Modern Art, New

CHAPTER SIX

Self

Though man is a unique individual —be is !
equally the whole, the ideal whole, the
subjective existence of society as thought and

experienced. He exists in reality as the ‘

representation and the real mind of social J

existence, and as the sum of buman
manifestations of life.

— Karl Marx, manuscript of 1844 ‘

Ithink, therefore I am. . . . But what then am
I? A thing which thinks.

— Descartes, Meditations

OPENING QUESTIONS

1. Describe yourself as a character in a novel. Describe the gestures, pos-
tures, revealing habits, characteristic word phrases you use. Try to imitate
yourself, by way of parody. What kind of person would you describe
yourself as being?

2. Explain who you are to a visitor from another planet.
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3. Who are you? Compare the descriptions you would provide
a. on a job application

b. on a first date

c. in a talk with your parents, as you are trying to tell them what you
have decided to do with your life

d. in a trial with you as the defendant, trying to convince the jury of
your “good character”

e. asthe “I” in the statement “I think, therefore I am” (Descartes).

4. What is involved in being a “human being” What (or who) would be
included in your characterization? What (or who) would be excluded?

5. Is it ever possible to know—really know—another person? Imagine what
it would be like to suspect that you can never know another person’s
true feelings, that all his or her movements and gestures are intended to
fool you and that you can no longer assume that what the individual
means (for example, by a smile or a frown) is what you mean by the
same outward movement. How do you feel about this?

6. You say to yourself, “I am going to move my arm.” You decide to do it,
and—Io and behold—your arm moves. How did you do that?

i we
THE ESSENTIAL SELF
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The Essential Self

“subjective truth,” we found a renewed emphasis on personal questions,
questions about the self rather than questions about the world. So we find
ourselves raising a new set of issues, questioning what seemed to us so clear
and unproblematic before. What is the “self”? What is it to be a person? What
do you know when you “know yourself”? What is someone telling you to be
when he or she tells you “just to be yourself”?

Our conceptions of self, like our conceptions of God, religion, and the
nature of reality, turn out to be extremely varied, different not only for different
people and cultures but for each of us from time to time and in different con-
texts. For example, in Opening Question 3, you probably described yourself on
a job application as an industrious worker, with so many years of school and so
much experience, with a certain grade point average and a certain amount of
ambition. In defending yourself in coust, on the other hand, you probably
thought very little of your achievements in school; rather, you tried to define
yourself in terms of your good deeds, your good intentions, the number of your
friends, and the fact that you tend to be gentle with children and animals. To see
how bound up with their context such descriptions tend to be, we need only
switch them, with shocking results. Imagine yourself giving an employer the
information you would more appropriately give to a person on a date. Or con-
sider how you would feel about a supposedly close friend who told you at great
length only about his or her achievements in school. What we think of ourselves
and what we think of as significant about ourselves—and others—depend to a
great extent on the context in which we are trying to explain who we are.

Yet we all have an undeniable sense that, beneath the various descrip-
tions of ourselves that we produce for various occasions, there is within us a
“real self” a self that does not vary from context to context. In the Judeo-
Christian tradition (and before that, in some ancient religions and in the think-
ing of the Greeks, for example) this invariant self, our “real self,” has been
called the soul. Philosophers have called the “real self” the essential self—
that is, the set of characteristics that defines a particular person.

The experience of our real, or essential, self is familiar to us in a great
many circumstances. For example, if we are forced to go to a party with peo-
ple we don't like and do not feel comfortable with, if we are forced to behave

195




196

Self

in an artificial way, to talk in language that is more vulgar than usual or more
sophisticated than usual, to talk about subjects that do not interest us at all,
we will very likely describe our experience in phrases such as “I couldn’t be
myself,” or “I felt like a phony.” As another example, picture yourself filling
out one of those dozens of questionnaires that are forced upon you during
every school year; you dutifully list your birth date, home address, sex, major
and perhaps grades, military service, awards, marital status, and so on. A nat-
ural reaction to such forms is that they are irrelevant to knowing who you
really are. They don’t ask the “right” questions, and they leave out any refer-
ence to what you and your friends think is most important about you. In
other words, they don’t even begin to get at your essential self, the personal
self that is the “real you.” This chapter is about the nature of this “real you”
and your relationships with other people.

As we have found in other philosophical investigations, the most obvious
answer often disappears as soon as we begin to follow our thinking to its
consequences, and what once seemed simple turns into a wide variety of
answers that sometimes compete with one another. For example, one answer
to the question, “Who am I?” or «“what is my real, essential self?” is the reli-
gious answer; you really are just a soul before God, and all else—your
worldly goods and accomplishments, even your physical body and its various
pleasures and pains—is insignificant, unimportant. Some people, on the other
hand, think of themselves as just another animal, caught up in the process of
staying alive and enjoying themselves. A very different answer emerges from
Descartes and many other modern philosophers; they say the real self is the
conscious self—that is, the thinking self, the self that is aware of itself. There
is a powerful contemporary view of the self that insists that there is, ulti-
mately, no set self, that it is a process of creation that goes on as long as we
are alive. And there is an Eastern view (in Buddhism, in particular) that
teaches us that the self is ultimately unreal, that there is no self at all, only an
illusion of one. Finally, and perhaps most important, there is the suggestion
that the self is not an individual entity at all, but rather the product of an
entire society; your self, in other words, is not really your own, after all.

E ¢ ?”:@%%
SELF AS BobDy,
SELF AS CONSCIOUSNESS

What 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.
— Descartes, Meditations,

1641

A person’s self-identity is the way he or she characterizes his or her essential
self. This includes both a general characterization—as 2 human being, as a
man or woman, as a creature before God, as an American, as a Christian or
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Self as Body, Self as Consciousness

Jew, or as a member of any other large organization or group—and a particu-
lar description—as the tallest person in the class, as the winner of the
Olympic gold medal in pole vaulting in 1990, as the person who is lucky
enough to be married to J, and so on. Sometimes we make these essential
characteristics explicit, but even when we don’t, they almost always enter into
our behavior and our attitudes toward ourselves. Most of us would not think
of naming our height as part of our essential self-identity; but, in fact, if we
think of the way we stand or walk and if we pay attention to our feelings
when we are with people considerably taller or shorter than we are, it
becomes evident that such seemingly unimportant characteristics may indeed
enter into our conceptions of our essential self. So, t0o, a person’s physical
condition is usually a key ingredient in his or her conception of self and his or
her self-identity, a fact that becomes obvious, for example, when a person has
been ill for an extended period of time.

But although we generally include such physical characteristics in our
self-identity, it is also clear that in our whole religious and philosophical tradi-
tion we have been taught to play down such physical traits and to emphasize
instead the more “spiritual” and “mental” aspects of our existence. Suppose,
to choose an extreme example, your best friend turned into a frog. What char-
acteristics would your friend have to retain in order for you to still consider
this frog as your friend? The frog would certainly have to display signs of hav-
ing your friend’s mind, most clearly by continuing to talk, if that were possi-
ble; then you could recognize that this was indeed your friend, trying to com-
municate with you and explain what it is that he or she was thinking. We
tolerate considerable changes in a person’s physical appearance as long as his
or her mind seems to remain the same; in fact, we are used to stories, car-
toons, and imaginative examples of a person turning into almost anything,
from a frog to a cloud to any of a large variety of plants, as long as somehow
the person’s mind remains intact. On the other hand, it takes very little alter-
ation in a person’s mental capacities for us to complain that he or she seems
like a different person or that we don’t know that person at all anymore.

