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PREFACE

In this book I have tried to give the reader a
bird’s-eye view of the territory covered by the
theory called ‘Serialism’. Some of the chapters,
greatly condensed, have been delivered in lecture
form to the Royal College of Science (Mathe-:
matical Society and Physical Society). But the-
main outline of the subject is, I believe, clear
enough to be appreciated by those who have no
special technical knowledge.

Where all is fog, a blind man with a stick is not
entirely at a disadvantage. In my case, Fortune
presented me with a stick; and I have used this
with considerable temerity. Certainly, it has led
me somewhere—possibly only into the roadway,
where I shall be run over by a motor-bus full of
scientific critics. But, if I have crossed safely to
the other side, then I should like to express my
gratitude to Mr J. A. Lauwerys of the University
of London, whose continuous encouragement has
been the chief factor which has kept me tapping
along.
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INTRODUCGCTION

The men who—little guessing the magnitude of
their adventure—set out upon the earliest attempts
to understand the world in which we live were
rewarded by three surprising discoveries.

They had opened a door—closed till then—in the
human mind ; and theysaw, in a first, dazzling vista,
the tremendous powers of abstract reasoning with
which Man, all unsuspecting, had been equipped.
They had peered behind Nature’s mask of happy
anarchy; and they stared upon Order—portentous
and unassailable. But the strangest discovery was
that this orderliness in Nature, and this intelligence
in Man, seemed to have been specially created to
play partners in a kind of cosmic cotillion of
rationality. Mind made laws of reason: Nature
obeyed them.

They discovered—these early philosophers—that
they were wonderful people in a wonderful world.
To many, the first of these marvels seemed the
more admirable of the two. But there were others
of a different temperament. In this respect, indeed,
the entire company might have been divided, very
early, into two parties. On the one side were those
who loved above all things to present abstract
problems to that fascinating new toy, the human
intellect: on the other were those who found their
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INTRODUCTION

greatest happiness in the discovery of a new fact to
be fitted to facts of nature already ascertained.

Friction between these two divisions must have
arisen very soon. For one of the commonest cha-
racteristics of a newly-discovered fact is that it
appears, at first sight, to be unintelligible. Con-
sequently, every advance of this kind serves to
bring into prominence the difference between the
pure ‘empiricist’ (the man who would put facts before
reason) and the pure ‘rationalist’ (the man who would
put reason before facts). The former is willing to
accept the new fact simply because it seems to be a
fact: the latter would prefer to withhold recogni-
tion until the alleged discovery has proved itself to
be reasonable. In the early days of the research,
new facts were both plentiful and marvellous; and
the cumulative effect of all the little hesitations on
the part of the reason-worshippers was, sometimes,
considerable. But, always, they caught up again;
for the empiricist’s structure of facts proved, in-
variably, in a little while, to be entirely reasonable.
Nevertheless, these delays in admitting new dis-
coveries were harmful to the prestige of the ration-
alists; for every such lagging-behind meant that
the empiricists had obtained knowledge (admitted,
later on, to be true) which had been established
upon a basis other than that of pure reason.

All this, however, was merely first-line skirmish-
ing. In their main position, the rationalists had
dug themselves in so deeply that none, save a few

14



INTRODUCTION

complete sceptics, dreamed of trying to dislodge
them. Their cardinal tenet—that reason, unaided,
could discover the great fundamental truths which
facts of experience served merely to illustrate—had
been adopted by the metaphysicians as the basis
of an energetic inquiry into the constitution of the
universe. And the empiricists, although they may
have doubted the expediency of the metaphysi-
cian’s methods, never supposed for one momens
that such facts of nature as remained to be dis<
covered would prove to be, at bottom, otherwise
than wholly reasonable.

