10. POSTSCRIPT: THE SELF AND THE WORLD

1. Descartes and 'the external world'

In chapter 1 we looked at the relation between Descartes' concefpivbiat he is and his
suggestion that knowledge of the world of material things is depeadédmiowledge of God.
On the basis of his doubt about the existence of the material weslchRes builds an
argument for the claim that he is something quite distinct froymeaterial being. Thus,
Descartes concludes that he lies outside the world of matérigkt and so his knowledge of
that world is dependent on certain 'effects’ that it has on himn\Whésees and feels' a chair
what he is immediately aware of is not the material objselfibut simply a state of himself
that he assumes is caused by the chair. And so it is only thraleghanstration of the
existence of a truthful and benevolent God that he can have any grouhdkeang that
there_isa material world at all, or that that world is at alhasnormally takes it to be.

It is, however, possible that there is a relation betWescartes' doubt and his conception
of what he is that runs in, so to speak, the opposite direction.

In the Preface to the MeditatioDsscartes offers the following advice to potential
readers: 'l would advise none to read this work, unless such ddeasmd willing to
meditate with me in earnest, to detach their minds from coneméthb the senses, and
likewise to deliver themselves from all prejudice’.[1] He add#)e Synopsis, that the utility
of the doubt on which he is about to embark lies, in part, in thehfaictit delivers us from
all prejudice, and affords the easiest pathway by which the migdwvittedraw itself from the
senses'.[2] We should, | think, be struck by the way in which Diescgpeaks in the same
breath of 'delivering us from prejudice’ and 'detaching ourselvestifiosenses'. It is true
that he later offers what he suggests are reasons for bepigisus of the senses. But my
point at the moment is that, even before he asks himself whaiassible to doubt, he takes
it to be clear that detachment from the senses is a goal ¢b wiki must aspire if we are to
embark on a serious search for truth. Indeed, he offers the fatttiilahelp us to achieve
this detachment as a reason for following the path of doubt. Nowstrathier startling in that
we might have supposed that any serious search for truth will aebessake extensive use
of the senses. Is not the person who closes her eyes and blocks lpee@aely the one who
does notvant to know the truth?

Well, there are, no doubt, certain areas in which thetséartruth might be aided by
closing one's eyes and blocking one's ears. Mathematics might.b&nohso perhaps
philosophy is another. (For many, after all, the idea of philosoghdissolubly associated
with armchairs!) But to think that Descartes' starting poirghtnbe defended in this way is to
misunderstand the character of his enterprise. For Descarigs'reot to establish whether
there is one particular class of truths that can be known: philosophitted. He is concerned
to establish whether anythirmgn be known. And yet he insists, apparently without argument,
that one of the most familiar grounds for a claim to know somethiagnely, the fact that |
observed what | claim to know - is not to be taken seriously.

Is it possible that assumptions about what he himself jsat any rate, assumptions about
his relation to the material world that surrounds him - are & aiothe very start of
Descartes' thinking? Is he assuming that the contact betwekandyand the table is not
quite the unmediated contact betweenand the table that we might have supposed; and so
that the knowledge of the table that | take myself to have througtetise of touch is not
quite what it seems? This suspicion is, perhaps, reinforced whesnveenber the ease with
which Descartes moves between supposing, on the one hand, that 'the aky,the earth’
and so on do not exist and, and on the other, that he himself is ‘witimolst leges, flesh,
blood, or any of the senses'. He seems, from the start, tonkinthof his own body as



simply one object among the others he encounters in the world. Asgheput it, he seems
to be thinking of his own hands, eyes, and so on as things that he cvossinahe world,
rather than as being part of himself: the self that comessaitiiogs in the world, believes
that that is a bull in the field, doubts whether the floor will suppisrtveight, and so on.
With that, he finds no difficulty in the idea that it might makase to ascribe beliefs and
doubts to a being - namely, himself - who, 'lacking a body', latikes ia which there is a
place for avoiding that field, or treading gingerly on the floor boards.

Perhaps, then, Descartes' idea that one who is seriogslgeal in the pursuit of truth
must doubt the existence of the material world dependspacture of what he himself is. For
if | were a bodily being - a being in the same world as thaeef and tables - then there
would, it seems, be no room for a doubt about the existence of thdt Sorif Descartes is
to drive a wedge - a place for his doubt - between 'me' and 'tha, wloen my body must lie
on the side of the world

