JOHN POLLOCK

A Brain in a2 Vat®

John Pollock (1940- ), of the University of Ari-
zona, has written important books on the theory of
knowledge, the philosophy of mind, and cognitive
science.

It all began that cold Wednesday night. I was sitting
alone in my office watching the rain come down on
the deserted streets outside, when the phone rang.
1t was Harry’s wife, and she sounded terrified. They
had been having a late supper alone in their apart-
ment when suddenly the front door came crashing in
and six hooded men burst into the room. The men
were armed and they made Harry and Anne lie face
down on the floor while they went through Harry’s
pockets. When they found his driver’s license one of
them carefully scrutinized Harry’s face, comparing
it with the official photograph and then muttered,
“Tt’s him all right.” The leader of the intruders pro-
duced a hypodermic needle and injected Harry with
something that made him lose consciousness almost
tmmediately. For some reason they only tied and
gagged Anne. Two of the men left the room and
returned with a stretcher and white coats. They put
Harry on the stretcher, donned the white coats, and
trundled him out of the apartment, leaving Anne
lying on the floor. She managed to squirm to the
window in time to see them put Harry in an ambu-
lance and drive away.

*From John Pollock, Contemporary Theories of Knowledge
(Savage, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1986), pp. 1-8. Reprinted
by permission of Rowman & Littlefield.

Philosophical Doubts

By the time she called me, Anne was coming
apart at the seams. It had taken her several hours to
get out of her bonds, and then she called the police.
To her consternation, instead of uniformed officers,
two plain clothed officials arrived and, without even
looking over the scene, they proceeded to tell her
that there was nothing they could do and if she knew
what was good for her she would keep her mouth
shut. If she raised a fuss they would put out the word
that she was a psycho and she would never see her
husband again.

Not knowing what else to do, Anne called me.
She had had the presence of mind to note down the
number of the ambulance, and I had no great diffi-
culty tracing it to a private clinic at the outskirts of
town. When I arrived at the clinic I was surprised to
find it locked up like a fortress. There were guards
at the gate and it was surrounded by a massive wall.
My commando training stood me in good stead as I
negotiated the 20 foot wall, avoided the barbed
wire, and silenced the guard dogs on the other side.
The ground floor windows were all barred, but I
managed to wriggle up a drainpipe and get in
through a second story window that someone had
left ajar. I found myself in a laboratory. Hearing
muffled sounds next door I peeked through the key-
hole and saw what appeared to be a complete oper-
ating room and a surgical team laboring over Harry.
He was covered with a sheet from the neck down
and they seemed to be connecting tubes and wires
to him. I stifled a gasp when I realized that they had
removed the top of Harry's skull. To my consider-
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able consternation, one of the surgeons reached into
the open top of Harry’s head and eased his brain
out, placing it in a stainless steel bowl. The tubes
and wires I had noted earlier were connected to the
now disembodied brain. The surgeons carried the
bloody mass carefully to some kind of tank and low-
ered it in. My first thought was that I had stumbled
on a covey of futuristic Satanists who got their kicks
from vivisection. My second thought was that Harry
was an insurance agent. Maybe this was their way of
getting even for the increases in their malpractice
insurance rates. If they did this every Wednesday
night, their rates were no higher than they should be!

My speculations were interrupted when the lights
suddenly came on in my darkened hidey hole and I
found myself looking up at the scariest group of
medical men I had ever seen. They manhandled me
into the next room and strapped me down on an
operating table. I thought, “Oh, oh, I'm for it now!”
The doctors huddled at the other end of the room,
but I couldn’t turn my head far enough to see what
they were doing. They were mumbling among them-
selves, probably deciding my fate. A door opened
and I heard a woman'’s voice. The deferential man-
ner assumed by the medical malpractitioners made
it obvious who was boss. T strained to see this mys-
terious woman but she hovered just out of my view.
Then, to my astonishment, she walked up and stood
over me and 1 realized it was my secretary, Margot.
1 began to wish I had given her that Christmas bonus
after all.

It was Margot, but it was a different Margot than
I had ever seen. She was wallowing in the heady
wine of authority as she bent over me. **Well Mike,
you thought you were so smart, tracking Harry here
to the clinic,” she said. i

“Smilgllls. She went on, “It was all a trick just to

get you here. You saw what happened to Harry.
He’s not really dead, you know. These gentlemen
are the premier neuroscientists in the world today.
They have developed a surgical procedure whereby
they remove the brain from the body but keep it
alive in a vat of nutrient. The Food and Drug
Administration wouldn’t approve the procedure,
but we'll show them. You see all the wires going to
Harry’s brain? They connect him up with a powerful
computer. The computer monitors the ocutput of his
motor cortex and provides input to the sensory cor-
tex in such a way that everything appears perfectly
normal to Harry. It produces a fictitious mental life
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that merges perfectly into his past tife so that he is
unaware that anything has happened to him. He
thinks he is shaving right now and getting ready to
go to the office and stick it to another neurosurgeon.
But actually, he’s just a brain in a vat.”

