Dr. Ari Santas’

Brain in the Vat Exercise
Phase 1 (in groups, dividing labor)

Consider these from Descartes’ Meditations I & II:

1. Explain the three layers of doubt Illusions, Dreaming, Evil Deceiver in Descartes’ Meditation I. How do they shake the foundations of Descartes’ beliefs?  Why does he suppose he can know nothing at all after he gets done describing these doubts?
2. Explain the expression cogito ergo sum (I think, therefore I am) and how it figures in Descartes’ plan for finding a foundation for knowledge.

3. What is Descartes' example of the wax supposed to illustrate?  What is the "naked wax" and what are its clothes supposed to be?

Phase 2 (combined with other groups doing othe questions)

Share answers and answer the following:

4. Why is Descartes so doubtful of everything? What does he hope to gain with this doubting?  Explain the idea of doubt as a method.

Now Consider the following scenario from contemporary philosophy of mind:
[Imagine that]  that a mad scientist might remove a person's brain from the body, suspend it in a vat of life-sustaining liquid, and connect its neurons by wires to a supercomputer which would provide it with electrical impulses identical to those the brain normally receives. According to such stories, the computer would then be simulating reality (including appropriate responses to the brain's own output) and the person with the "disembodied" brain would continue to have perfectly normal conscious experiences without these being related to objects or events in the real world. [From Wikipedia] 

Given this scenario (which is that of Descartes’ Meditations, I, and that of the Wachowski Brothers’ The Matrix), how would you be able to tell or ever find out whether you were in such a vat, and not walking around living an “embodied” life, as you have always believed?
