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Telepathy, Other Minds, and Category Errors

Sébastien Motta

Aix-Marseille Université, CNRS, Centre Gilles-
Gaston Granger, Aix-en-Provence, France Abstract

In this paper, | explore several issues surrounding what is
Correspondence
Email: sebastien.motta@univ-amu.fr called “telepathy” in the context of the problem of other
minds. | begin with a quick review of the conditions in
which this notion arose and the difficulties to which it gave
rise upon its introduction. This review will allow me, after
having shown that the notion of telepathy provides no path
to the problem's solution, to draw a distinction between
two discursive levels: an epistemological or ontological
level, on the one hand, and a semantic or logical level, on
the other. | maintain that it is at the second level that the
deepest and most intractable difficulties relating to the
“powers of the mind” arise. These difficulties occupy a blind
spot in discussions involving the notion of telepathy (Alan
Turing will provide a striking illustration of this). Finally, |
suggest that this pseudo-solution (telepathy) is at root a
response to a pseudo-problem—the inaccessibility of other
minds—since the difficulties with the intelligibility of telepa-
thy are parallel to those with which the problem of “other

minds” is freighted.

The “problem of other minds” has sometimes been given pride of place, along with the mind-body problem, as “the
two most important questions in the philosophy of mind.”! It is often presented as a question through which all
claims to the understanding of others must pass. We might well accept that, in order for me to understand anyone, |
must first know that he or she is in a particular state of mind. For example, only if | know that she is afraid of spiders
will | be able to understand why she refuses to set foot in the barn; only if | know that he is jealous of his brother will
| be able to understand his cutting remarks at the last family gathering; only if | know that he is in pain can |
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understand the meaning of his grimaces, and so on. Yet, the argument claims, these putative instances of knowing
are epistemologically extremely unstable. For is one ever really able to know others' mental states? Can one ever be
certain that someone else is really in a given state or is one not rather destined to infer, to guess, or to imagine that
such is the case (with the ever-present and unavoidable risk that one might always be wrong)? The understanding
and knowledge of others would inherit this instability and would thus be forever stamped with uncertainty: while |
might well hope to understand and know others, | would never be certain of doing so. Other people would remain
an unreachable horizon.

Taken to an extreme, this question of other minds gives rise to an assortment of thorny situations, the most
recent of which is the possibility—one that has been discussed ad nauseam within contemporary analytic philosophy
of mind—of philosophical zombies.? These zombies would be like the empty shells of human beings, lacking the “inner
light” (e.g. “what it is like”, consciousness, access to qualia, etc.) yet nevertheless able to behave and act in such per-
fectly normal and expected ways that they are impossible to detect, thereby giving rise to the overwhelming suspi-
cion that they may walk among us. Scenarios in which they are postulated are thus nothing like that put forward by
Descartes in the fifth part of the Discourse on Method, in which humanoid automatons show themselves to be unable
to put words together into speech or “act in all of life's occurrences in the same way that our reason causes us to
act.”® Fortunately, my concern here is not with the zombie problem. Rather, | will be focused on one element occa-
sionally raised in discussions of the problem of other minds: telepathy. For, in some ways it is only for want of tele-
pathic powers that the problem of other minds arises.* The picture that governs the invocation of telepathy is as
follows: our access to others is always indirect, hindered by insurmountable obstacles since others only present to us
their bodies and “external” behaviours. The only hope of overcoming this would be to find a hidden but direct path
to their interiority. And telepathy would naturally be the vehicle used to traverse that path. This image condenses
within itself serious conceptual confusions and the invocation of telepathy is already riven by the difficulties that
gave rise to the problem of other minds in the first place. Telepathy is thus not an intelligible alternative to our

regrettable ignorance but is rather symptomatic of the problem itself.

1 | THE APORIAS OF TELEPATHY

The first problem with the appeal to telepathy concerns the delimitation of what the term is meant to include. Roger
Luckhurst provided a useful genealogy of the term in his book The Invention of Telepathy and some of his historical
observations will inform what follows.® In December 1882, a text written on the initiative of Frederic Myers and
signed by the “literary committee” of the Society for Psychical Research (SPR)—which was created in March of that
year—coined the terms “telepathy” and “telesthesia” (the latter term having since had a less prominent legacy than
the former). It is striking that we still use the term “telepathy” today as if we had a real understanding of its use. It is
just as striking that the definition given at the time of its coinage remains quite close to the one we would likely still
give today.