*Once we have our procedure perfected we're
going after the head of the Food and Drug Admin-
istration, but we needed some experimental subjects
first. Harry was easy. In order to really test our com-
puter program we need someone who leads a more
interesting and varied life—someone like you!” 1
was starting to squirm. The surgeons had drawn
around me and were looking on with malevolent
gleams in their eyes. The biggest brute, a man with
a pockmarked face and one beady eye staring out
from under his stringy black hair, was fondling a
razor sharp scalpel in his still-bloody hands and
looking as if he could barely restrain his excitement.
But Margot gazed down at me and murmured in that
incredible voice, “T'll bet you think we're going to
operate on you and remove your brain just like we
removed Harry’s, don’t you? But you have nothing
to worry about. We're not going to remove your
brain. We already did—-three months ago!”

With that they let me go. I found my way back to
my office in a daze. For some reason, I haven’t told
anybody about this. I can’t make up my mind. I am
racked by the suspicion that I am really a brain in a
vat and all this I see around me is just a figment of
the computer. After all, how could 1 tell? If the
computer program really works, no matter what [
do, everything will seem normal. Maybe nothing 1
see is real. It’s driving me crazy. I've even consid-
ered checking into that clinic voluntarily and asking
them to remove my brain just so that [ can be sure.

1. SKEPTICAL PROBLEMS

Mike is luckier than most brain-in-a-vat victims. He
at least has a clue to his precarious situation—Mar-
got told him he is a brain in a vat. Of course, it could
all be contrived. Perhaps he is not a brain in a vat
after all. There is no way he can be sure. Meditating
about this case, it may occur to you that you might
be a brain in a vat, too. If you are, there is no way
you could ever find out. Nor, it seems, is there any
way you can be sure you are not a brain in a vat,
because everything would seem just the same to you
in either case. But if you cannot be sure you are not
a brain in a vat, how can you trust the evidence of
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your senses? You have no way of knowing that they
are not figments of a computer. It seems that you
cannot really know anything about the world around
you. It could all be an illusion. You cannot rule
ont the possibility that you are a brain in a vat,
and without being able to rule out that possibility,
knowledge of the material world is impossible.

This is a typical example of a skeptical problem.
Skeptical problems seem to show that we cannot
have the kinds of knowledge we are convinced we
have. Such problems have played a central role in
epistemology. It is easy to become caught up in the
task of refuting the skeptic, and at one time episte-
mologists took that to be their principal goal. Des-
cartes was concerned with finding beliefs that he
could not reasonably doubt and to which he could
appeal in justifying all the rest of his beliefs, and
Hume was nonplussed by his inability to answer his
own skeptical dilemma about induction. In the Cri-
tigue of Pure Reason, Kant wrote:

It still remains a scandal to philosophy . . ..that the exis-
tence of things outside of us . . . must be accepted merely
on faith, and that, if anyone thinks good to doubt their
existence, we are unable to counter his doubts by any sat-
isfactory proof.!

But contemporary epistemology takes a different at-
titude toward skepticism. If we consider a variety of
skepticism that confines itsclf to some limited class
of beliefs, it might be possible to answer the skeptic
by showing that those beliefs can be securely de-
fended by appeal to other beliefs not among those
deemed problematic. But for any very general kind
of skepticism, that is impossible in principle. Every
argument must proceed from some premises, and if
the skeptic calls all relevant premises into doubt at
the same time then there is no way to reason with
him. The whole enterprise of refuting the skeptic is
ll-founded, because he will not allow us anything
with which to work.

The proper treatment of skeptical arguments re-
quires looking at them in a different light. We come
to philosophy with a large stock of beliefs. Initially,
we regard them all as knowledge, but then we discover
that they conflict. They cannot all be true because
some are inconsistent with others. One instance of
this general phenomenon is represented by skeptical
arguments. Starting from premises in which we are

initially confident, the skeptical argument leads us
to the conclusion that we cannot possibly have cer-
tain kinds of knowledge. But we are also mitially
confident that we do have such knowledge. Thus our
original confidently held beliefs form an inconsistent
set. We cannot reasonably continue to hold them all.

