The Skeptic Interview with Professor Daniel Dennett
Deborah Hyde talks morals and molluscs with a Horseman
Deborah Hyde: Thank you Daniel Dennett for speaking to us.
What's it like being a 'Horseman'? When did you first even hear
that term?
Daniel Dennett: I don't know who started The Four Horsemen
term. But then after it had been used quite a bit the four of us
were all together at an atheist convention in Washington D.C.
and we all met at Christopher Hitchens' wonderful apartment.
Richard Dawkins had a professional video crew there to videotape the conversation between the four of us and that video has
been out there now for some years. ThaI was called The Four
Horsemen, I think. I think the main thing I dislike about it is that
there are another four or six or eight or ten really articulate,
clever, original atheists out there who aren't considered one of
the Horsemen or women and it has left them a bit in the shade
in a way that's unfortunate, because they deserve just as much
attention, or more.
DH: And let us know a couple of your favourites in that list.
DO: Oh, well there's Ayaan Hirsi Ali, who was supposed to be
there at the first meeting but she was called away back to
Holland on a sort of crisis. So there were supposed to be five of
us in the first place! And there's Lawrence Krauss, and Victor
Stenger, and Jerry Coyne, and oh I could go on and on ...
DH: There's a lot of good work out there.

OH: And it's an issue that freethinkers and atheists face constantly. We have to tread between being insipia and being wanton vandals. Where do you put that line?
DO: Well it's impossible to say where that line is in advance
because there's always going to be people out there who'll
want to exploit any line you draw by sort of pushing right up
against it to see what they can get away with. The fact is that, for
hundreds of years actually, religious apologists have honed
their craft of apologetics, of propaganda for their religious
views. They are very deft at the blandishments, the lulling, the
gulling and, in particular, making the li$tener feel guilty for scepticism, and creating this aura of reverence around whatever
they say. And we have to break that down. We have to level the
playing field. If some interlocutors see that and behave reasonably and don't take offence, don't play the faith card, or the reverence card. then good for them. Then we can all be calm and
polite and have a proper conversation. But for those who are
basically religious bullies, well when you face a religious bully
yougotta bully back. You've gotta be rude.
OH: I remember in Breaking the Spell you quoted Durkheim
and Elliade and accused them of - effectively - religious protectionism, saying that you can't apply outside perspectives.
DO: Exactly, yeah. I think that's baloney. We wouldn't stand for
that in any other area of controversy.

DD: Yeah.
DH: Richard Dawkins describes you as the most human of the
so-called Horsemen, and your books could be characterised, I
certainly find them, as elegant and reasonable rather than
polemic. Yet you wrote a wonderful piece about the value of
rudeness. You recounted a public speaking event where you
said Christopher Hitchens awoke you from your diplomatic
slumbers.
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DO: Yes.
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DH: No.
DO: We wouldn't say: "Oh, if you don't have a degree from the
Harvard business school you really are in no position to criticise
business." Hogwash!
Both: (laughing)
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DD: So that line of protectionism we should dismiss as just not
even worthy of discussion.
DH: And in fact you're very explicit in Breaking the Spell that
you're not trying to break the spell of religious belief, you're trying to break the spell around talking about religion.
DD: That's right - this protectionism, this hyper-respect. When
I'm accused, or when any of the Four Horsemen are accused of
being, you know, aggressive and rude, I ask well if they were
talking about Big Oil. or Wall Street, or Big Pharmaceuticals,
would you think that was out of place, was this too aggressive?
No. Well, religions are big institutions. They have huge budgets,
they wield a lot of power, and any human institution that has
that kind of power deserves to be treated with as much respect
as they're due and not a bit more.
DH: In fact, in looking at Western civilisation I suppose over the
last few hundred years we've gone through phases of approaching religion; from it being self-evidently even dangerous to question, to it being anti-enlightenment and downgraded possibly to
asign of intellectual inadequacy. And you're part of a new movement that you say religious isn't an unnatural act. So we're on to
the next phase, seeing it as an emergent property of our own
nature and functions, a natural phenomenon.
DD: Well of course 'natural' is a term that often carries connotations of 'it's good because it's natural: Well you know, disease