The theory that the essential self of self-identity is the mind, or self-
consciousness, can be traced back to ancient times, but its best-known
defender is the philosopher Descartes, who presented a simple but elegant
argument that the individual self is the first thing that each of us can know for
certain, and that this self, whose existence is indubitable (see pp. 134-135;
168-169) is nothing else but the thinking self, the self that is aware of itself.
But it was in Descartes, too, that we saw the origins of the dilemma that
would lead to Hume’s skepticism—the possibility that we might, in fact, never
know anything but our own ideas and experiences. Now, with reference to
the self, a related problem emerges—can we evet know any other self besides
ourselves? We find here, too, an equivalent to Hume’s skepticism about
knowledge of the world; it is the position called solipsism, which says that,
indeed, nothing exists but one’s own mind. And like skepticism, solipsism is 2
position that most philosophers find intolerable. The problem is this: If one
agrees that one’s self should be identified with one’s consciousness and that

197




Self

each person can know only his or her consciousness, how is it possible to
reach out beyond ourselves to anyone else? Our bodies can touch, even
“know” each other in a dubious sense, but our minds cannot.

The theory that the self is consciousness has several ingenious variations.
The English philosopher john Locke, for example, argued that the self was
not the whole of consciousness, but a specific part of the mind, namely our
memory, so that the self is that part of the mind that remembers its past. This
explains how it is that we think of ourselves as “the same person” over time,
despite even radical changes. Our friend-turned-frog is certainly still our
friend if the animal remembers all of the experiences it had as a person
before its transformation. On the other hand, we could certainly be suspi-
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cious—at the least—if someone who claimed to be our friend could not
remember any of the experiences we had shared in the past. (There are, of
course, cases of amnesia, or loss of memory; but what is also true of such
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cases is that the person no longer knows who he or she is, so it is not a ques-
tion of having a different set of memories but rather of having no self-identi-
fying memories at all.)

The theory that self-identity is determined by memories has its curious
difficulties. For example, suppose Mr. Jones has an emergency operation in
which his injured brain is replaced by the brain of Mrs. Smith (just deceased).
The resulting person has the body, face, and general appearance of Mr. Jones,
but the consciousness, memories, and knowledge of Mrs. Smith. Who is the
resulting person? It doesn’t seem 10 make sense to say that it is Mrs. Smith, but
neither does it make sense to say that it is Mr. Jones. The example becomes
even more complicated if you picture yourself in the position of Mrs. Smith,
who awakens after a mysterious lapse in consciousness to find herself with
the body of a man; would she know for certain (as the self-consciousness the-
ory would suggest) that she still is, indeed, the same person? Or has self-iden-
tity broken down entirely here?

Questions of self-identity give rise to paradoxes of this sort, for what they
show us is that our sense of self-identity is far more complex than it seemed
at first. If a single characteristic were all there was to the essential self, then
self-identity would be that characteristic, no matter what else changed. If
memory alone gave us our self-identity, then any being with the same memo-
ries, even in a different body, even as a frog, even in two different people,
would be the same. But the obvious fact is that we have serious reservations
about these cases, and the reason is that we can see that many different
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desire

rationality passion

aspects of a person enter into our concept of self-identity. “I think, therefore I
am,” in all of its variations (“I remember, therefore I am who [ am”) is too sim-
plistic to capture the whole of our sense of ourselves.

Although the views that the self is defined primarily through thinking and
memory have dominated most self-as-consciousness theories, it is important
to realize that such theories have pointed to other aspects of consciousness as
well. The Danish philosopher Kierkegaard, for example, defined the self as
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the passions; several German philosophers have defined the self primarily as
will. Russian novelist Feodor Dostoevsky defined one of his more perverse
characters in terms of whim, and many philosophers since Plato have defined
the self in terms of rational thought (as opposed to mere thinking, which can
be rational or irrational). Emphasis on different aspects of consciousness
results in very different conceptions of self, and so even if you agree that in
some sense the self must be defined through consciousness, it is essential to
specify what part of consciousness defines the self. What one considers his or

her “real self” depends on this.

THE SELF AS A PROBLEM

What existentialists bave in common is that they believe that existence comes
before essence. .. . man first of all exists, encounters bimself, surges up in the
world—and defines bimself afterwards. . . . 10 begin with, be is nothing.
— Jean-Paul Sartre,
Existentjalism as a
Humanism, 1945

If self-identity is defined by our answer to the question “Who am I?”, one pos-
sible answer is “Nothing yet, still in progress.” If one sees the self not as an
inner soul that is in us from birth (or perhaps from conception), but rather as
a product of our actions and thoughts, then self-identity is something to be
earned, not an already existing fact to be discovered. Thus the existentialist
Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) would say that all of those theories that take
the self to be found in consciousness are misconceived. The self is not simply
thinking, nor is it memory of the past. The self lies always in the future; it is
what we aim toward, as we try to make ourselves into something. But this
means that as long as we are alive there is no self—at least, no fixed and fin-
ished self. The self is an open question.
The first reply to this is usually that it neglects the fact that we are, in fact,
a certain person with a fixed identity from the moment we are born, and facts
continue to define us all through our lives. Consider, as an example, a person
who is born in the year 1959, born female, born blond, born of a Scandina-
vian family, born poor; all of these are facts that define this person and have
nothing to do with “becoming.” At the age of three, the child is injured at play
and loses a finger; at the age of eight, the child luckily finds herself in a class
with a sympathetic and inspiring teacher, who interests her in science and
starts her off on the road to a brilliant career in chemistry. At the age of
twenty-seven, she meets by chance a fellow on an airplane; they fall in love
and are soon married. He is kidnapped and killed by terrorists. She is
hounded by the press, and a popular writer turns her story into a best-selling
book. She retreats to her chemistry laboratory, thinks about her life as she
runs her experiments, and comes tO realize that it all consists of accidental
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The Self as a Problem

facts—the fact of her birth, her childhood accident, walking into a certain
classroom, taking a certain airplane flight, and so on. Those facts are her self.
There seems to be nothing else.

Sartre’s reply to this portrait is that it leaves out an essential dimension at
every turn. What is missing is choice. What is left out is the possibility, at any
point in this story, of saying “No” to the facts, or, in Sartre’s words, “No mat-
ter what is made of one, one is always responsible for what one makes of
what is made of one.” A person with an injury cannot wish away the injury,
but he or she can make of it a badge of courage, a stigma of shame, a cock-
tail party curiosity, an excuse to keep out of the army, a handicap to be over-
come. A person who is born blond and Scandinavian can be proud of that
fact, embarrassed by that fact, indifferent to that fact. One falls in love (which
itself has an enormous amount of choice built into i), but one can choose to
ignore it, turn it into a tragedy, turn it into a marriage, even turn it into a joke
of sorts. Sartre called this dimension of our existence transcendence
(because we can always transcend, or go beyond, the facts that are true of
us, or what Sartre called our facticity). Transcendence means that the self is
defined not by the facts about us, but by what we make——and continue to
make—of these facts. But because we can change our minds about what to
make of the facts true of us for the whole of our lives, the self—which is the
outcome of these interpretations and the actions based on them—is an unfin-
ished process until the end of our lives (when both our interpretations and
our actions come to a halt).