For the new organisation, the president of which was the philosopher Henry Sidgwick, the terms “telepathy”
and “telesthesia” were proposed “to cover all cases of impression received at a distance without the normal opera-
tion of the recognised sense organs.”” In the glossary of his impressive, two-volume Human Personality and its Sur-
vival of Bodily Death, Myers—shedding all constraint on his speculative tendencies—writes that “telepathy may still
[20 years after the coinage of the term] be defined as ‘the communication of impressions of any kind from one mind
to another, independently of the recognised channels of sense.””® The term is deliberately oxymoronic, holding that
telepathy consists in the communication of a sensation or a feeling, but that this sensation takes place at a distance.’
While the term is certainly new, the idea is not especially so: in the first Critique Kant rejected concepts the possibil-
ity of which is groundless, among which were that of a “special fundamental power of our mind to intuit the future
(not merely, say, to deduce it), or [...] a faculty of our mind to stand in a community of thoughts with other men

(no matter how distant they may be).”©
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More generally, the term “telepathy” appears at the end of the 19th century out of a will and desire to continue
the study of purported anomalous phenomena while, at the same time taking distance from their infelicitous spiritu-
alist and spectacular associations. First, the study of telepathy distanced itself from its spiritualist connotations: inso-
far as telepathy involves pathos, the operation in question remains part of the natural domain (physis): an unknown
nature, but nature nonetheless. Telepathy is thus entirely in conformity with a physicalist perspective. It does not
present itself as a supernatural channel (Myers here invented the term “supernormal” which also did not have the
hoped-for success) but rather as the action of a measurable faculty (likely of the brain) whose principle would be left
to discover. The remarkable breakthroughs, inventions, and discoveries of the physical sciences and technology in
the Victorian era, which in some way all involved “action at a distance” (e.g., electromagnetic fields, radiation, vibra-
tional resonances, ether, telephone, etc.) readily provided new models for believing that such a discovery in the realm
of telepathy could be within the realm of possibility. Telepathy was thus not born, as is sometimes claimed, out of
oppositional reaction to the “disenchantment” of modernity but was, from the beginning, entangled with it.

Second, the study of telepathy distanced itself from its association with spectacle. As a subject of serious study,
telepathy would have to be set apart from fraudulent techniques and methods used during public performances (sea-
nces, coded signals, muscle reading, sleight of hand, etc.). The claim is that it is real (and not mere appearance).

It is worth noting the importance of the communicational aspect in the definition of telepathy, which is what jus-
tifies the introduction of the second term (“telesthesia”) for purported cases of clairvoyance or of “perception at a
distance” that would not pass through customary channels (vision, hearing, smell, etc.) but would also not be cases
of communication. For our purposes and to return to our initial problem, the communicational aspect prevents telep-
athy from overcoming the epistemological obstacle mentioned earlier and offering a way out of the problem of other
minds. Why? Because, if | were to receive a telepathic message, how could this message, whatever its form, contain
within itself the guarantee of its authenticity? If | may come to doubt what my fellow humans seem to be saying to
me verbally, why should | not also doubt what they seem to be telepathically communicating to me? What, more-
over, would distinguish a telepathic reception from an identical hallucination? Even in the very terms of the problem,
it is inexplicable how telepathy could extricate us: all communication (even so-called non-verbal communication)
allows for the possibilities of both deception and miscommunication. And since it is precisely this possibility of
deception that sustains the difficulty in the problem of other minds, the introduction of telepathy cannot allow us to
overcome it.

A. J. Ayer, in an article in which he addresses the problem of other minds— while remaining constrained by the
tenets of a logical positivism that cannot avoid giving rise to the problem—made several typical remarks consistent
with the points made above: that it would be fruitless for anyone troubled by the problem of other minds to seek

relief in telepathy since:

even if he were to achieve it he would be doing no more than add to his current methods of commu-
nication. What is strange about telepathy is that a message is transmitted apparently without the
employment of any physical means.*? But to be informed of another's feeling telepathically is not to
share it; and even if it were to share it there would be exactly the same grounds here as in the case of
any other shared feelings for saying that there were two feelings and not one. There is the experience
of the person who makes the communication and the experience of the person who receives
it. These experiences are necessarily different, since they are the experiences of different persons,
and this remains true no matter how the communication is made. In this respect telepathy is no better

than the telephone.*?