is natural too; myopia is natural; violence is natural. But of
course religion is a natural phenomenon in the neutral sense.
And it's also a natural phenomenon in the sense that it comes
easy to most people, and that's not a coincidence. It's being
designed over the eons to be, as it were, user-friendly. To lure
people in, to make them comfortable with it, even to make
them, in a certain degree, addicted to their religion so they have
withdrawal symptoms if they don't get their weekly dose of religion.
DH: Well it certainly serves a useful purpose for many people,
doesn't it?
DD: It does. And I think it's important to acknowledge that .. .
for many, many people, religion is the protective shell that permits them to live a secure and not painful life. Those of us who
are lucky to have lots of friends and good jobs and good health
should remind ourselves that there are a lot of people who are
down on their luck and are really quite desperate. Or would be
quite desperate - would be unbelievably alone and in despair if they didn't have a church that they could belong to. Churches
are very good at taking in people and giving them dignity and
something to do that's helpful.
DH: It's an indication I suppose of the kind of institutions that we
could usefully invent in a secular space to do the same thing.
DD: Yes. In fact, I often insist that we really are obliged to replace
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religions with secular institutions which can pick up the slack on
some of those jobs.
OH: As.afolklorist on the malign supernatural I do observe very
regularly really that people resort to these beliefs most fervently when they're in a sticky situation. When there's epidemic
death or economic upheaval or something like that. And also it
gives them ritual, so they feel they can be powerful.
DO: Well it is surely not just a coincidence that if you look at
poverty, disease - if you look at which nations have populations
that are comfortable, secure, well-off, and which nations are
basket cases, you see very clearly that the better off the people
are, the less religious the society is. The most intense religious
fervour goes with the places where life is really pretty nightmarish in many ways.
OH: I find the U.S. an interesting contrast to that - because
there's a high degree of religiosity, there's also a high degree Of
wealth: but the wealth is spread very asymmetrically, isn't it?
DO: It certainly is. And of course there's a shocking, obscene
amount of poverty in the United States. It's worse now than it
was 30 years ago. And that is simply outrageous. That is something to be ashamed of.
OH: Moving slightly on to something else. It's something that
interests me; at one time the concept of our selves seemed
very self-evident, but now we find from neuroscience that our
conscious mind. is a tiny proportion of what our brains can
actually do. You've written about how people with dementia
may fundi on well in their own homes because their own
homes actually provide cues for them - their own homes are
kind of an external part of themselves. Same with books, same
with family members I suppose. If you lose a family member,
it's cognitive distress. And these borders are changing all the
time. Can you talk a little bit about that?
DO: Well the borders have always been porous. What mother
said was right: If you hang out with the wrong kind of people
they're going to drag you down; if you hang out with the good
people they hold you up. So a lot of what we are capable of is
really only possible because of the associates, the friends, the
acquaintances, the family members that are around to distribute the load and remind us of the good things. I think we tend
to underestimate how reliant we are. I mean, in the case of the
old person pulled out of their house or their apartment where
they've lived for years and put in the hospital and being rendered just helpless because all the signposts are wrong and all
the little reminders aren't there - that's just a vivid case of what,
in fact, is true of all of us. I can look quite competent here in an
English speaking place where I know a lot of people. But If you
were to whisk me off to Azerbaijan or China or somewhere like
that and just plop me down somewhere - even if there was
somebody to speak English to - I would be a pretty helpless,
pathetic individual. And it's not just other people - of course it's also the extent to which we rely more and more on our
technology, obviously. And use it or lose it - in a few years very
few people will know how to read a map properly, because
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CPS will just take away the need for that talent. I learned to use
celestial navigation when I was a youngster, and nobody uses
it any more ... it's just an antique competence.
OH: Is it even so bad? Was it Aristotle or Plato who was worried about writing because he thought it would actually reduce
people's ability to remember? It was sort of the tech .. paranoia
of its day.
DO: And indeed, people used to be able to hold many more
things in their memory (laughing). There is a sort of law of
compensation at work, where we're as incompetent as we can
get away with, with 'whatever the technology around us is.
OH: (Laughing) That's a good way of looking at it! You're a
champion of the idea that science and philosophy must proceed together" they're intertwined. That happened noticeably
with Darwin, and you're a very famous huge fan. And you even
have the right beard! You said there's no such thing as philosophy-free science, there's only science whose philosophical
baggage is taken on board without examination. Where are the
borders of that happening now? Where are we pushing forward now?
DO: Well I'm on the warpath about neuroscientists talking
about free will and making a great mess of it. I think they really should be - I've started actually - 'scolding them. I'm afraid
they have to be scolded.
I have a little tale that I tell. Poor Jones goes to the neuroscientist and participates in an experiment. He gets in the fMRI
machine and has a little tiny electrode chip implanted briefly.
And when Jones leaves, the neuroscientist takes him aside and
she says, "I just want you to know that I've left the little chip in
your brain, and from now on I control everything you do. You
will think you have free will but that's just an illusion: I control
it all from my console here." Then she sends the fellow out.
Well he believes her, and so he starts behaving negligently,
aggressively; lethargically on some occasions and over-reacting
to other things. All because somebody else is in charge . .
Eventually he does something pretty serious and gets arrested.
And at the trial he says, "But I don't have free will. This neuroscientist, she's been controlling everything I do./I They call the
neuroscientist to the witness stand and she says, "That was just
ajoke! I was just messing with his mind." Well indeed, she was.
And look, that's a very evil thing she did. She did with a few
sentences pretty much what she claimed to have done with the
chip. She took away his free will and his responsibility. She
ruined his Hfe. Now, we can all agree that what she did was
unconscionable. It was evil. Well then, what about all the neuroscientists that are going around saying - it's a veritable chorus - "We've shown in neuroscience that there's no such thing
as free wilL" The heck they have. They've shown no such thing.
And the reasons they offer for saying people don't have free
will are lame to any philosopher. They are culpably inept.
OH: Well surely the truth of it lies on some continuum, somewhere, and we have to find out where.