Consider, for example, a student who had once been extremely ill as a
child and now (in college) intends to be a doctor. The facts of his illness are
simply true; he cannot now do anything to change them. But he is obviously
using those facts to motivate and justify his decision for the future, to become
a doctor in order to cure other children who are afflicted as he was. But sup-
pose in his senior year he becomes caught up in local politics, finds that he
enjoys this, and, furthermore, that he does quite well at it. He postpones his
plans to go to medical school and spends a year campaigning for a political
ally. Then he runs for office himself and wins, postponing medical school for
another four years. His political career flourishes. Answering reporters when
they ask, “How did you get into politics?” he finds himself remembering his
childhood talent for negotiating and arguing well. What happened to the fact
of his childhood illness? It is still true, of course, but it is no longer of any sig-
nificance; it no longer fits into the political project he has made for his life.
But suppose at the age of forty-three he loses a critical election. His political
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career is finished, and, not surprisingly, he remembers his old ambition to
become a doctor. The fact of his childhood illness is reinstated as the crucial
fact of his life, and his projected self is once more a medical self, not because
of the facts, but rather because of his renewed intentions.

What this means is that there is no «real self” other than the self that we
make for ourselves. Certain facts are true of us, of course, and we cannot make
them untrue. But we can make of them what we will, even if what we are able
to make of them is also limited by the facts of our circumstances. Even prison-
ers, Sartre said, are free to make of their imprisonment what they choose;
imprisonment can be injustice, or martyrdom, Or an excuse for not doing any-
thing, or a challenge to escape, or 2 symbol to the world, or a way of amusing
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oneself, or just plain boring. But this also means that there are no “correct”
choices; or, in Kierkegaard’s language all choices are subjective truths, true for
the person who makes them but not necessarily true for anyone else. The self
is what each of us chooses for ourselves, our projection into our future, our
intentions to become a particular kind of person. But as we never wholly
achieve this—for even when our ambitions are fulfilled we can always change
our mind, formulate new ambitions, and so on—the self never really exists in
full. It is always at best our image of what we want to be, to which we strive
with more or less success and persistency. And this striving, this sense of one-
self as always incomplete and responsible for itself, is the authentic self.

If the authentic self for Sartre was something created, rather than something
found, then the traditional theories that say that the self simply is are not only
mistaken but, in a very important sense, self-deluding ways of not recognizing
our responsibility for creating the self. This denial of responsibility for one’s self
Sartre called bad faith. Bad faith (mauvaise foi) includes trying to excuse your-
self from responsibility for what you are and what you will become by pretend-
ing that your life has been defined by the facts (by your facticity) instead of rec-
ognizing that you can try to make of those facts what you wish. Bad faith, in
other words, is the negative side of having to create your self; it is the rejection
of this responsibility—in effect, giving up even before you try.

205




206 Self

No Self, Many Selves

In reality, every self is far from being a unity; it is a constellation of selves, a chaos
of forms, of states and stages, of inberitances and potentialities. Man is an onion

made up of a bundred layers, a texture made up of many threads.
— Hermann Hesse,

Steppenwolf, 1932

There is nothing that can be called a “Self,” and there is no such thing as “mine”

in all the world.
— The Teachings

of the Buddha,
sixth century B.C.E.

We have assumed throughout the whole of our discussion sO far what
would seem to be the most indubitable and undeniable thesis, that every per-
son has one, and only one, self. But this assumption, t00, can be challenged,
and at least one of the major religions of the world—Buddhism—rejects as an
«]llusion” the very idea of the self.

The rejection of the self can be found in Western philosophy, too. In his
Treatise of Human Nature, the skeptic David Hume turned his critical atten-
tion to Descartes’s and Locke’s claims to have found the self within con-
sciousness, and he said, with his usual irony, that he found no such self in
himself; all he found was a complicated cluster of different experiences and
ideas, but nothing that could be called a self.

There are some philosophers who imagine that we are every moment intimately
conscious of what we call our self; that we feel its existence and its continuance in
existence; and we are certain, beyond the evidence of a demonstration, both of its
perfect identity and simplicity. . . . But for my part, when I enter most intimately
into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other of
beat or cold, light or shade, love or batred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch
myself at any time without a perceprion, and never can observe anything but the
perception.

As a consistent empiricist, Hume therefore concluded that we aren’t really
justified in talking about a sself,” because the concept can't be related to
something encountered in experience.

Jean-Paul Sartre, 10O, rejected the idea of the existence of the self in the
traditional sense. One way of reinterpreting his philosophy is to say that he,
too, denied that we can find any self in ourselves; that for him the self, if it is
not an illusion, at least always escapes us, always lies ahead of us in the
future.

But let’s take these arguments several steps further. Hume’s skepticism is
essentially a negative thesis: he could not find what most philosophers too
confidently refer to as a self. But the negative thesis can be turned into a pos-
itive thesis, and this is what happens in Buddhism. For the Buddhist, not

being able to f
through the illus
our most import
itself a false idea
the whole pictui
might be called
sonal self with t
The idea, then, i
but rather our w
our sense, there
us by a certain |
inside of us.
This rejectic
sense of self apg
man philosophe
self. He showec
indeed a unive
(Chapters 2 anc
by a particular |
ited boundaries

The reject
more astound:
East and West
man author H
but not, as we
selves. We m:
and it is only
all of these se¢
a striking ima

* ferent layers (

peach, with ¢




elves, a chaos
1 1S an onion

se,
1932

ng as “mine”

v
!
s

8.C.E.

so far what
it every per-
challenged,
rejects as an

, t0o. In his
ritical atten-
within con-
such self in
rriences and

mt intimately
mtinuance in
on, both of its
ost intimately
on or other of
Jer can catch
ithing but the

aren’t really
e related to

e self in the
say that he,
e self, if it is
of us in the

skepticism is
sophers too
1 into a pos-
uddhist, not
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being able to find the self is not a philosophical inability; rather, seeing
through the illusion of the individual self is the highest act of “enlightenment,”
our most important single conceptual achievement. The self, in this view, is
itself a false idea, a dangerous notion that cuts us off from the rest of life, from
the whole picture, which the Buddhists call “Buddha-nature.” {If you like, it
might be called “the cosmic self,” as long as we do not confuse this transper-
sonal self with the individual, personal self we have been discussing so far.)
The idea, then, is that our real self-identity is not individual selfidentity at all,
but rather our unity with the whole of the universe. But this is to say that, in
our sense, there is no self, that the self is an idea that has been imposed upon
us by a certain kind of society instead of a fact that is true of us or of a soul
inside of us.

This rejection of the individual self in favor of an all-embracing cosmic
sense of self appears in Western philosophy, too. The nineteenth-century Ger-
man philosopher Hegel also rejected our emphasis on the personal, individual
self. He showed, in his Pbhenomenology of Spirit, that our true self-identity is
indeed a universal self-identity—all of us as One—which he called “Spirit”
(Chapters 2 and 3). For Hegel, too, the individual self is an illusion fostered
by a particular kind of society, and our true identity breaks through these lim-
ited boundaries to include all of us together.

