others have raised doubts about that. The following example gives some flavour of the character of these doubts:

A rookie bus driver, suspended for failing to do the right thing when a girl suffered a heart attack on his bus, was following overly strict rules that prohibit drivers from leaving their routes without permission, a union official said yesterday. ‘If the blame has to be put anywhere, put it on the rules that those people have to follow’ [said the official]. [A spokesman for the bus company defending the rules argued]: ‘You give them a little leeway, and where does it end up?’ [10] 

Such examples, it is suggested, bring out that the behaviour of an intelligent human being could never be captured in a set of rules that might be programmed into a machine. Now it might be objected that the trouble in the above case was simply that the rules were too simple: that there is no difficulty in principle in formulating a set of rules that would be a symbolic representation of human intelligence. To this, others have replied that no refinements in the rules, however complex, could ever dictate the correct response - the intelligent human being's response - in every possible situation: what is needed is 'the background of common sense that adult human beings have by virtue of having bodies, interacting skilfully with the material world, and being trained in a culture'. [11]

    Rather than pursuing that line of argument, however, I want to consider a different form of objection to the Turing test: an objection that suggests that even if there could be a mechanical device that passes the test, that would not be sufficient grounds for the claim that there could be a mechanical device that thinks. The objection, which has become known as the Chinese room argument, was developed by the philosopher, John Searle:

Imagine that I, a non-Chinese speaker, am locked in a room with a lot of Chinese symbols in boxes. I am given an instruction book in English for matching Chinese symbols with other Chinese symbols and for giving back bunches of Chinese symbols in response to bunches of Chinese symbols put into the room through a small window. Unknown to me, the symbols put in through the window are called questions. The symbols I give back are called answers to the questions. .... imagine that I get so good at shuffling the symbols, and the programmers get so good at writing the program, that eventually my 'answers' to the 'questions' are indistinguishable from those of a native Chinese speaker. I pass the Turing test for understanding Chinese. But all the same, I don't understand a word of Chinese. [12] 

Searle concludes that what is relevant to the question of whether something understands Chinese (or thinks, has beliefs, has sensations, is conscious, and so on) is not simply, as Turing assumes, that, given a certain input, it produces the 'correct' output. It is also crucial that the process - the internal mechanism - by which the output is produced is of a certain kind. In the case of human beings this process is biologically based; and we know that human beings think. That does not show that only biological systems are capable of thought. But it does, according to Searle, bring out that the internal workings of a system - not simply its input and output - are crucial to the question of whether that system thinks.

    But both Turing's test and Searle's response to it contain a bias of which we should, I think, be suspicious. Turing suggested that his approach to the issue 'has the advantage of drawing a fairly sharp line between the physical and the intellectual capacities of a man'. [13] The line is drawn by virtue of the fact that the interrogator cannot see, touch or hear that with which she is in communication. Now there is, of course, some kind of line to be drawn between 'physical' and 'intellectual' capacities: there is, for example, the person who is a good runner but hopeless at mental arithmetic. We might, however, begin to wonder whether the line is quite as sharp as Turing suggests, or whether it is to be drawn in quite the way that he suggests, when we ask on which side of it the concert pianist or the skilled cabinet maker falls. We might press this point further by asking whether we really have been offered sufficient reason for giving to verbal behaviour the kind of priority Turing gives it. Consider, for example, a sharply contrasting approach suggested by Wittgenstein in the following passage:

Of course we cannot separate his 'thinking' from his activity. For the thinking is not an accompaniment of the work, any more than of thoughtful speech.