DANIEL DENNETT
DD: And they are being on the edge of irresponsible by saying
what they're saying. What they're doing is they/re taking a folk
notion of free will, wh ich is indeed bonkers, and saying well, we
don't have free will, because that's what free will would be.
Well, if that's what you mean by free will, of course, they're
right But then take the folk notion of colour. They'd have to
say, "you know colour is an illusion; there really aren't any
colours. None at aiL Throwaway your colour television set.
Take the paint manufacturers to court because they're fraudulent; there's no colour. Oh, and there's also no dollars, no
pounds, no euros. Those are just illusions."
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JlRights are more about what others
are responsible for than what you are
responsible for. A human infant isn't
responsible, but has rights ... In that
sense of rights it is not something you
discover - it's a political decision
that you may push for... "

DH: Paradoxically, they've taken us back to the worst of fundamentalist religion, as well, by saying that people are controlled
by agents outside themselves, or that there is an imperative
from somewhere else that absolves them ...
DD: They're not thinking it through. And I think that's unfortunate. But I think we can sit down and work this out. I think it's
a sign of really amazing naivety on their part - the things that
they're saying about free will. And I intend to make them
uncomfortable about it.

Both: (laughing).
DH: I'm very interested in animal consciousness as well. You've
written extensively about this. Clearly they're simply not the
same as we are. However, if Darwin has given us anything, he's
given us the appreciation that we are on the same continuum;
we're made of the same stuff. Where do you stand on things
like, for eXQmple, great ape rights and things like that? Are our
moral notions of what we can do with animals enhanced or
deprecated by our biological knowledge that they are very similar to us?
DD: In one way it's easy to talk about this because this is a hot

button issue whatever you say, There are exceptionalistli who
get all riled up if you say that we are animals (laughing), just
animals, and there's people who get tiled up if you say we're
not just animals. So dearly this is an emotionally-laden issue for
everybody, And, of course, the truth is that yes, of course we're
mammals, we're primates, we're apes, but we're very, very different from our dosest relatives. I think that's obvious, and it's
obvious even neuroanatomically: it's man~estly obvious in
terms of behaviour and in terms of what a human being can
do and what there's no sign that an ape can do in many different regards. There's a few stunning cases where things are surprising; it turns out that chimpanzees have astonishing visual
memory - much better than a human being's. But that seems
to be one of the prices that we pay for having language and our
capacity to abstract and generalise, is that we lose our capacity
to hold tremendous amounts of relatively raw and detailed
information. The differences are huge, and I say they're morally important. let's talk about .. . you asked about rights. Well,
there is one line of thought which says that rights and responsibility have to go together. You will not have heard a great cry
about demanding ape responsibility. I don't think anybody is
clamouring for holding chimpanzees responsible for their acts.
DH: Hopefully not! (laughing) If you know anything about
chimpanzees ...
DD: In fact, chimpanzees are pretty ruthless and awful -they're
very violent But nobody holds them morally responsible. So
one might think well right there - that's the answer. If a chimpanzee - and that chimp can stand in for all the other animals
as well- if a chimpanzee can't be held responsible, it can't have
rights. It's not that easy. Rights are more about what others are
responsible for than what you are responsible for. A human
infant isn't responsible, but has rights. And it is coherent to
describe a society in which rights were accorded to plants, gerbils, fish - you name it. And we could see this was indeed aconcept of right because people were prepared to defend those
rights - because it mattered to them. In that sense of rights it is
not something you discover - it's a political decision that you
may push for. We could give animals rights they currently don't
have, and of course we already have. May favourite case of this
is that the octopus has been given honorary vertebrate status
in the United Kingdom, and that's a right. It's protected. There
are severe penalties for mistreating an octopus. You (an treat a
clam or any other mollusc any way you like, as in general the
law in the UK makes a dividing line at vertebrates. You can do
to an invertebrate whatever you want and you haven't done
anything immoral or illegal, but with the 'one exception of the
octopus. And there are good reasons for that. So there we have
a test case. Granting a right to ,a species that's not the full rights
of citizenship, but it's more rights than any other mollusc has.

Both: (laughing)
DH: Professor Daniel Derinett thank you so much for speaking
to us.

DO: You're very welcome.

Many thanks to Rob Brotherton for transcription
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