The rejection of the idea that each person has a self leads to an even
more astounding conclusion, found in some of the other philosophies of the
East and West as well, which has been defended in the writings of the Ger-
man author Hermann Hesse. According to this view, there are indeed selves,
but not, as we have assumed, one self per person. Each of us is a multitude of
selves. We may be a different self in any number of different circumstances,
and it is only a philosophical mistake that makes us think that we have to tie
all of these selves together into a single coherent package, as a single self. In
a striking image, Hesse tells us that “man is an onion,” with hundreds of dif-
ferent layers (selves). The traditional view, on the other hand, is that man is a
peach, with a solid, single pit in the center (the soul). But if you peel away
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the layers of an onion, you know that you find more layers; when you reach
the last layer, there is nothing more, no pit, no core, no soul. There are only
the layers, the many roles we play in different parts of our lives, the many
selves, which is to say, no self as such at all.

The rejection of the self in any of these senses is not just a philosophical
trick; it quickly becomes a way of life. Most of our plans and our behavior are
based on the assumption that we have to be somebody, or that we ought to
make something of ourselves. But according to the views just discussed, an
integrated picture of the individual as the unit of selfhood breaks down, and
self-realization becomes instead the recognition of ourself as part of some-
thing much greater than our (individual) self, or, in Hesse’s view, the realiza-
tion (not just the recognition but the living out) of the multitude of selves that
are in us all.

THE MIND-BODY PROBLEM

The identification or the location of the self in consciousness, as opposed to
the identification of the self with your physical body, raises a tantalizing and
very difficult metaphysical and scientific question: What is the relationship
between our minds and our bodies; how do they interact? You remember that
Descartes believed that mind and body were two different substances, but
substances, by their very nature, cannot interact. What's more, Descartes
insisted that he could conceive of his mind existing without a body, and it
was clear that human bodies could exist (e.g., as corpses) without minds. So
what is the relationship between them? Descartes never solved this problem
to his satisfaction, and the elaborate metaphysics of Spinoza and Leibniz
were, in part, attempts to solve it for him. If substances cannot interact, then it
must be that either (@) mind and body do not interact or (b) mind and body
are not separate substances. Leibniz defends the first option, arguing that
mental events and physical events only seem to interact. In fact they stand in
“preestablished harmony,” like a film and its soundtrack (not his analogy).
The two are perfectly coordinated and seem to be causally related, but in fact
they are two separate “tracks” on the same type. Spinoza chooses the second
option, suggesting that mind and body are not in fact distinct but rather are
two different attributes of one and the same substance. His theory, accord-
ingly, is sometimes called “dual aspect theory”—that is, mind and body are
two different aspects of one and the same substance (according to him, the
only substance).

These metaphysical speculations seem to us somewhat quaint, but they
can be readily translated into extremely troubling questions with which con-
temporary science and philosophy continuously struggle. Mind and body may
or may not be two different “substances,” but we can all agree that mental
events (e.g., a pain) are very different from the physical events occurring in
the brain. Moreover, the question of how the one might cause the other
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The Mind-Body Problem

seems to be as much a mystery to us as it was to Descartes. Since the seven-

teenth century, however, there have been some momentous advances in sci-
ence, and the terms of the question have altered accordingly. First of all, it is
only in the twentieth century that we have gained any substantial knowledge
about the workings of the brain and the central nervous system. Second, and
even more recently, advances in computer technology (only dimly envisioned
by Descartes and some of his contemporaries, notably Pascal) have provided
a promising analog to the traditional mind-body problem.

These recent discoveries have tended to shift attention to updated ver-
sions of Spinoza’s solution to the mind-body problem—his idea that mental
events and physical (brain) events are not in fact so different but rather inti-
mately related, perhaps even identical. Yet the old questions remain, and it is
by no means clear exactly what it means to say that a mental event and a
physical event are “identical.” Indeed, one can still find defenders of each of
the five traditional solutions to the problem, once discussed in the metaphysi-
cal language of “substances” but now debated in the contemporary terms of
neurology, cognitive science, and computer technology:

1. Mind and body in fact do interact; physical events (a pin in the finger) do
cause mental events (a pain) and mental events (deciding to go to the
store) do cause physical events (walking toward the store) (Descartes).
The question is how they do this.

2. Mind and body don’t interact; mental events and physical events occur
simultaneously, perhaps coordinated by God in a “pre-established har-
mony” (Leibniz).

3. There are no mental events (the materialist solution). There are only
brain processes, described from the unusual perspective of the person
who has the brain.

4. There are no physical events (the idealist solution). Brain processes, too,
are only ideas in the mind.

5. Mental events and physical events are in fact the same (Spinoza’s solu-
tion).

All five solutions are clumsy and obscure. Some seem to be nonsense—for
instance, the claim that there are no mental events—but great philosophers
(and psychologists), driven to desperate lengths by Descartes’s problem, have
often chosen this solution as the most palatable alternative. One sophisticated
denial that there are any mental events, coupled with the insistence that there
are only various patterns of behavior (which we label with mentalistic names
such as “belief,” “desire,” and “anger”), is called behaviorism. Both the view
that mind and body interact and the view that they do not seem to cause
insurmountable paradoxes. There are still a great many dualists around—that
is, those who continue to argue that mental events and physical events are
wholly separate. There are still idealists and there are still some behaviorists
who flatly insist that there are no mental events, or at least, no such events
that can legitimately function in a scientific theory. But today, even most
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behaviorists tend to defend the last solution and argue that what we call men-
tal events are really a special category of physical events.

Today, views about the mind-body problem tend to fall into one of three
camps, each of them a version of the thesis that mind and body are not really
separate substances. Not surprisingly, Spinoza is often invoked as the ancestor
of all such solutions. The three types of solution, each to be discussed in turn,
are behaviorism, identity theory, and functionalism.

Bebaviorism

The crude behaviorist might simply deny the existence of mental events,
but it is obvious to anyone who thinks that thoughts exist, at least while he or
she is thinking them. (Thus Descartes’s famous “I think, therefore I am,” in
which he denies that it is possible to think and intelligibly deny that one is
thinking.) The modern behaviorist is more subtle. Of course mental events
exist—that is, desires, beliefs, emotions, moods, impulses, and the like are
real and undeniable—but they don’t exist in the way that most people think
they do. They are not “ghosts in the machine” writes philosophical behavior-
ist Gilbert Ryle, nor are they “occult” or “mysterious” occurrences of any kind.
What we call “mental,” in fact, is a pattérn or a disposition to behave in cer-
tain ways. To name a “mental event” is actually to make a prediction about a
person’s behavior. Thus, to say a man is thirsty is not to name some unseen
event in his mind but rather to predict that he will get a drink as soon as he
can. To say that a person is in love is not to name 4 feeling but to predict a
familiar sequence of activities, from agitation in the presence of the loved one
to writing long letters in the middle of the night. The existence of mental
events is not denied; they are relocated, no longer in some mysterious place
called “the mind” but in the perfectly tangible body of an acting organism.