Now, nobody had disputed that reasoning is a
machine which deals faithfully with all the material
offered to it, provided its owner does not attempt
to alter its method of working. But it is a machine
which needs feeding with ‘premisses’, i.e., asser-
tions presumed to be true. The rationalists claimed
to have discovered the most fundamental premisses
of all—basic truths which could not be denied, but
which, because they were basic, could not be
proved. Knowledge which satisfies that descrip-
tion is said to be ‘given’; and the supposed given
knowledge which the rationalists selected as the
base of their edifice consisted of a set of axioms
asserting what could or could not exist without
self-contradiction. The empiricists, however, were
able to point to given knowledge of an apparently
different kind. The evidence of the senses is
notoriously unreliable, but what none can deny
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INTRODUCTION

is the existence of the evidence. We may doubt what
a sensory experience seems to assert; we may be a
little vague even regarding the precise character of
the experience itself: but we reach, through our
senses, a limit to what it is possible for us to deny
—we arrive at what is (for us) an undeniable
residuum which we call the ‘sensation’, or, in less
popular language, the ‘sense-datum’.

The fact that the sense-dafa of the empiricists
happened to obey the axioms of the rationalists,
and were never self-contradictory, shed no light on
the main problem. Was the universe the product of
Mind, so that it, and experience of it, must illus-
trate Mind’s axioms? Or did the universe exist
independently; and were our infrangible axioms
no more, at bottom, than our recognitions of the
special kind of order which we happened to have
discovered pervading that universe, and so, no
more than illustrations of our inability to grasp the
possibility of any other kind of order?

That question was never answered. An inter-

* ruption occurred. In the height of the discussions,
an Irishman, Bishop Berkeley, threw into the
philosophic duck-pond a boulder of such magni-
tude that the resulting commotion endures in
ripples to this very day. He asked an entirely
different question. If sensations such as those of
colour, form and feeling, plus their derivatives of
memory-images, associated ‘ideas’, concepts and
the like, were the sole bases of our knowledge,—the

16



INTRODUCTION

only objects with which we were, or could be,
directly acquainted,—what evidence had we that there
existed any substantial, non-mental world at all?

You may imagine the joyous rallying of ration-
alists which followed the appearance of this ‘Ideal-
ism’ (as Berkeley’s theories were called). No
physical universe! Nothing but a vast, collective
hallucination! Then Mind was Lord of All.

Philosophy, split horizontally by the division
between rationalists and empiricists, was riven ver-
tically by the far fiercer dispute which arose be-
tween the idealists and the realists. Peacemakers
suggested an ‘intuitive’ knowledge of objective
reality. Voluntarists argued that this intuitive
knowledge was knowledge of opposition to ‘Will’.
But therationalists wished to limit the intuitive bases
of their structure to cognition of the three ‘ Laws of
Thought’; while intuition, if it existed, would be
a process beyond reach of the empiricist’s tests.

But the idealists were not only assailed from
without: they were betrayed from within. There
arose very quickly a critic who said, in effect,
‘What is all this talk about a “collective’’ hallu-
cination? If all that I can know directly are my
sensations, and no external universe can be in-
ferred from these; then I have no reason to sup-
pose that there exists any mind other than my
own. I am the only experient, and the hallu-
cinatory external world is my world, and mine
alone.” The logic of the argument seemed to be
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INTRODUCTION

unassailable. No answer could be found then: none
was found later.

Most of the idealists were unable to face this
unescapable consequence of their thesis. ‘Solipsism’
(as this completed theory was called) proved too
indigestible for any but the absolute purists. The
rationalist quarter, moreover, had been worried
considerably by the logical discoveries of Hume,
who proved that, if the world of sense-data were all
that existed, a Mind controlling this display would
be as hallucinatory as an external world. In the
end, so far as the majorities were concerned, the
rationalists abandoned their rationalism, the ecm-
piricists discarded their empiricism, and both
agreed to accept the external world as ‘given’ by
some concealed process which (it was hoped) would
prove some day to be both rational and empirical,
but which, till then, could not be classified as any-
thing beyond that irrational and intangible thing
—intuition. And so, on a basis of intuition, Science
came into its own.