Upon discovering that our system of beliefs is in-
consistent, the initial reaction might be that we
should throw them all away and start over again. But
that will not solve the problem. The skeptic is not
Just questioning our beliefs. He is also questioning
the cognitive processes by which we arrive at our
beliefs, and if we start all over again we will still be
employing the same cognitive processes. We cannot
dispense with both the beliefs and the cognitive pro-
cesses, because then we would have nothing with
which to begin again. As Otto Neurath [1932] put it
in an often-quoted passage, “We are like sailors who
must rebuild their ship upon the open sca.”” We
must start with the beliefs and cognitive processes
we have and repair them ““from within™ as best we
can. The legitimacy of beginning with what we al-
ready have was urged by G. E. Moore in a famous
passage:

I can prove now, for instance, that two human hands exist.
How? By holding up my two hands, and saying, as I make
a certain gesture with the right hand, “Here is one hand,”
and adding, as I make a certain gesture with the left, “and
here is another.” . . . But now I am perfectly well aware
that, in spite of all that [ have said, many philosophers will
still feel that I have not given any satisfactory proof of the
point in question, . .. If I had proyed the propositions
which [ used as premisses in my two proofs, then they would
perhaps admit that I had proved the existence of external
things. . . . They want a proof of what I assert now when
[ hold up my hands and say “‘Here’s one hand and here’s
another.” . . . They think that, if I cannot give such extra
proofs, then the proofs that I have given are not conclusive
proofs at all. . . . Such a view, though it has been very
common among philosophers, can, I think, be shown to be
wrong. . . . I can know things which I cannot prove; and
among things which | certainly did know, . . . were the
premisses of my two proofs. I should say, therefore, that
those, if any, who are dissatisfied with these proofs merely
on the ground that I did not know their premisses, have
no good reason for their dissatisfaction ([1959], p. 1444f.)

If we reflect upon our beliefs, we will find that we
are more confident of some than of others. It is rea-
sonable to place more reliance on those beliefs in
which we have greater confidence, and when beliefs
come in conflict we decide which to reject by consid-
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ering which we are least certain of. If we have to reject
something, it is reasonable to reject those beliefs we
regard as most doubtful.’ Now consider how these
observations apply to skeptical arguments. An argu-
ment begins from premises and draws a conclusion:

Therefore, Q.

Presented with an argument whose premises we be-
lieve, the natural reaction is to accept the conclusion,
even if the conclusion is the denial of something else
we initially believe. But that is not always the rea-
sonable response to an argument. In the above ar-
gument, Q is a deductive consequence of P,, . . .,P,,
but all that really shows is that we cannot reasonably
continue to believe all of P,, . . .,P, and not believe
Q. The validity of the argument does not establish
which of these beliefs should be rejected, because
we can convert the argument into an equally valid
argument for the denial of any one of the premises.
For instance, the following is also a valid argument:

not Q

Therefore, not P,.

Faced with a skeptical argument, we believe all of
the premises P,, . . .,P,, but we also believe not Q
(the denial of the conclusion, the conclusion being
that we do not have the knowledge described). The
argument establishes that we must reject one of
these beliefs, but it does not tell us which we should
reject. To determine that, we must reflect upon how
certain we are of each of these beliefs and reject the
one of which we are least certain. In typical skeptical
arguments, we invariably find that we are more cer-
tain of the knowledge seemingly denied us than we
are of some of the premises. Thus it is not reasona-
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ble to adopt the skeptical conclusion that we do not
have that knowledge. The rational stance is instead
to deny one or more of the premises. In other words,
a typical skeptical argument is best viewed as a re-
ductio ad absurdum of its premises, rather than as a
proof of its conclusion.

This lesson has been assimilated by contemporary
epistemologists who, for the most part, no longer
regard their task as that of disproving skepticism.
But this is not to deny that skeptical problems are
still important to epistemology. They are important
for what they show about knowledge rather than be-
cause they make us doubt that we have knowledge.
The task of the contemporary epistemologist is to
understand knowledge. For this he need not refute
the skeptic—we already know that the skeptic is
wrong. Nevertheless, important conclusions about
the nature of knowledge and epistemic justification
can be gleaned from the investigation of skeptical
arguments .. This is because such an argument consti-
tutes a reductio ad absurdum of its premises, and its
premises consist of things we initially believe about
knowledge and justification. Thus in deciding which
of those premises is wrong we are learning some-
thing new about knowledge and correcting mistaken
beliefs with which we begin. In short, the task of the
epistemologist is not to show that the skeptic is
wrong but to explain why he is wrong. The differ-
ence between these endeavors is that in the latter we
can take it as a premise that we have various kinds
of knowledge (i.e., we can assume not Q) and see
what that requires. For example, we might ask,
“Given that we have perceptual knowledge, what
must the relationship be between our perceptual be-
liefs and our sensory experience?’” The fact that we
do have perceptual knowledge will impose impor-
tant constraints on that relationship and can lead vs
to significant conclusions about epistemic justifica-
tion. This reasoning has the form, “We do have