Modern versions of Descartes' story do not speak of 'non-ataeénids' and ‘evil
demons'. They speak instead of the possibility that | might beraibra vat being
manipulated by a mad scientist. But if you have felt some sympatliye general direction
of argument of this book you will not be inclined to think that the diffeeebetween
disembodied souls, on the one hand, and brains in vats, on the othergest @ihgiortance.
What separates the idea that the 'real me' is an imniabénich from the idea that it is a
material brain is of far less significance than what sepabaith of those from the idea that |
am the human beinghe being that others encounter in their relations with mef Boei
holds the latter view one is, as | have said, going to have difficldntifying the point at
which the demon, or mad scientist, works his evil deed. If | asrhilninan being, and if, with
that, there is no room for doubt about whether this human being ezisthere really be
room for doubt about the existence of other solid bodies with which hinmgn being, am
in constant interaction? The point here, it should be stressed,ssnudy that | am in causal
interaction with the world: that the world has effects on me dadé effects on the world.
Both the dualist and the identity theorist can acknowledge that. igfd, mather, express the
point in this way: if there is no room for doubt about the existent@soémbodied being -
me - there is no room for a doubt that the movements of this beisgrastimes impeded by
other extended, tangible, beings.

2. Knowledge and action
But perhaps the matter is better expressed in terms ofaéncgidture of knowledge. As a
recent author has expressed the view that we find in Desc@ddsgiow reality is to have a
correct representation of things - a correct picture within ofr sa#dity'.[3] It is of no
consequence whether we think of this representation as being an maamgenmaterial mind
or as being a neural structure in a brain. For both approaches dig equieed off from one
that understands knowledge, not in terms of the notion of picturirign terms of that of
acting The Cartesian paradigm of one who knows the way through the woadnsl @r
brain with a 'representation’ of the path; and the Cartesian paraflighe who knows that a
stone is approaching his head, or that he is confronted with anothen,imsg@imind or brain
with the appropriate 'representation’. The alternative paradifrapeak instead of a human
being walking confidently through the wood, a human being ducking, a human being
responding with pity and help, and so on. It is in seeing someone belthgsarways that
we see most clearly and directly someone who has knowledge diiteos with which she
is confronted.

| spoke of these as alternative 'paradigms’ of knowledigeofltcourse, clear that one may
know or believe something yet not act in the ways in question. Thegawirte put by saying



that these cases are secondary. If we maintain that, démspftect that he does nothing about
it, Jones knows or believes that his daughter is in severe pairotherspecial explanation is
needed. On the Cartesian view, it is the reverse. Knowledgdiefribein itself, simply an
inner mirroring of outer reality. It is when my knowledge finds egpion in action that we
need to postulate some further factor that explains its doing so.

But isn't it the Cartesian who is right here? It is bsunggested that we see someone who
knows that a stone is approaching her head, or someone who knows thaostieged
with a person in pain, in seeing someone who ducks out of the stonetsr paltlo, responds
to the other with help and sympathy. But, it will be said, thismoabe right since one who,
for example, knows that a stone is flying towards her head willdurdk if she also desires
not to be hit by the stone. We must, then, think of the behaviour theg¢eyaot as in some
sense beingnowledge, but as being the prodo€a certain combination of knowledge and
desire. The knowledge itself must be an inner state which, in coiojungth certain desires
or feelings, has certain behaviour as a causal upshot.

The idea that all human behaviour is to be explained in termsarhbination of beliefs
and desires that cause it is one that has a very powerful hold pitthosophical thinking
about a wide range of issues. Yet it is not, it should be notedearihat seems to be
reflected in our normal ways of thinking and speaking of human behaviouaskVé/hy is
he calling the doctor?' and receive the reply '‘Because his datgbktbroken her leg'. We ask
'Why did she duck?' and receive the reply '‘Because the stone wiasghsaaight for her'.

The replies, which make no reference to desires, explain her behhayipointing to her
reasons for acting in these ways: that is to say, featutes gftuation - not of herself - that
she might offer in justification of what she did.

Now to this it is commonly replied that we only take thedeetadequate explanations
because we take it for granted that the individual has the desiedt his daughter, or the
desire not to be hit by a stone; we can, in cases like thésly, @ait reference to the desire
in question because such desires are sufficiently widespread equtrerexplicit mention.
Well, perhaps. But in the absence of some kind of argument folahiswe might wonder
whether it is not just the product of the philosophical picture of knowlddgeve are calling
into question. If we think of knowledge or belief as being an ‘inn@resentation of an 'outer’
reality then we will think that something else is needed - medeg knowledge is to be
converted into action. But if we don't picture the matter in thgtweamay be more ready to
take our normal ways of speaking at face value.

Despite the Cartesian emphasis on the individual's own immediegss to his or her own
mental states, the pictures philosophers offer of our ‘inneofit# seem to bear little close
scrutinty. Does introspection reveal that when | duck to avoid an appngastbine, or stop to
help someone in pain, my behaviour is preceded by an inner combinatiorebahdli
desire? Isn't the Cartesian simply ‘finding' whatever he hadedethat his theory needs?
Now we should not, perhaps, make too much of this kind of objection; forattes@n
image of infallible self-knowledge is not one that we should ac&ifit.if we take as our
starting point not the isolated observer of the passing scence, but the human being
responding to the world in which she is placed, we may arriveeatalifferent picture of
the individual's knowledge of the world.