For some mental events, behaviorism is perfectly reasonable. For exam-
ple, a person’s intelligence is not anything he or she experiences; it is a ten-
dency to perform well in certain kinds of tests. A person’s motives—we know
since Freud—might not be known at all, but we can tell what they are by the
acts they motivate. Behaviorism runs into more of a problem with such sensa-
tions as pain, seeing bright light, or hearing a tune in the key of C. We can
agree that these sensations may be manifested in dispositions to behave in
certain ways—wincing, putting on sunglasses, or starting to whistle—but we
will probably insist that there is still something irreducibly mental that lies
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The Mind-Body Problem

behind these dispositions, that behaviorism can’t be the whole story. Much of
what we call “the mind” may indeed be better understood as dispositions to
behave in certain ways. But some mental events seem to be felf, and with
them the mind-body problem emerges once again, as tough as ever.

Identity Theory

For many years, the ever more refined research in neurology has made
clear something Descartes and his friends could not have known: that specific
mental events are exactly correlated with specific brain events. This picture is
made much more complicated by the fact that a single mental event may
involve several alternative brain events and, in the case of brain damage, it is
even possible for some mental events to be correlated with entirely new brain
events. Nevertheless, we now know that there is a strict correlation between
mental events, from simple pains to raging ambition, and certain processes in
the brain. The mind-body problem is: How are these connected?

Correlation is not the same as connection. Two things can be correlated
(the mayor of New York eats lunch every day at exactly the same time that
the mayor of San Diego eats breakfast) without having any connection. Corre-
lated mental and brain events might be like that, but if they were it would
make any scientific understanding of the mind from the physical (as opposed
to psychological) standpoint impossible. Perhaps mental events and physical
events do cause one another, but then we are still faced with the question of
how such different things can do so. The identity theory cuts through all such
questions and says that mental events (pains, for example) and brain
processes are the same thing. They have different properties and deserve dif-
ferent descriptions (“It hurts” versus “The sodium level is back down now”)
but, nevertheless, they are the same. Here is another case of identity:

Water is HZO.

Now, it is clear that a description of water—as “wet,” as “cold,” as “filling the
basin”—is quite different from the description of hydrogen and oxygen atoms
and the way they combine to form a certain molecule. Nevertheless, it makes
perfectly good sense to say that water is H)O, even if the properties of
water—as we normally describe it—and the properties of the molecules—as a
scientist would describe them—are different.

Identity theory is still much debated. It solves the mind-body problem,
but it raises other questions just as perplexing. For example, it is usually
argued that two things are identical only if they have all properties in com-
mon (a principle propounded by Leibniz and sometimes called “Leibniz’s
Law”). But it is clear that pains and brain processes do not have most proper-
ties in common; for example, we can locate a brain process at a certain place
in the brain. There is no such exact localizability for pains. (But then again, if
you are in Seattle, it is clear that your headache is not in Portland.) On the
basis of such arguments, some theorists have rejected the identity theory.
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They would say that water and H,O can be described in the same terms, even
if they often are not, but that there is no way to describe a pain in the lan-
guage of brain science, and no way to describe a brain process in the lan-
guage of sensations. Still other theorists have suggested that the languages we
use to talk about pains and brains, respectively, are just curious remnants
from the old days, when people knew much less about brains. In the future,
they suggest, we will drop the language of sensations and talk comfortably
about “having an F-stimulation of my cerebral cortex, process 4.21-B.” But
whatever form the theory takes, the central claim is this: What we call a “men-
tal event” is not a particular type of event, but just a particular way of describ-
ing some brain process. '
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Functionalism

Dissatisfaction with both behaviorism and identity theory as well as the
rejection of all the old dualist theories of mind and body, coupled with recent
discoveries about the workings of computers and the manufacture of artificial
intelligence (AD, have led to a new solution to the mind-body problem, called
functionalism. Behaviorism stresses the importance of behavior, but it can- |
not account for the nature of such sensations as pain and does not talk about
the brain and its functions at all. Identity theory emphasizes the sameness of
mental events and brain events, but it does not address the question of why
this one particular organ should have such remarkable properties. The iden-
tity theorist refers to certain processes, but why, one might ask, are they pecu-
liarly brain processes? What is so special about the brain? Is it the special
material of the brain that makes what we call “mental events” possible? Or is it
simply the nature of the processes themselves, without regard for the material
in which they occur?

The functionalist answers these questions by insisting that it is the
processes themselves that explain the special properties of mental events. The
brain is special because it is such a marvelous piece of machinery—or “hard-
ware.” But other pieces of hardware not made out of brain material may
someday do just as well, and may have minds to match. Twenty years ago,
skeptics were confidently insisting that no computer could ever play chess;
now computers are beating chess masters. Today, skeptics say that no com-
puter will ever feel or think for itself; ten years from now, they may be apolo-
gizing to an indignant Apple. Functionalists point out that mental activity is
indeed identical to certain processes, but it is the function that counts, not the
material in which the function takes place. There is no reason to suppose that
a computer cannot be built that exactly duplicates the human brain—and the
human mind. There is no reason, apart from practicality, why one could not
build a brain out of paper clips and rubber bands, so long as it included all
the circuits needed to perform all proper functions.

Functionalism, it might be noted, still leaves open some questions. How
do pain and other sensations fit in? Does the theory of functions explain how
it is that one sees red or hears a melody? And might not a confirmed dualist
come back once again and ask, “I agree that there is an impressive correlation
between certain functions and mental events, but how does that explain how
the one causes the other?” Like the identity theorist, the functionalist tries to
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solve the mind-body problem by asserting that the one thing (in this case a
function) simply is the other. But couldn’t it be that pains and great ideas are
not identical to anything but themselves, and that their place in a material
universe is still a mystery our immaterial minds can’t quite grasp?

Functionalism, its advocates argue, is a great advance in the efforts to
solve the mind-body problem because it expands our vision to consider
increasingly complicated processes of the brain (and its computer analogs)
instead of the older, more atomistic image of some comparatively simple
event in the brain causing (or being identical to) some discrete mental event.
But this same argument can be expanded further, and several philosophers in
America and Europe have argued that the whole idea of reducing the mind-
body problem to questions about the brain is a step in the wrong direction.
We cannot understand human consciousness, the argument goes, apart from
the whole buman being. The dichotomy of “the mind and the body” is already
a mistake, given this way of thinking, for what we are is embodied conscious-
ness—not a mind i a body—and to argue about interaction and identity is
already to misunderstand the terms in which human beings must be under-
stood.

This argument against the mind-body problem is also a powerful argu-
ment against many of our favorite ideas about the self. To think of the self as
an isolated individual consciousness, aware primarily of itself, is, according to
similar arguments, a serious misunderstanding of selfhood. The self must be
conceived of in terms of the whole person. (The position is sometimes called
“holism,” accordingly.) In ancient times, Aristotle argued for such a view of
the self as nothing less than the “complete” person; today, too, there are many
philosophers who argue that nothing less can give us an adequate under-
standing of the self. The self is not just consciousness aware of itself but the
flesh-and-blood person who is part of a family and a community and a soldier
or a shoemaker or a politician. A person is a self not just for one’s self, but
with and for other people as well.