It would thus still be true in a hypothetical case of telepathy that the recipient does not know what the other person
thinks. As in any mode of communication, nothing prevents the other from lying, concealing her thoughts, leaving
out crucial information, sending only what she wants to send, etc. with the result that the recipient would not in any

way be in a better position to know what the other is really thinking.'® A telepathic recipient might always—even
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while engaged in telepathic communication with the other—seek to understand or worry about failing to compre-
hend. Ultimately, a telepath might well, for these reasons, continue to doubt that there are minds other than

her own.

2 | EXPERIMENT CONCEPTION AND CONCEPTS OF EXPERIMENTATION

The intensive clusters of experimentation around telepathy that have regularly occurred since the end of the 19th
century have provided epistemologists with opportunities to examine the merits and limits of the construction of the
experiments and conditions under which they were carried out. Reflections, that have been somewhat beneficial, on
the place and role of controls in such experiments necessarily arise when one more closely examines the most nota-
ble studies claiming to demonstrate the existence of telepathic powers. All of them, sometimes for very different rea-
sons, turned out to be unsatisfactory. The first experimenters are often viewed today as having been, in the end,
quite naive: insufficiently mindful of both the statistical methods that they claimed to be using and of the possibilities
of trickery that they were likely to encounter. This was, in fact, the diagnosis put forth by Charles Saunders Peirce
who, after initially taking interest in telepathy and having followed the development of the SPR quite closely, in short
order levelled a harsh critique of the methodology used by some of the organisation's most eminent members, partic-

ularly Myers, Gurney, and Podmore:

Their most imposing arguments are based upon the doctrine of probabilities, and these | have exam-
ined with care. | am fully satisfied that these arguments are worthless, partly because of the uncer-
tainty and error of the numerical data, and partly because the authors have been astonishingly

careless in the admission of cases ruled out by the conditions of the argumentation.*

Even so, lan Hacking has credited these first studies on telepathy, for which the SPR provided either patronage or
the impetus, as the first steps in a new type of scientific methodology characterised by its use of randomisation and
double-blind tests.2> One of the reasons for this is basic but worth mentioning: if telepathy is conceived as an action,
it does not—as do most other elementary actions—surprise us when it fails but rather when it succeeds. Telepathy is
by its nature rare and fragile. It is thus understood that such a hypothetical action will fail much more often than it
will succeed and that it is in the gap between these (frequent) failures and the chance occasions of success that
telepathy emerges as an object of study. This narrow gap requires, moreover, that a determination of the frequency
of success due to chance be solidly established. To take a basic example: if people consistently prefer certain of the
numbers that lie, say, between 1 and 10, then any experiment involving the “transmission” of the thought of a num-
ber in that range will have to take such preferences into account, acknowledging, for example, that there is a much
greater chance of the number 7 being picked by both sides. In that case, it is evidently false that from the outset
there was only one chance out of ten that the two subjects would pick the same number. Similarly, it is now also
known that human beings are not very good at making successive choices in a truly random manner: instead, they
tend to privilege certain patterns, to avoid repetitions, etc. These tendencies will thus have to be taken into account.

More generally, it will be readily admitted that there is nothing to be gained by repeating an experiment thou-
sands of times if it was poorly conceived from the outset. While this is certainly true, | would like to focus on a cer-
tain ambiguity in this sort of critique. The claim that an experiment has been poorly conceived can be understood in
two distinct ways. Here we should distinguish two levels of discourse: experiment conception, on the one hand, and
concepts of experimentation, on the other. On the first level, an experiment is poorly conceived when its methodology
is flawed, when the results it is likely to give are not reliable or are not reproducible, or when crucial variables have
been left out, deception hasn't been controlled for, etc. This is the level at which the epistemological critiques of
experiments in telepathy have often been located. Such critiques are obviously apposite and allow it to be

established that the results of an experiment are unsound. This might mean showing that the experimenters too
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frequently or too easily overlooked their biases, disregarded a breach of confidentiality, ignored a well-known statis-
tical effect, and so on. On this level, the ends of the experiment are not discussed, only the means. The critique seeks
to bring about better experiments, while not ruling out the possibility that such experiments may prove worthwhile.
At a second level, that of the concepts of experimentation, an experiment is poorly conceived when the concepts
used to describe the experiment are intrinsically problematic, incoherent or mutually incompatible, unintelligible,
etc.X® This level is more fundamental and any critique from this level will be significantly more radical than first-level
critiques. In a sense, one must assume (at least for the sake of argument) that there are no problems at this more fun-
damental level if one is to be capable of engaging in critiques on the level of experiment conception. On this more
fundamental level it is therefore the coherence and intelligibility of the intended goals that can be examined and dis-
cussed. The objective of the critique is thus not to produce better experiments but rather to call into question the
conceptual framework in which the experiments are carried out.