Progress was now rapid. Rationalists and em-
piricists hurried hand in hand towards a goal which
showed ever clearer and more brilliant. It was
discovered, with profound relief, that the real uni-
verse consisted of conglomerations of little round
things like billiard balls, called ‘atoms’. Electricity
was found to be a modification of an all-pervading
elastic solid called ‘aether’. There were laggards
who pointed out that the primary sense-data—such

18



INTRODUCTION

as colour—could not be composed of, or accounted
for by, eitherbilliard balls or waves ; but the gleam of
the Absolutely Reasonable shining just ahead blinded
nearly all to the mists of irrationality gathering
on either side. They reached that gleam——and it
vanished at that moment. The solid atoms fled
away. In their places lay voids tenanted by
minute specks too unreal to possess both precise
position and precise velocity. Did I say ‘specks’?
They were not specks, but waves filling all space.
Photographs proved it. Worse, each of these wave-
entities needed a whole three-dimensional world
to itself, so that no two could be together in the
same ordinary space. Did I say ‘waves’? I am
sorry, they were specks in one and the same space.
Experiments proved it, and they could be even
counted by a specially designed apparatus. They
were not mixtures of specks and waves: each was,
definitely, both. A strange phantasmagoria. It
was founded upon the indubitable existence of
a tiny, irreducible, four-dimensional magnitude
called the ‘Quantum’—itself the very acme of ir-
rationality. And the behaviour of this irrational
universe could be calculated only by the aid of a
specially invented ‘irrational’ algebra.

On another side they were faced by the world
of Relativity. Here the aether had either disap-
peared, or it survived merely as a purely personal
appendage—as subjective as any Solipsist could
desire. Space and time had not vanished: they had

I 9 2-2



INTRODUCTION

done worse: they had become interchangeable.
And the ‘space-time’ world of the relativists
appeared to be governed throughout its expanse by
the square root of minus one—famous in mathe-
matics as the basic ‘imaginary’ number.

Now, reasoning must start from ‘given’ know-
ledge, and that knowledge is, consequently, not
rational. No science, therefore, proposes to explain,
or expects to explain, the existence of whatever it ac-
cepts asthe fundamental realities. Butits object is to
employ those elementary indefinables as characters
in a narrative of rational happenings. And there is
a fairly general feeling that, in the tale which our
science offers us to-day, the irrationalities are far
too numerous. Itis a true story; but it looks as if]
somewhere, somehow, it had been made into
‘printer’s pie’. The right words are there, but they
seem to be in the wrong places; and there is more
than a suggestion that paragraphs which ought to
have been consecutive have become superimposed.
Waves, particles, space-time, quanta and evensense-
data must, we feel, fit together in some simpler
fashion. And we suspect that, if only we could
discover that scheme, all these surplus irration-
alities would vanish, leaving us with nothing that
was not obvious and expectable to the most
ordinary intelligence, and with nothing more
obstreperous than the two basic indefinables of
Mind and Matter.

20



THE SERIAL UNIVERSE
PART 1

THE THEORY OF
SERIALISM






CHAPTER I
MEANING OF A ‘REGRESS’

A “series’ is a collection of items linked together,
chain-fashion, by some recurrent relation. The
notion of series has reference, always, to some
underlying unity; this is implicit in the fact that
the separated items are related to one another.

The distinctive items of a series are called its
‘terms’. For example, if we regard a child as a
creature who had a parent who had a parent who
had a parent, etc., etc.; the child is the first term,
his parent the second term, and his grandparent
the third term of a receding series. And, if we
}abulate that series thus:

1stterm | 2nd term | 3rd term 4th term
A child
of a parent
who was
child of a parent
who was
child of aparent
who was
child of ctc., etc.,

23



THE SERIAL UNIVERSE

the relation between the terms becomes readily
apparent.

We know, from various biological indications,
that this particular sequence stretches back to
before the dawn of history. But the old-time philo-
sophers thought that it must either recede to a
time infinitely remote, or have been started by
some magical act of creation. And it is rather
interesting to consider what were their grounds for
that assumption.

If we look at the first term in the table, we find
there an individual to whom we have allotted only
one character—the character of being a child. Now
the fact that every child has or had a parent is
merely a truism; it is asserted already in the mean-
ing attaching to the word ‘child’. And, taken by
itself, it does not compel us to entertain the notion
of remoter ancestors. But suppose we go on to the
second term. We come to a person who is declared
to possess a double character—a person who is both
parent and child. As a parent, he is related to the
first-term individual already examined; and, as a
child, he must be related to some ancestor not yet
taken into account. Now, the early philosophers
supposed, wrongly, that it was a matter of logical
necessity for every parent to be also a child. If that
had been true, the series, obviously, would have
been bound to extend backward to infinity.