The Egocentric Predicament

The mind-body problem is just one of several quandaries we get into
when we start thinking about the nature of the self. What makes the problem
so intractable is that we seem, in some hard-to-define metaphorical sense, to
be “inside” of ourselves, in juxtaposition to the «external” world and other peo-
ple. And so we wonder how the mind is connected to that bit of the physical
world closest to us, namely our own bodies. And so, too, we wonder whether
we can ever really know if the experiences we have in our minds in fact corre-
spond to the world outside us—the problem of skepticism we discussed in the
preceding chapter. This problem also gives rise to the awful possibility of solip-
sism, which we introduced at the beginning of this chapter as the view that
only one’s own mind exists. What, then, of other people? This odd question
has been designated by philosophers as the egocentric predicament. “Ego-
centric” because it begins with the claim that the individual self is at the center
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The Mind-Body Problem

of all our experience; “predicament” because it is indeed an intolerable idea
that we cannot ever get beyond our own self to know the existence of others.
In recent Anglo-American philosophy, the same problem has been called the
“problem of other minds,” which is, essentially, “How can I ever know of the

existence of any mind other than my own?”
This curious problem begins with an assumption we have taken for

granted throughout most of this
beyond any doubt. (There may b
aspects of our mind that
Freud accepted the claim

book: we know our own mind directly and
e—according to Freud, for example—certain

are “unconscious,” or unknown to us, but even
that we generally know what directly is “in our

mind,” which is why the idea of « nconscious mental processes” became such

a startling discovery.) Descartes’s

«] think, therefore I am” is essentially a state-

ment of this direct and indubitable knowledge we have of our own con-

sciousness; but

even Hume, who rejected the existence of the self, and Sartre,

who thought that the self is created, began with this assumption. (“‘Conscious-
ness is transparent,” wrote Sartre. “It has no corners and nothing in it can hide
from us.”) But if we know our own mind directly and without any doubts, it
does not follow that we know other people’s minds directly at all. We have to
infer what other people are thinking or feeling; we have to figure it out. How

can we do this?

The standard answer, first

formulated as a theory by John Stuart Mill a

century ago, is that we know what is going on in other people’s minds—
indeed, that we can figure out that other people have minds at all—by anal-

ogy. An analogy is
with the conclusion that t
example, if someone draws an
(because, let us say,

a comparison in which certain similarities are pointed out
here must therefore be other similarities as well. For

analogy between a college and 2 business

both need some principles of good management), we

may expect other similarities to appear as well: the fact that both produce
something that is purchased by consumers, the fact that both are subsidized
by our system of taxation and therefore have to answer to the larger commu-
nity, the fact that both employ a workforce whose responsibility it is to pro-

duce the product as efficient

ly as possible. But, of course, there are disanalo-

gies, too, comparisons in which the apparent similarities break down.

Knowledge, for ex

ample, isn't like most products; any number of people can

“have” the same knowledge, whereas only a limited number of people can
share a particular automobile, television set, or toothbrush.

The argument that we can know of other people and their minds by anal-
ogy proceeds according to the compatrison between our bodies and other
people’s bodies, or our own faces and gestures and other people’s faces and

gestures. Our bodies,

faces, and gestures are quite obviously similar; this sim-

{larity is the basis of the analogy. I sometimes frown; you sometimes frown. I
sometimes wince in pain; you sometimes wince, too, and in much the same
circumstances in which I would wince. Now 1 know that when I frown it is

usually because 1 disap

prove of something or because 1 am worried about

something. 1 know, therefore, that my mental state is correlated with certain
features and movements of my body: throughout my life I become more and
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more aware of what these correlations are. I also see that you have similar
features and make similar movements with your body, and so I infer from
these similarities a further similarity: namely, that you are feeling or thinking
as I am when your features and movements are similar to my features and
movements. That is, I know that, in my own case, my mental states (M) and
my bodily movements (B) are correlated like this:

M:B (“M is related to B”)
I also know that your bodily states are similar to mine:
M:B::x:B

What I must infer, then, is the x, and what I infer, of course, is another M. By
analogy, from the similarities between our bodies and the correlation between
my mental states and my body, I infer that you have similar mental states.
You, too, have a mind.

This argument seems persuasive until we consider the possibility of dis-
analogies. Is it possible, for example, to imagine a being with human form
which does everything that I do, and in the same circumstances, but which
does not have any mind at all? Many philosophers have argued that robots are
just like this; they can be programmed to behave just as we do, but they have
no minds. (Of course, the argument is now turned around the other way, too:
because robots can be made to behave as we do in similar circumstances, the
argument goes, robots must have the same thoughts and feelings we do.) But
at least this much is clear: we can imagine without difficulty that the people
who surround us are not in fact human, do not in fact have minds. We cannot
doubt, Descartes said, the existence of our own mind. But we can, by this
argument, doubt the existence of other minds. Because we can never get into
another person’s mind, to see if indeed he or she has one, how can we ever
check our analogy? How can I ever know that I myself am not the only con-
scious being, the only mind, the only self, in the universe? On the one hand,
this solipsistic conclusion is obviously absurd; on the other hand, the argu-
ment that we know of other people and their minds by analogy seems to
leave it, at least in theory, an open possibility. What has gone wrong here?

One possibility is that the argument from analogy goes wrong in the very
place we most expected it to be unquestionable, in its very first premise, in
the idea that we know our own mind directly and beyond any doubt. Let’s
take another look, therefore, at the assumption we have so far nowhere ques-
tioned. Are we indeed “directly” aware of our own minds? Is the existence of
our own self indubitable, while the existence of all other selves is an open
question? What is the presupposition of this seemingly unquestionable
assumption, “I think, therefore I am™?

It has been suggested by a number of philosophers that the proper for-
mulation of Descartes’s famous slogan ought to be just “There are thoughts.”
Descartes was not justified, they have argued, in assuming that if there are
thoughts, there must be a thinker. And this, of course, is just what we have
been assuming, too, in talking about the individual self. Each of us, the

assumption gox
assumption intc
formulated. It is
nize that there
individual self
self-awareness?
thoughts but ar
“thoughts”?
What has |
have now com
discussion so f:
our individual s
that there are C
if we believe tl
think of oursels
as if the exister

The Self «

Man is by n
or who is s
which mean

It is true, n
vidual self, anc
“real,” self ben
society, which
we have conclt
the social roles
tions and distr:




nu have similar
;0 1 infer from
ing or thinking
iy features and
states (M) and

another M. By
;lation between
- mental states.

yssibility of dis-
‘h human form
ices, but which
. that robots are
y, but they have
other way, too:
-umstances, the
1gs we do.) But
that the people
nds. We cannot
we can, by this
1 never get into
YW can we ever
st the only con-
1 the one hand,
hand, the argu-
alogy seems to
wrong here?

-ong in the very
first premise, in
iny doubt. Let's
-nowhere ques-
the existence of
lves is an open
unquestionable

the proper for-
e are thoughts.”
that if there are
t what we have
iach of us, the

The Mind-Body Problem

assumption goes, must have a self. Hume, Hesse, and Sartre threw this
assumption into disarray, but they did not reject the basis upon which it was
formulated. It is still through individual self-awareness that we come to recog-
nize that there is no self, or that each of us may be many selves, or that the
individual self must be created. But where do we get this idea of individual
self-awareness? Why are we so sure that, for each of us, there are not just
thoughts but an “I” as well? In fact, how did we ever learn even to identify
“thoughts™?