  Were we to see creatures at work whose rhythm of work, play of expression etc. was like our own, but for their not speaking, perhaps in that case we should say that they thought, considered, made decisions. For there would be a great deal there corresponding to the action of ordinary humans. [14]  

Both Turing and Searle are operating with a radical 'mind' / 'body' contrast. They are assuming, that is, that the fact that we are beings of a particular bodily form - beings of the human form - who act in the world is quite irrelevant to the idea that we are beings who think. Indeed, the assumption is more radical than that way of putting it suggests. For when I said, in my presentation of Searle's view, that 'we know that human beings think' there was some misrepresentation of his position. For, according to Searle, it is not human beings that think, but their brains. The assumption that it is the brain that thinks - as it is the heart that pumps blood - is one that is seen again and again in discussions of these issues. It is an assumption that is reflected, in a quite unselfconscious way, in many popular expositions of recent scientific research on human thought and cognition. Now that research makes it clear, no doubt, that there is some kind of close connection between thought and what takes place in the brain; but that does not, by itself, show that it is brains, rather than human beings, that think. Of course, there could still be something to be said for the assumption. (Though I, as you might guess, have my doubts!) But it is important that one does not lose a sense of the strangeness of that way of speaking: that one does not uncritically swallow the assumption along with the science.

    If one does not accept the assumption, if one holds that the person is the human being, and that there is a link - of roughly the form suggested by Wittgenstein - between the idea of a creature as 'thinking' and that creature's behaviour, then one will maintain that the way in which Turing and Searle set up the issue of 'artificial intelligence' is misconceived. To express the point in their terms: one will maintain that, in their images of messages through consoles or notes through windows, they offer us a seriously impoverished understanding of the 'input' and 'output' that is relevant to the claim that some creature is thinking. That, in itself, will not tell us on which side we should come down in the dispute between them. It will, however, cast that dispute in a very different light.

Further reading

This chapter draws heavily on the work of Wittgenstein and those influenced by him. Particularly relevant passages in Wittgenstein's own writings are Philosophical Investigations *281-8, *412-27, Part II sections iv and v; and Zettel *218-25, *528-74. Two accessible discussions which are strongly influenced by Wittgenstein, and which give a central place to his idea of 'an attitude towards a soul’, are Ilham Dilman, Love and Human Separateness (see especially chapters 2, 3, 5 and 8), and Ben Tilghman, The View From Eternity, chapter 5. Very important, but more difficult, discussions of Wittgenstein's approach to these issues can be found in John Cook, 'Human Beings', in Peter Winch (ed) Studies in the Philosophy of Wittgenstein, and in Peter Winch, '"Eine Einstellung Zur Seele"', in his Trying to Make Sense. Chapters 4 and 8 of Fergus Kerr, Theology After Wittgenstein contain relevant, interesting, and quite accessible discussions. I discuss these issues at greater length in my Other Human Beings (see especially chapters 1, 3, 5 and 6.)

  The idea that that ‘the mind’ is a part of the person - the part in which thoughts, emotions, and so on occur - is usefully criticized in Roger Squires, ‘On One’s Mind’. Another useful paper in which, among other things, he discusses the notion of a ‘physical object’ is Roger Squires, ‘Zombies v Materialists’.

   Questions about our relations with non-human creatures are discussed in illuminating terms, within a Wittgensteinian framework, in Cora Diamond, ‘Eating Meat and Eating People’, in her The Realistic Spirit. Diamond’s discussion brings out the close connection between Wittgenstein’s views and a range of ethical issues. Those connections are also prominent in her paper ‘The Importance of Being Human’. For very different approaches, ones that argue, on ethical grounds, that we must maintain a fundamental distinction between the idea of a person and the idea of a human being, see Michael Tooley, ‘Abortion and Infanticide’, and Peter Singer, Animal Liberation.

   The contemporary discussion of thinking machines takes off from A.M. Turing, ‘Computing Machinery and Intelligence’. John Searle presents his Chinese room argument in a number of places; see, for example, John Searle, Minds, Brains and Science. For an approach to these issues with a Wittgensteinian flavour see Hubert L. Dreyfus, What Computers Still Can’t Do, especially Part II. For an introductory text that offers a very different approach see Tim Crane, The Mechanical Mind.