" such-and-such knowledge; we could not have that

knowledge if so-and-so were the case; therefore, so-
and-so is not the case.” This kind of reasoning is
very common in contemporary epistemology. Note
that such reasoning results from contraposing the
premises and conclusion of a skeptical argument.

2. KNOWLEDGE AND JUSTIFICATION

Epistemology is “the theory of kmowledge” and
would seem most naturally to have knowledge as its
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principal focus. But this is not entirely accurate. The
theory of knowledge is an attempt to answer the
question, “How do you know?”, but this is a ques-
tion about Aow one knows, and not about knowing
per se. In asking how a person knows something we
are typically asking for his grounds for believing it.
We want to know what justifies him in holding his
belief. Thus epistemology has traditionally focused
on epistemic justification more than on knowledge.
Epistemology might better be called ‘doxastology’.
A justified belief is one that it is “epistemically
permissible” to hold. Epistemic justification is a nor-
mative notion. It pertains to what you should or
should not believe. But it is a uniquely epistemic
normative notion. Epistemic permissibility must be
distinguished from both moral and prudential per-
missibility. For example, because beliefs can have
important consequences for the believer, it may be
prudent to hold beliefs for which you have inade-
quate evidence. For instance, it is popularly alleged
that lobsters do not feel pain when they are dunked
alive into boiling water. It is extremely doubtful that
anyone has good reason to believe that, but it may
be prudentially rational to hold that belief because
otherwise one would deprive oneself of the gusta-
tory delight of eating boiled lobsters. Conversely, it
may be imprudent to hold beliefs for which you have
unimpeachable evidence. Consider Helen, who has
overwhelming evidence that her father is Jack the
Ripper. It may be that if she admitted this to herself
it would be psychologically crushing. In such cases
people sometimes do not believe what the evi-
dence overwhelmingly supports. That is prudentially
reasonable but epistemically unreasonable. Thus ep-
istemic reasonableness is not the same thing as pru-
dential reasonableness. Epistemic reasonableness is
also distinct from moral reasonableness. It is unclear
whether moral considerations can be meaningfully
applied to beliefs. If not, then epistemic justification
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is obviously distinct from moral permissibility. If be-
lief does fall within the purview of morality then
presumably a belief can be made morally impermis-
sible, for example, if one were to promise someone

_ never to think ill of him. But clearly the moral per-

missibility of such a belief is totally unrelated to its
epistemic permissibility. Consequently, epistemic
justification is normative, but it must be distin-
guished from other familiar normative concepts.

Epistemic justification governs what you should
or should not believe. Rules describing the circum-
stances under which it is epistemically permissible to
hold beliefs are called episternic norms. An impor-
tant task of recent epistemology has been that of
describing the epistemic norms governing various
kinds of belief. For instance, philosophers have
sought accounts of the circumstances under which it
is epistemically permissible to believe, on the basis
of sense perception, that there are physical objects
of different sorts standing in various spatial relations
to the perceiver. In part, epistemologists have tried
to elicit the nature of the epistemic norms governing
this kind of knowledge by looking at skeptical argu-
ments purporting to show that perceptual knowl-
edge is impossible. We know, contrary to the skeptic,
that perceptual knowledge is possible, and that allows
us to draw conclusions about the epistemic norms gov-
erning perceptual knowledge. This will be a recurring
theme throughout the book.

NOTES

1. Kant [1958], p. 34. This passage is quoted by G. E. Moore
{1959], p. 126.

2. “Wie Schiffer sind wir, die ihr Schiff auf offener See um-
bauen miissen.” This passage has been immortalized by Quine
[1960], who refers to it repeatedly.

3. This is what John Rawls [1971] calls “‘the method of re-
flective equilibrium.”

4. There is no logical necessity that this should be the case.
It is conceivable that there should be a skeptical argument
whose premises we believe more firmly than we believe that we
have the putative knowledge the argument denies us. The claim
I am making here is a contingent one about those skeptical ar-
guments that have actuatly been advanced in philosophy.