What has been left out of our account of the self is precisely what we
have now come to see as the problem: the existence of other people. In our
discussion so far, we first have tried to understand the nature, or essence, of
our individual selves. Once we have done this, we ask how it is that we know
that there are other selves in the world, too. But if we proceed this way, and
if we believe that self has anything to do with consciousness or the way we
think of ourselves or the way we project our existence into the future, it looks
as if the existence of others will become a problem; and that is absurd.

The Self as Social

Man is by nature a social animal. . . . Anyone who is unable to live a common life
or who is so self-sufficient that be bas no need to do so is no member of society,
which means that be is either a beast or a god.
— Aristotle, Politics, fourtbh
century B.C.E.

1t is true, no doubt, that each of us has a conception of our self as an indi-
vidual self, and we do indeed have some sense of having an “authentic,” or
“real,” self beneath the roles and postures we are taught to adopt in work and
society, which sometimes make us feel uncomfortable, “not ourselves.” But
we have concluded too quickly that our real self is an individual self and that
the social roles we play and the conventions we learn in society are distor-
tions and distractions from our true self. Indeed, this is a very old view; it is
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central to the Christian teaching that the inner soul before God is the real self
and that our social position and power are, by comparison, of no real signifi-
cance. Descartes taught this view when he declared that the real self is one-
self as a “thinking thing,” as opposed, for instance, to a social being, a son, a
father, a daughter, a mother, and so on. The French philosopher Jean-Jacques
Rousseau set forth the same thesis again in the mid-eighteenth century when
he declared with vehemence that natural, individual human beings are good
and innocent until society “corrupts” them, and we in America are still sympa-
thetic to this philosophy, that what is “natural” and “individual” is essentially
good. .
Paradoxically, the image we have of ourselves as individuals is an image
that we have been taught collectively, by society, precisely because we are
not mere individuals. It is one of the premises of our culture, for instance, that
the general welfare will best be served by everyone pursuing his or her own
interests. This is a premise that is still much debated, of course, but it serves in
particular as one of the assumptions of capitalism and is certainly central to
much of our thinking. But this is a very recent idea; indeed, it would not even
have been considered plausible until the middle of the eighteenth century,
and the point to be made again is that, though the idea emphasizes the
importance of individuals (and individual initiative, individual interests), it is
an idea created by a specific kind of society. Our certainty of ourselves as
individuals, in other words, is a modern invention though with its roots in
early Christianity. And if today we see our own existence as indubitable, that
is itself a matter of philosophical curiosity and investigation.

Even in early Christianity, with its emphasis on the individual soul, there
was a powerful emphasis on the spiritual community, within which that soul
could discover itself and through which it could earn its salvation. Before
Christianity, Judaism was far more concerned with the integrity of the Jewish
community than with the isolated identity of its members; indeed, Jewish
identity was identity in the community, and nothing more. Until modern times
our idea of individual identity—as thinker, as existential hero, as “Buddha-
nature,” or as Hesse’s onion—would have been unintelligible. Today, too,
when we think about the question “Who am I?” we are all too likely to forget
that we are something more than our individual characteristics and talents,
more than an isolated atom cut off from the community within which our
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existence, our characteristics, and our talents acquire their significance. What
does it mean to be “attractive” or “good-looking,” for instance, outside of the
context of a particular society? What does it mean to be “smart,” “charming,”
or “fun to be with” except among other people who have similar conceptions
of these traits? What does it mean to be “trustworthy” or “generous” except
within a2 community in which these traits make sense and are generally
praised? In other words, most of the characteristics we ascribe to ourselves as
individuals already presuppose the existence of other people and our living
with them.

This observation can be repeated at a deeper philosophical level, too; in
our presentation of the difficulties of solipsism and the “egocentric predica-
ment,” we ended up questioning whether we are indeed directly and indu-
bitably aware of our own self, our own mind, prior to our knowledge of the
existence of other people. The first part of that question had started to come
out negative; we may be aware of thoughts, but it does not follow that we are
aware of ourselves as thinker, aware of the “1.” How do we recognize
thoughts, however? It can be argued that we recognize thoughts only because
we have words and concepts that allow us to. (Ancient peoples, archaeolo-
gists tell us, did not have such words and concepts, and so could only refer to
what we call “thoughts” as “voices,” presumably from the gods.) But where
did we get these words and concepts? From our language, which we could
have learned only within a community of other people who taught us that
language, who gave us that concept, who taught us to say, in effect, “I think,
therefore 1 am”—and not to doubt it.

What this means is that we do not know of our own existence with cer-
tainty and that we know of our own existence only because we have been
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taught by our society to recognize our own existence. But this also means that
the existence of other people is not in question; it is not a doubtful belief that
needs to be backed up with a problematic and probably inadequate argument
from analogy. The existence of others, along with the existence of ourselves,
is in fact one of the premises of our thinking, not one of its doubtful conclu-
sions. Thus the German existentialist Martin Heidegger says that we are
originally part of a community, and “nobody” in particular, and that we learn,
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within that community, how to be an individual, how to be “authentic.” Thus
Karl Marx tells us that we are essentially social beings and gain our identity
only within a society (of a particular kind) and, ultimately, within the whole
context of humanity. (He called us “species-beings,” beings who live and
work not just for ourselves but for the whole.) Hegel wrote that we find our
true identity in “Spirit.” So we all find, as we push our thinking further, that no
matter how important our existence as individuals may seem to us, this indi-
vidual existence gains its significance only through the larger picture of our-
selves in a society, and through our relations with other people.

Self and Relationsbips

The essence of our relations with other people is conflict.
— Jean-Paul Sartre, Being
and Nothingness, 1943

Man is a network of relationships, and these alone matter to bim.
— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry,
1900-1944, author of
The Little Prince

The vision we have of ourselves determines the relations we will have
with others. Poets and philosophers have often written that love begins with
self-love, and social critics have pointed out that hate often begins with self-
hate. But it is a matter for serious reflection that in our self-absorbed, individ-
ualistic society, so much is written and said on self-realization and individual
self-identity, while somewhat less has been written, at least on the same level
of self-conscious philosophical profundity, on the nature of our relations with
one another. Of course, we know the reason for this: our conceptions of self
are such that we tend to think that our real or essential or authentic self is
ours and ours alone, while relations with other people are secondary to self-
hood and, in some sense, “external.” We talk about “reaching out to some-
one”; our poets and psychiatrists tell us about the plight of our loneliness,
each of us having been born into the world alone and trying desperately to
find refuge with another person through Jove. But if the self is social, then all
of this might very well be untrue: rather than reaching out to people, we may
need to realize the bonds that are already there. And it is simply false that
each of us is born into the world alone; it is a matter of biology that even our
first grand entrance is staged with at least one other person (our mother), and
usually the delivery room is rather crowded. The question then becomes:
What is the nature of these bonds between us, with which our conception of
selfhood begins?