The point—the point which is so often over-
looked—is this: The extension of a simple series to

24



MEANING OF A ‘REGRESS’

infinity involves some necessarily dual character in
its terms. But, to discover that dual character, we
must trace the series as far as its second term. A
study of the first term (such as the child in the
above example) with its single character, will yield
us only half the required information. And it may
be noted that the third and remaining terms do ng
more than repeat the information already asserted
by the second term. All the remoter individuals in
the purely imaginary example we have taken would
have possessed the double character of being both
parent and child; but we could have discovered
that from an examination of the second term alone.

In brief: Every simple series to infinity is the ex-
pression of some logical fact which is asserted in the
second term but not in the first.

And, as we shall see later, it may be impossible
to exaggerate the importance, to the human race,
of this very simple characteristic of a simple in-
finite series.

Now, a series may be brought to light as the
result of a question. Someone might enquire,
‘What was the origin of this man?’, or a child
learning arithmetic might set to work to discover
what is the largest possible whole number. The
answer to the first question has not yet been as-
certained: the answer to the second can never be
given. It will be seen, however, that the reply in
each case must develop as a series of answers to a
~ series of questions. In the first instance, we reply

25



THE SERIAL UNIVERSE

that the man is descended from his father; but that
only raises the further and similar question, ‘What
was the origin of his father?’. In the second case,
the child will discover that 2 is a greater number
than 1; but he is compelled to consider then
whether there is not a number greater than 2—and
so on to infinity. A question which can be answered
only at the cost of asking another and similar
question in this annoying fashion was called, by
the early philosophers, ‘regressive’, and the ma-
jority of them regarded such a ‘regress to infinity’
with absolute abhorrence. -

Their attitudeis easy to understand. They wished
to regard the universe as something completely
explicable. To admit that there were questions
with answers which receded as a rainbow recedes,
was, in their opinion, to admit, before they started,
that their task of explaining everything was fore-
doomed to failure. Then, again, a considerable
number of the early philosophers supposed that the
universe must be, at bottom, something extremely,
even childishly, simple; a naive theory which in-
volved that to every question there must be a
simple and straightforward answer. This provided
another reason for the ancient dislike of regressions.
And we must add to the list that very numerous
class which wished, and still wishes, from motives
of policy, to divide the world sharply into things
which are comprehensible and things which are
incomprehensible. To such persons, a question

26



MEANING OF A ‘REGRESS’

which is answered by an ‘infinite regress’ is
anathema, because it provides, very obviously, a
class between the two divisions.

In brief, it was universally recognised that a
regress might be logically incontrovertible; men
moulded their lives and their sciences upon the
immense stock of reliable information provided by
the study of these incompleted series of questions
and answers; and yet the regress to infinity was
looked upon as being, in some fashion apparent
only to intuition, not actually untrue, but not
precisely that aspect of the truth which it was the
business of philosophy to discover.

They were quite unable to put this feeling into
words. They wandered off into loose talk of ‘com-
plexities’, which was a dubious charge, and of
‘contradictions’, which was a libel unjustified in
anyone with any pretensions to intelligence—for a
contradiction produces no regress at all, and the
whole trouble about the infinite regress is its damn-
able logicality. If the truth of the premiss (i.e., the
double character of the second term) is acknow-
ledged, the regress becomes mathematically in-
evitable. Yet the feeling has persisted to this day:
it crops up afresh whenever some new regression,
to the sight of which we have not grown accus-
tomed, is discovered. And Bradley, perhaps, gave
it its nearest approach to verbal expression when he
said, ‘Reality cannot be an infinite regress’.