An analogy will be instructive here. Imagine a group of researchers who concoct the idea of investigating
whether white can be painted black. Not, for example, whether a white wall can be painted black, but whether white
itself—whiteness—can be painted black. They develop a special paint that can be applied to any surface and begin
their experiments by putting this black paint on different white surfaces (e.g. tables, walls, pedestrian crossings, etc.).
They then conclude that, since nothing has proven able to resist the power of this paint, the same will be true of
whiteness itself, which can therefore be painted black. While it would perhaps be useful to point out any problems
with this new paint indicating that it does not have the powers that they have ascribed to it (if, for example, | find a
surface to which their paint does not adhere), | think we would all agree that before being able to know or even seeking
to find out whether it is true or false that white can be painted black, we would already have to have determined what
we are talking about. What does “white” (or “whiteness”) mean in such a discussion? We can understand, for exam-
ple, that a white wall can be painted black (just as we also understand that it can also not be painted black). We also
have no difficulty understanding that metonymic expressions like “the white” can be used as a shorthand for “the
white horse” or “the white wall,” etc. These cases are not particularly problematic. But if our hypothetical group of
researchers insist that the formula is not metonymic and that they want to know whether white itself can be painted
black, we will naturally wonder what it could possibly mean to want to know whether white can be painted black.
And we might readily answer: if “white” is a quality (specifically, a colour), then it is meaningless to seek to find out
whether a quality (specifically, a colour) can take on a colour (or, to put it in the terms of an elucidation, “a colour has
no colour”). One might then put forward, as further elucidations, statements like “a colour is not the type of thing
that can be painted” or “only a surface can be painted,” etc. These statements belong to the level of concepts of
experimentation and, more generally, are part of what one might call “categorial analysis.”*” The considerations that

follow originate in this second level.

3 | POWERS OF MIND AND CATEGORY ERRORS

It is not unusual for a philosopher to notice (and deplore) that the very definition of the term “telepathy” is too vague
or too accommodating since it seems to include—even among the influential members of the SPR who were the main
protagonists of its dissemination—cases in which one struggles to understand whether they are of the same type as
others: for example, the appearance or reception of the mental image of a loved one who is—unbeknownst to the
receiver—in the course of dying on the other side of the world.'® The charge of vagueness is of course an important
one and the ensuing demand that we precisely determine what we are talking about is entirely appropriate. Rather
than dwelling on this aspect, though, | want to focus on the generic description of “powers of the mind.” The very
idea of telepathy presupposes that the mind has powers and that among these powers is the telepathic ability to
communicate from a distance. A first peculiarity: we must assume that the mind is a certain type of thing in order
to be able to attribute powers to it (a power being always the power of some thing). The temptation to succumb to

this first spell is enormous despite being in fact the source of vast philosophical difficulties: we are indeed naturally
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prone to say things like “my mind can obviously do all sorts of things; it can calculate, imagine, represent, etc. Why
should it not also be able to communicate telepathically?” From this perspective, telepathy would simply be one
power of the mind among others, albeit one that is rarer and in no way universal (reserved for a small group or for
initiates, etc.).

This position becomes unintelligible, however, if, instead of making the mind into a thing endowed with powers,
one upholds a so-called “neo-Aristotelian” conception of the mind.'? In this conception, the mind is neither a sepa-
rate substance (typical of dualism) nor part of a substance (e.g., the brain, typical of materialism) but should be under-
stood on the model of a power or ability, or more precisely as a set of abilities. According to this conception, it
would be inappropriate to speak of the mind (as if there were an implicit individuating clause): mental terms concern
abilities and aptitudes, but there is no point in looking for specific things (substances) known as minds.2® From this
perspective, it is entirely devoid of sense to say of a power (or a set of powers) that it has a power. Powers do not
“have” powers, no more so esoteric powers than exoteric ones. Seeing what we call “mind” as a set of abilities allows
us to move beyond some familiar problems: for example, the question of whether to attribute mind to non-human
animals will no longer depend on some mysterious metaphysical dignity (“we have a mind, animals do not”) nor on
neurophysiological comparisons (“our brains are more developed than those of animals”) but will become a function
of what animals can or cannot do. It will depend, therefore, on their abilities. It would be simply mad to declare, for
example, that no non-human animal perceives anything, believes anything, attempts to do anything, is in pain, etc.
That being said, every set of abilities must be strictly distinguished from the possessor of those abilities: one should
therefore not confuse, for example, the ability to calculate, to imagine, etc. with the possessors of those abilities.?*
But who are these possessors? They are animals who exhibit a particular range of behaviours, one that we utilise as
a logical criterion for the attribution of those powers. The lesson to be drawn from this conception is that the mind is
not in a category that would allow us to say that it has a power. As a result, the idea that telepathy would be a special
power of the mind becomes deeply incoherent (in much the same way that it would be incoherent to say of an event
that it is curled up in a ball).

