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Brains in a vat

@A is crawling on a patch of sand. (SliflCEAWISHIGTACESED
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picture of Winston Churchill, dipiciircihandepicisaeinrehill
Most people would say, on a little reflection, that {lliESIGH

(of a certain very complicated sort)
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1 In this book

Thus Winston Churchill
‘exists’, and we can ‘refer to’ or ‘represent’ Winston Churchill, even
though he is no longer alive.
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Brains in a vat
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The answer may seem easy.

even private lan- |
guage (even the words ‘Winston Churchill’ spoken in my mind
and not out loud),

U

LI

Or soitis

claimed.
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Brains in a vat
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What is important to realize is that

r
I

(Perhaps the first philosopher to grasp the enormous sig-
nificance of this point, even if he was not the first to actually
make it, was Wittgenstein.) Suppose there is a planet somewhere
GhlichNRanbeingsIiavelevolved (or been deposited by alien
spacemen, or what have you). Suppose these humans,
GlieRviselikeNSaVEIEVeRseeni#ess) Suppose they have never
imagined trees (perhaps vegetable life exists on their planet only

in the form of molds). Suppose GHENayNaIpICtuTCIOIIANttCENS

which passes

on without having other contact with them.

ZiNgICVERREIPISHE® What in the world is this? All sorts of

speculations occur to them: a building, a canopy, even an animal
of some kind. But suppose they never come close to the truth.
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Brains in a vat
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for millions

of years,

Suppose that as
he thinks those words he has a ‘feeling of understanding’.
Although if someone broke into his train of thought and asked
him what the words he was thinking meant, he would discover
he couldn’t say.) Perhaps the illusion would be so perfect that
the person could even fool a Japanese telepath!

—~—~

By combining these science fiction stories [ have been telling,
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Brains in a vat

(although the per-
son has been hypnotized to think that they are images of some-
thing appropriate to his thought — only, if he were asked, he
wouldn’t be able to say of what). And we can imagine that the
language the person is thinking in is one neither the hypnotist
nor the person hypnotized has ever heard of — perhaps it is just
coincidence that these ‘nonsense sentences’, as the hypnotist sup-
poses them to be, are a description of trees in Japanese. In short

—L—l

Illl|l

@REIGEIED That is to say that the probabilities against it are so
high as to mean it will never really happen (we think).

(compatibly with physical law and, perhaps, compatibly
with actual conditions in the universe, if there are lots of intelli-
gent beings on other planets).

; that

The case of the brains in a vat

Here is a science fiction possibility discussed by philosophers:
(you can imagine this to be yourself

—
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Brains tn a vat

nerve endings are supposed to be connected to a super-scientific
computer which causes the person whose brain it is to have the
illusion that. . .
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Brains in a vat

(Of course, if we were two lovers making love, rather than
just two people carrying on a conversation, then the suggestion
that it was just two brains in a vat might be disturbing.)

(at least to some people, including some very sophisti-
cated philosophers),
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Brains in a vat
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Before I give the argument, let us consider why it seems so
strange that such an argument can be given (at least to philoso-
phers who subscribe to a ‘copy’ conception of truth).

- | 1 |
I

2 A. M. Turing, ‘Computing Machinery and Intelligence’, Mind (1950},
reprinted in A. R. Anderson (ed.), Minds and Machines.
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Brains in a vat 9
(The conversations are not to be carried on face to face, of

course, since the interlocutor is not to know the visual appear-
ance of either of his two conversational partners. Nor is voice to
be used, since the mechanical voice might simply sound different
from a human voice.
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Brains in a vat
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2 Brains in a vat
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The point that is relevant for our discussion is that there is
nothing in Turing’s Test to rule out a machine which is pro-
grammed to do nothing but play the Imitation Game, and that a
machine which can do nothing but play the Imitation Game is
clearly not referring any more than a record player is.

Brains in a vat (again)

Let us compare the hypothetical ‘brains in a vat’ with the

machines just described. UliSiclaeIObVicHSIyNfporantdificn

i
1l

This assumption does not help.
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If this seems hasty, reflect on the following: we have seen th
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were it to occur in one of our minds)
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Brains in a vat
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The premisses of the argument

By what was just said, (iicilEheIEaiaNaNaNa (in the world

’_mbere every sentient being is and always was a brain in a vat

|

]

i

€, assuming one of these theories is correct, then

(apart from the
connection that the brains in a vat wouldn’t be able to use the
word ‘vat’, if it were not for the presence of one particular vat —

7
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Brains in a vat 15

the vat they are in; but this connection obtains between the use
of every word in vat-English and that one particular vat; it is not
a special connection between the use of the particular word ‘vat’
and vats). Similarly, ‘nutrient fluid’ refers to a liquid in the image
in vat-English, or something related (

).

|

(if we mean any-

thing at all).

1Y

Just as

But we have
just seen, if only in the case of a very contrived example so far,
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engaging in.