The answer, I think, is this:

27



THE SERIAL UNIVERSE

The truth or falsity of Bradley’s dictum depends
upon the meaning it attaches to the word ‘reality’.
If it refers to reality pure and undefiled by any
attempt at translation into terms of human com-
prehension, his statement, probably, is true {though
you must not ask me to give reasons for that belief).
But if the word means reality in the scientific sense,
—rational cum empirical reality,—then the asser-
tion is, definitely, wrong. The difference is that
which lies between °‘things as they are’ and
‘things as they seem to be’. Of ‘things as they
are’ we know nothing rational; and, if we suspect
Bradley to be right, it is merely because of the
feeling of dissatisfaction aroused in us by any re-
gress. But of ‘things as they seem to be’—things as
they affect an observer—we can say a great deal. As
I hope to show in this book, we can say, with
absolute assurance, that ‘reality’ as it appears to
human science must needs be an infinite regress. And
it is only when it is expressed in that form that we
can treat it as the reality upon which we can rely.

28



CHAPTER II
ARTIST AND PICTURE

A certain artist, having escaped from the lunatic
asylum in which, rightly or wrongly, he had been
confined, purchased the materials of his craft and
set to work to make a complete picture of the
universe.

He began by drawing, in the centre of a huge
canvas, a very small but very finely executed re-
presentation of the landscape as he saw it. The
result (except for the execution) was like the sketch
labelled X, in FIGURE 1.

FIGURE I.

On examining this, however, he was not satis-
fied. Something was missing. And, after a
moment’s reflection, he realised what that some-
thing was. He was part of the universe, and this
fact had not yet been indicated. So the question
arose: How was he to add to the picture a repre-
sentation of himself?

29



THE SERIAL UNIVERSE

Now, this artist may have been insane, but he was
not mad enough to imagine that he could paint
himself as standing in the ground which he had
already portrayed as lying in front of him. So he
shifted his easel a little way back, engaged a pass-
ing yokel to stand as a model, and enlarged his
picture into the sketch shown as X, (FIGURE 2).

,sgﬁ%w

4l "'m .

FIGURE 2,

But still he was dissatisfied. With the remorseless
logic of a lunatic (or genius—you may take your
choice) he argued thus:

This picture is perfectly correct as far as it goes.
X, represents the real world as I—the real artist—
suppose it to be, and X; represents that world as an
artist who was unaware of his own existence would
suppose it to be. No fault can be found in the
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ARTIST AND PICTURE

pictured world X, or in the pictured artist, or in
that pictured artist’s picture X;. But I—the real
artist—am aware of my own existence, and am
trying to portray myself as part of the real world.
The pictured artist is, thus, an incomplete de-
scription of me, and of my relation to the universe.
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FIGURE 3.

So saying, he shifted his easel again, seized his
brush and palate, and, with a few masterly strokes,
expanded his picture into X; (FIGURE 3).

Of course, he was still dissatisfied. The artist
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THE SERIAL UNIVERSE

pictured in X, is shown as an artist who, though
aware of something which he calls himself, and
which he portrays in X, is not possessed of the know-
ledge which would enable him to realise the necessity of
painting Xy—the knowledge which is troubling the
real artist. He does not know, as the real artist
knows, that he is self-conscious, and, consequently,
he pictures himself, in X,, as a gentleman unaware
of his own existence in the universe.

The interpretation of this parable is sufficiently
obvious. The artist is trying to describe in his
picture a creature equipped with all the know-
ledge which he himself possesses, symbolising that
knowledge by the picture which the pictured
creature would draw. And it becomes abundantly
evident that the knowledge thus pictured must
always be less than the knowledge employed in
making the picture. In other words, the mind which
any human science can describe can never be an adequate
representation of the mind which can make that science.
And the process of correcting that inadequacy
must follow the serial steps of an infinite regress.