3. An 'absolute conception'
Wittgenstein writes:

Language - | want to say - is a refinement, im Anfang waiTdi("in the beginning
was the deed}#]




... it is a primitive reaction to tend, to treat, the part thets when someone else is in
pain ... [5]

| want to regard man here as an animal; as a primitive beingitth one grants instinct
but not ratiocination. As a creature in a primitive state. Agyclgood enough for a
primitive means of communication needs no apology from us. Language @ichege
from some kind of ratiocination.[6]

Pity, one may say, is a form of conviction that someone eisgan.[7]
It is in a similar spirit that Heidegger writes:

[T]he less we just stare at the hammar-Thing, and the mosee hold of it and use
it, the more primordial does our relationship to it become, and the um»eiledly is it
encountered as that which it is - as equipment.[8]

Our discussion, in chapter 7, of Wittgenstein's remark 'Myd#itowards him is an attitude
towards a soul' drew on ideas that are closely linked with thesages. | suggested that we
must consider the possibility that the special range of attithdé$ have towards other
human beings does not require the underpinning of some tietdfhold about them: the
possibility that the attitudes are what is most basic in hayioa to another. Now we briefly
considered an objection to this proposal - an objection that might befutip@aticulated in
this way:

To take such reactions as givierto acquiesce in a picture of the world that is
thoroughly coloured by our own reactions to what we encounter. Is it mipalc® the
task of the philosopher that she stands back from her natural reaotlmrsexperience
and asks whether these reactions are really justified in vieghabWith which she is
confronted? Is it not central to the task of the philosopher thatiskedrarticulate
what might be called an 'absolute conception' of the world: a pictdine @forld that
would be accessible to, and acceptable to, any rational being rev hmait that being
may differ from us in its natural reactions to the world? Fargxe, while | may pull
away in disgust from slugs or spiders | must recognise thasthisiply a reflection of
a personal peculiarity, and so should not take my reaction to embedggmnition of
'the objective disgustingness of slugs and spiders'. My ambition shetddform a
picture of the world that is not, in that sense, coloured by my osponses to what |
encounter.

This has been a central ambition of many philosophers. It is aniamtbiat is reflected in
images of the person as, first and foremost, a mind that pgsseelves impressions from
the world. The Cartesian picture of the self as a being thadlisally distinct from the bodily
being - the being in the world with its rich set of responses tt iivbacounters - may have
its deepest roots here: in an image of real knowledge as involpig anirroring of a
situation.

That ideal is one that has a powerful hold on many - perhaps mlbstare drawn to
philosophy. It may constitute a formidable obstacle to a full aaneptof the image of a
person that has been defended in this book. The other side of this, of tiraka proper
assimilation of this image may weaken the hold of that ideal. i$heot to say that we will



give up the idea that we have an obligation to try to think straaghtbligation to overcome
the blindness, prejudice, and so on that often clouds our understandintuafiarsivhich
confronts us. It iso say that we will look for other models of what might be involved in
doing that. The Cartesian model of clear thinking - that which invalisesigagement from
my responses to what confronts me - is not the only possible mods#eThis, one should
broaden the range of one's examples. For example, might | ndtdeélis when | see a film
of people caught up in war or famine that | appreciate for theifite what is really
happening there? The relevant case here is not one in which hsarfacts' about what is
going on, but rather one in which my feelings become engaged in ia wdnch they were
not before. In such a case, it is not, we might feel, thatnggigement involves colouring,
but rather that my previous éisgagement involved blindness.

That is a controversial example. And the above quotations frotgafgtein and
Heidegger are not only controversial, but difficult too. Closellgdd with that, the Cartesian
picture of knowledge, and the associated conception of the task of philoagphy,
extroadinarily resilient. | do not for one second suppose that whae Ida&d in this chapter
might be sufficient to break the hold of those ideas. My aim hasl\sbeen to give some
indication of how questions about the nature of a person that have beahtoethis book
might be linked with questions about knowledge that have always beeal temthilosophy.

Further reading

The different paradigms of knowledge, and their relation to partividas of the self, are
discussed in Charles Taylor, Sources of the: Se# especially chapter 8, on Descartes, and
chapter 9, on Locke. In Descartes: The Project of Pure En@drpard Williams develops

the notion of an 'absolute conception’ of the world, and discusses theaingeostich a

notion has in Descartes' thinking. Two clear and accessible books méicto place
Wittgenstein's thought in relation to the issues raised in thgeshare Fergus Kerr,

Theology After Wittgensteirand Oswald Hanfling, Wittgenstein's Later Philosofdge
especially chapter 7). A useful introduction to Heidegger's thou@teghen Mulhall,

Heidegger and Being and Timehapter 1 is of most relevance to the concerns of this chapter.