Not in the old ‘absolute’ sense (since we
don’t claim that magical theories of reference are a priori
wrong), but
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Brains in a vat

But what gives me this right? Have I, perhaps,

-

And the argument I gave above comparing visual sense data to

’ (the argument via the science fiction story

abour the ‘picture’ of a tree that came from a paint-splash and
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(HECUEICHEIRASIASISHE Stop the stream of thought when or

where we will, what we catch are words, images, sensations,
feelings.
@88 | hear my words as you do. To be sure it feels different to
me when [ utter words that I believe and when I utter words 1
do not believe (but sometimes, when I am nervous, or in front of
a hostile audience,

understand and when I utter words I do not understand. But 1
can imagine without difficulty someone thinking just these
words (in the sense of saying them in his mind) and having just
the feeling of understanding, asserting, etc., that I do, and real-
izing a minute later (or on being awakened by a hypnotist) that
he did not understand what had just passed through his mind at
all, that he did not even understand the language these words are
in. I don’t claim that this is very likely; I simply mean that there
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We can see this by performing a very simple thought experi-
ment. Suppose you are like me and cannot tell an elm tree from
a beech tree. We still say that the reference of ‘elm’ in my speech
is the same as the reference of ‘elm’ in anyone else’s, viz. elm
trees, and that the set of all beech trees is the extension of ‘beech’
i.e. the set of things the word ‘beech’ is truly predicated of) both
in your speech and my speech.

—_——

blush to confess). (This shows that the determination of refer-
ence is social and not individual, by the way; you and I both

—

(Similarly, if the ‘water’ on Twin
Earth is a different liquid — say, XYZ and not H,O — then ‘water’
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Brains in a vat 19

represents a different liquid when used on Twin Earth and when

used on Earth, etc.) CofiffaiyitoladoctrnetianiiasIbECHNVIEiG
since the seventeenth century, meanings just aren’t in the bead.

We have seen that possessing a concept is not a matter of pos-
§ESSIRBIIARES (say, of trees — or even images, ‘visual’ or ‘acous-
tic’, of sentences, or whole discourses, for that matter) since one
could possess any system of images you please and not possess
the ability to use the sentences in situationally appropriate ways
(considering both linguistic factors — what has been said
before — and non-linguistic factors as determining ‘situational
appropriateness’). A man may have all the images you please,
and still be completely at a loss when one says to him ‘point to
a tree’, even if a lot of trees are present. He may even have the
image of what he is supposed to do, and still not know what he
is supposed to do.

iGHHEY® (The man might picture himself pointing to a tree, but
just for the sake of contemplating something logically possible;
himself pointing to a tree after someone has produced the — to
him meaningless — sequence of sounds ‘please point to a tree’.)
He would still not know that he was supposed to point to a tree,
and he would still not #understand ‘point to a tree’.

I have considered the ability to use certain sentences to be the
criterion for possessing a full-blown concept, but this could eas-
ily be liberalized. We could allow symbolism consisting of ele-
ments which are not words in a natural language, for example,
and we could allow such mental phenomena as images and other
types of internal events. What is essential is that these should
have the same complexity, ability to be combined with each
other, etc., as sentences in a natural language. For, although a
particular presentation — say, a blue flash — might serve a partic-
ular mathematician as the inner expression of the whole proof
of the Prime Number Theorem, still there would be no tempta-
tion to say this (and it would be false to say this) if that mathe-
matician could not unpack his ‘blue flash’ into separate steps and
logical connections. But, no matter what sort of inner phenom-
ena we allow as possible expressions of thought, arguments
exactly similar to the foregoing will show that it is not the phe-
nomena themselves that constitute understanding, but rather the
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ability of the thinker to employ these phenomena, to produce
the right phenomena in the right circumstances.

-
| . |

(HEIprobISHICAEerSIanaing For cven if there is some intros-

pectible quality which is present when and only when one really
understands (this seems false on introspection, in fact), still that
quality is only correlated with understanding, and it is still pos-
sible that the man fooling the Japanese telepath have that quality
too and still not understand a word of Japanese.

On the other hand, consider the perfectly possible man who
does not have any ‘interior monologue’ at all. He speaks per-
fectly good English, and if asked what his opinions are on a
given subject, he will give them at length. But he never thinks (in
words, images, etc.) when he is not speaking out loud; nor does
anything ‘go through his head’, except that (of course) he hears
his own voice speaking, and has the usual sense impressions
from his surroundings, plus a general ‘feeling of understanding’.
(Perhaps he is in the habit of talking to himself.) When he types
a letter or goes to the store, etc., he is not having an internal
‘stream of thought’; but his actions are intelligent and purpose-
ful, and if anyone walks up and asks him ‘What are you doing?’
he will give perfectly coherent replies.

This man seems perfectly imaginable. No one would hesitate
to say that he was conscious, disliked rock and roll (if he fre-
quently expressed a strong aversion to rock and roll), etc., just
because he did not think conscious thoughts except when speak-
ing out loud.
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Brains in a vat

Coming back now to our criticism of magical theories of ref-
erence (a topic which also concerned Wiligenstem), we see that

on the one hand,
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