This pictorial symbol does not lend itself very
readily to detailed analysis, and we shall make
little further use of it. It provides, however, an
excellentillustration of the differences which under-
lay the views of (1) the old-fashioned man of science,
(2) the materialist, and (3) the average philoso-
pher. The classical physicist held (wrongly, as we
shall see) that the picture X, which contains no
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ARTIST AND PICTURE

reference to an artist, ought to prove self-consistent
and self-sufficient. The materialist held (wrongly, as
we have seen) that the second picture, X, (q.v.),
would describe closely enough for practical pur-
poses the relation between man and his universe.
He omitted to note that the artist shown in that
picture is only the first term of a regressive con-
ception, and that, to get at the practical infor-
mation which is expressed in such a series, we must
study the second-term individual. The average philo-
sopher found himself in a quandary. He could
see that thc materialist was at fault, but he was
unable to point to the error without pointing to a
regress which he did not know how to handle.
Consequently, he hesitated—while the error gained
adherents. And thus there became established that
picture, so popular to-day, which exhibits the
universe as nothing more or less than an indiffer-
ently gilded execution chamber, replenished con-
tinually with new victims. The materialist was
scarcely to blame: he was honestly myopic. But
the philosopher was a politician.

The regressive picture of our symbol contains,
not only a series of artists of increasing capacity,
but also a series of the landscapes which such
imagined individuals would draw. One might sus-
pect that the details of those landscapes—the hills
and trees and houses—ought to bear some witness
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THE SERIAL UNIVERSE

to the increasing skill of the draughtsmen and
exhibit a serial progress towards a regressive pcr-
fection. Now, we shall discover, in the course of
this book, that the entire symbol, with this addi-
tional interpretation, is absolutely correct. This
means that, whatever the universe may ‘be’ in
itself, all sciences thereof must be regressive, so that
we are faced with what is, for all empirical pur-
poses, a serial world. And, when we recall that the
relation of such a world to ourselves—the repetitive
relation which makes the regress—is given by the
second term and not by the first, it will become
evident that the theory of the ‘execution chamber’
was a particularly ludicrous blunder.

Omitting the arguments, the conclusions of the
theory I call ‘Serialism’ are, briefly, as follows.

We are self-conscious creatures aware of some-
thing which we are able to regard as other than
ourselves. That is a condition of affairs which it is
impossible to treat as rational (i.e., systematic)
except by exhibiting it in the form of an infinite
regress. Consequently, the first essential for any
science which can satisfy us as fitting the facts of
experience is that it shall employ some method of
description which is suitably regressive. It turns out
that the possibility of viewing all experience in
terms of ‘time’ provides us with just the method of
description required. The notion of absolute time
is a pure regress. Its employment results in ex-
hibiting us as self-conscious observers. It intro-
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duces the notion of ‘change’, allotting to us the
ability to initiate changes in a change-resisting
‘not-self’. It treats the self-conscious observer as
regressive, and it describes the external world as it
would appear to such a regressive individual. Thus
it fulfils all the requirements of the situation. But
time does more than that. By conferring on the
observer the ability to interfere with what he
observes and to watch the subsequent results, it
introduces the possibility of experimental science.
The notion of experiment implies always an inter-
ference with the observed system by an observer
outside that system. This is the cardinal method of
physics, which postulates, thus, from the outset
the possibility of interference with every system by
an observer who, in relation to that system, is
‘free’. The essential point here, however, is that
physics, as a science of experiment,—of ‘alter it and
see’,—is based upon the notion of time. So, for that
matter, are all our systems of practical politics,
ethical or otherwise. In that way only—by the
employment of this flagrantly regressive method
of description—have we been able to convert our
otherwise irrational knowledge into a systematic
and scrviceable scheme.

But is this regressive way the proper way to de-
scribe the universe? That question has little, if any,
meaning. Is ‘decimal point three recurring’ the
‘proper’ way to describe ‘one-third’? The regress of
the recurring decimal and the regress of time both
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THE SERIAL UNIVERSE

rank as series to infinity; and, though the former
series is ‘convergent’ and the latter ‘parallel’,
the underlying principle in each is the same.
There is probably another way of describing the
universe, just as there is another way of describing
one-third. We use the decimal method because it is
convenient for our purpose and just as valid as the
other. We use the time regress because it gives us
a valid account of the universe in its relation to our-
selves, that is, in its reaction to experiment. It is
the proper method for its purpose, and I know of
no profounder meaning in the word ° proper But
this I do know: It is impossible to imagine a more
effective way of loszng knowledge than that of
expressing it in the form of an infinite regress and
then restricting attention to the first term alone.
And that is what mankind has been doing.