The bonds between us are of a hundred varieties, of course—love, hate,
dependency, fear, admiration, envy, shared joy or suffering, kinship, parent-
hood, patriotism, competition, sexual attraction, team spirit, being in jail
together, running on the same political party ticket, and sitting next to each
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other in class. Each of these requires its own analysis and understanding. But
in general, we can break our conceptions of relationships into two very broad
views: “us versus them” (or “me versus them”) on the one hand, “we” on the
dther. The first presumes some basic difference, even antagonism, between us
and them; the second presupposes a shared identity (within which, of course,
there can be any number of differences).

The first, “us versus them,” view can be illustrated, as an extreme case, by
most wars. There are wars, perhaps, in which one or both sides retain some
sense of kinship with the other, but even in most civil wars the other side is
conceived of as “the énemy” and is often depicted as inhuman, barbarian, and
uncivilized. On a more personal and less belligerent scale, the “us versus
them” view emerges at least temporarily in competition with strangers (for the
same job, for the same seat in 2 bus, or at a track meet). In every case, the
emphasis is on the differences between sides; the presumption is usually that
one person’s gain is very likely another person’s loss, and the self-identity of
one is defined independently of or in opposition to the other.

The second view, however, takes mutual identity to be primary and dif-
ferences to be secondary. There is a presumption of cooperation: what helps
one will help the other, and self-identity is defined by this mutual identity. A
familiar example is the sense of shared identity we have when we are play-
ing on the same team. There are differences between us, of course; we play
different positions, we have different skills and different personalities. But
what is primary is the team; indeed, we have all seen how a team falls apart
when individual players begin to think more of their own performance than
of the performance of the team. A second example would be love, whether
the love of a mother for her child, the love of a married couple, or the love
of a person for a country. Love, 100, is the presumption of a shared identity;
a person defines self-identity in terms of the relationship (at least in part),
and it is assumed that one person’s interest is the other’s, too. (Even when
this is not the case, one person typically takes up the other’s interest as his or
her own.)

These two views have their roots deep in philosophy. The first can be
seen quite clearly, for example, in the “problem of other minds” and the “ego-
centric predicament” of the solipsist, for whom all other people are literally
other, actually unknowable and unreachable. There is more than a hint of
solipsism, for example, in those social speakers who urge us to “escape our
loneliness” and “reach out to someone.” The presupposition of this popular
(American) message is that we begin alone and that we desperately try to
overcome this aloneness. But imagine telling that to the seventh child in an
enormous tribal family. The truth is that our sense of loneliness is not univer-
sal or part of the “human condition” but an inevitable consequence of our
extremely mobile and individualistic society. And yet, as we have seen, we
tend to take the view that the isolated individual self is not only the real self
but the only thing of which we can be absolutely certain. Not surprisingly,
therefore, our view of relations with other people tends to be that knowing
and relating to other people is a problem.
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This view was brutally argued, for instance, by Jean-Paul Sartre in his
book Being and Nothingness (and in many of his novels and plays). Relations
with others, Sartre argued, are essentially conflict. But we can see how he
must conclude that this is so. He began by defending a conception of self that
is strictly individual, in which each of us tries to create ourselves in a certain
image and to be authentic to ourselves. Other people, accordingly, tend to be
external to this creation of self; or they serve as the instruments or raw mate-
sials for the creation of self; or they may become impossible obstacles to the
creation of self. For example, other people often restrict our abilities by mak-
ing their own demands and setting up expectations, and they tend, therefore,
to interfere with our freedom of self-creation. In a relationship between a man
and a woman, Sartre argued, this mutual interference and antagonism reach
their pinnacle; sex and even love are but weapons in the competition for
independent self-realization. Each person tries to force the other to agree with
his or her conception of self. Thus all of our relations are essentially conflict,
even when they seem to be perfectly pleasant and mutually agreeable. (It is
worth noting that Sartre reconsidered these views later in his life and that he
himself had a lifelong and romantic relationship with Simone de Beauvoir.)

This tragic view of relationships, however, is based on a view of the indi-
vidual self which itself has its problems. If we turn to the second conception
of relationships, the “we” view of already existing bonds between us, we
solve some of these problems and discover a much less tragic conception of
relationships. We refer to this second conception, for example, when we
declare that “we were made for each other,” in the sense that, before we met,
the connection between us had already been established. Similarly, people
say “marriages are made in heaven.” As a sociological theory, this is seriously
challenged by current divorce statistics, but as a philosophical viewpoint, it
has much to recommend it. From the moment we are born, we establish and
reestablish bonds with others, not just particular people but #ypes of people.
Thus one adult or one teacher replaces another in our lives; one friend takes
the place of another, and one boyfriend or girlfriend seems remarkably like
the last. This is not to say, of course, that we are incapable of particular com-
mitments or of sticking with a single friend or spouse, but it is to say that our
relations with others are types of bonds that we carry from one person to
another, some of which we have from infancy. Thus Freud was not being per-
verse when he insisted that every man falls in love with his mother and every
woman falls in love with her father; the bonds and expectations and likes and
dislikes that one learns as an infant stay with us through life, usually much
modified and even reversed in some significant ways. But, according to this
view, we are not isolated individuals searching desperately for other people;
we already have networks of relationships, which are fulfilled in different
ways at different times by different people. Our conception of ourselves—our
self-identity—is determined in turn by these networks, without which we are
ultimately nothing.

A marvelous illustration of this second view of relationships, as “made for
each other,” is a short story told in Plato’s dialogue The Symposium. Asked to
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tell his fellow dinner guests about the nature and origins of love, the play-
wright Aristophanes invents a wonderful fable, in which we were all long ago
“double-creatures,” with two heads, four arms, four legs, and enormous intel-
ligence and arrogance (or what the Greeks called hubris). To teach humans a
lesson, Zeus, the king of the gods, struck the creatures down and cleft them
in two—*like an apple,” Aristophanes says—so that each resulting half-person
now had to walk around the world, looking for his or her other half. That is
the origin of love, Aristophanes concludes, not the search of one isolated indi-
vidual for another, but the urge to reunite with someone who is already, as
we still say, one’s “other half.” The fable is pure fiction, of course, but the
point is profound. Relations with others do not begin when people first meet;
they began, in a sense, with the very beginning of our species. The complete
self, in other words, is not just the individual person. It is people together and,
sometimes, in love.
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3.

Closing Questions

CLOSING QUESTIONS

When a person says, “I think such and such ... ” is there necessarily ref-
erence to a self there, or is the word “I” simply a function of grammar?
Would it make sense to say, as Bertrand Russell once suggested, that “It
thinks in me” or “There is a thought here” instead?

In his play No Exit, Jean-Paul Sartre had one of his characters exclaim,
“Hell is other people.” What he might have had in mind is that people
interfere with each other to such an extent that Hell might simply be peo-
ple torturing each other forever with their comments and their gestures,
just as we torture each other here on earth. Do you agree with this pic-
ture of human relationships? Why or why not?

If a teenager commits a crime and is sent to reform school for a few
years, what justification might the individual have, twenty years later, in
explaining, “I am an entirely different person now?”

Which aspects of your self (or self-identity) do you attribute directly to
your upbringing in a particular family, in a particular society, or in a par-
ticular neighborhood, city, or other environment? Which do you attribute
to “nature” (that is, to instincts and inherited characteristics)? Which
aspects of your self (if any) would you say are entirely your own, inde-
pendent of other people and your biological nature?
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