All talk about ‘death’ or ‘immortality’ has re-
ference to time, and is meaningless in any other
connection. But a time-system is a regressive
system, and it is only in the lop-sided first term of
that regress that death makes its appearance. It
will become clear in the course of this book that,
in second-term time (which gives the key to the
whole series) we individuals have curious—very
curious—beginnings, but no ends. Is that a hor-
rible thought? Perhaps. But I do not think so. The
present-day terror of immortality is based, almost
entirely, upon an imperfect appreciation of what
that immortality means. We try to imagine it as

36



ARTIST AND PICTURE

fitted somehow into the first-term world, (where, of
course, it won’t go), and so plague ourselves with a
lugubrious picture of bored individuals dragging
memory’s ever-lengthening chains, desperately sick
of themselves and the world and all that therein is,
craving an extinction which they cannot find. We
imagine, in fact, our present kind of daily life con-
tinued for ever. If that were true, there could be
no act more cruel than the act of giving birth to
a child. But, fortunately, our immortality is in
multi-dimensional time, and is of a very different
character.

And now for the proofs. These must develop, so
to say, backward. We must take the world of our
present-day knowledge, show that it is regressive,
show that it is described as if it were viewed by
a regressive observer, and show that this imagined
regressive individual would constitute a self-con-
scious human being. That will be conclusive
evidence that we are self-conscious creatures who
are using that regressive method of defining our-
selves and our surroundings.
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CHAPTER 111
TABULAR ANALYSIS OF A REGRESS

"T'he French philosopher Descartes, while engaged
in subjecting all so-called knowledge to the acid
test of doubt (in the hope of discovering something
indubitable), was seized by a sudden inspiration.
‘I am thinking!” he exclaimed, ‘Therefore I
exist.’

Critics have declared that this saying embodied
two assertions concerning two empirical discoveries
and that these findings should have been an-
nounced in the following order:

(1) ‘There is thinking going on’ (an undeniable
fact, ‘given’ to introspective observation).

(2) ‘This thinking is mp thinking.’

For awareness of activities, and awareness that
there is a ‘self” which is active, are two very dif-
ferent matters.

Be that as it may, the initial fact which Descartes
announced (before he brought in his unnecessary
‘therefore’) was: I am (thinking). And it is im-
portant to bear in mind that he was seeking, at the
time, for something which /¢ could regard as in-
dubitable. So that he was regarding it as ‘given’
to him, without necessity of argument, that there
was an ‘I’—thinking. Thus, intentionally or un-
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intentionally, he was claiming for ‘self-conscious-
ness’ the status of given, undeniable know-
ledge.

We are, all of us, aware of our thoughts. We can
watch, critically, the sequence of mental operations
we are performing in any reasoned argument, so
that an error is detected and arrested before the
next step is made. We can retrace any train of
ideas we may happen to have followed in mind-
wandering. Indeed, it was only because a great
part of our thinking processes—remembering
and associating—are observable to introspection
that the science of psychology came into ex-
istence.

But, if it is, for you—the present reader—an ex-
perimentally ascertainable fact that you can observe
such thinking processes, this involves, not only
your direct knowledge of the processes but also
your direct knowledge of the something—called
or miscalled ‘yourself>—which thus observes
them.

Now, if there be such a ‘self’, it is not readily
discoverable by introspection. We seem to know of
it, in fact, from the presented verdict of mental
processes which we have been unable to follow.
Yet the knowledge thereof is, certainly, ‘given’, in
the sense that we cannot rid ourselves of it by any
means whatsoever—not even by reflections on the
obscurity of its origin.

Most people are prepared to accept self-con-

39



THE SERIAL UNIVERSE

sciousness as a fact; even though they regard it
(wrongly) as a fact which plays no part in our in-
terpretation of the physical world. But everyone
finds it unsatisfactory to be confronted with some-
thing which claims the status of existence while
declining to submit to examination. I suggest,
therefore, that we make one more attempt to track
down this elusive ‘self’; and, since our powers of
conscious introspection seem to be too feeble for
this purpose, I propose that we set about our task
in an entirely different fashion.

We shall begin by imagining that there exists a
‘self-conscious’ observer. He is to be aware of his
‘self” as something observed. He is 