This claim might elicit a—perhaps irritable—response like the following: “Let us stipulate that it is not a power of
the mind but of the human being. That stipulation has no bearing on what matters in these discussions and in para-
psychological research in general, namely that human beings have (or could have) such a power. That is not only an
exciting prospect but precisely what we seek to discover. Such reflections on the proper subject of attribution are
somewhat sterile and entirely miss what is extraordinary about telepathy! If one were able to show that human
beings are in fact capable of communicating over distance using mere thought, it would be something altogether
remarkable, and all the quibbling about who might have such a power in no way helps us either to confirm or discon-
firm the hypothesis.”

What is noteworthy in this response is that it still assumes that it has already been established what “communi-
cating over a distance using mere thought” might mean, thereby surreptitiously returning us to the level of experi-
ment conception. The very description of the ostensible telepathic power is problematic from the outset. Before

determining whether it is a hypothesis, it will have to be established that it is meaningful.?

Only if the description of
telepathy is intelligible will we then be able to seek to find out if it is correct or not (i.e. true or false of human
beings—or of some among them). And it is not at all clear that it is intelligible. | would suggest that the question of
whether | can communicate using thought alone should be considered alongside the question of whether | can dance
using thought alone. It will be readily accepted that one can imagine oneself to be dancing, but imagining oneself to
be dancing is not to join in a certain kind of dance (a mental dance). If | imagine myself dancing, | might perhaps be
preparing myself to dance (at some later time) or perhaps be recalling a past dance, but | am clearly not actually danc-
ing in doing so. What other meaning could be given to “dancing in thought”? We have great difficulty saying. Simi-
larly, to imagine oneself communicating or “communicating in thought” is not a certain type of communication
(a mental communication). Here again, the risk is to see the mind as a kind of agent able to do things, when the mind
is not an agent. It might be asked what the arguments are in favour of the non-agentive character of the mind, but

that is to reverse the burden of proof: it is incumbent on the person who postulates both human beings and minds to
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account for such a division. The person who prefers to speak only of human beings without speaking separately
about their minds is not obliged to explain herself to anyone.

More generally, it will be easier to accept some occult power if one first postulates an occult subject that has this
power. Reaffirming or emphasising that the mind is in no way an occult subject but, rather, a way of speaking about
the capacities of human beings, has a preventive value and allows us to avoid the pitfall of adopting a second mys-

tery (telepathy) because we had already adopted a first one (the mind as a thing, an agent, a substance).

4 | TURING AND TELEPATHY

By contrast, it will be recalled that in his discussion of the question “can machines think?” in his famous article from
1950 in which he also introduced his equally famous “Imitation Game,” Alan Turing devoted a few exceedingly-
strange paragraphs to a response to the objection of telepathy, paragraphs in which he seems to take this objection
very seriously, claiming that “the statistical evidence is [...] overwhelming.”?® A person playing the role of the interro-
gator could in some way cheat at the imitation game if the other human involved were a capable telepath: the inter-
rogator would need only, Turing claims, have the participants guess a great many times the colour of the card he is
holding in his hand (and that he can see). The capable telepath, unlike the machine, will have statistically significant
positive results where the machine's results would be close or equal to those obtained by chance. Turing then gets
embroiled in some unsettling speculation about some hypothetical power of psychokinesis that the interrogator
might be able to use to manipulate the machine's random number generator. At this point it is difficult to imagine
why the interrogator would bother—if he wants to win the Imitation Game (and guess which of the participants is
human and which is the machine)—attempting to modify through psychokinesis the response given by the machine.
Nor is it easy to understand why this power would not in any case give him the solution he seeks (Turing also evokes
the possibility of the interrogator winning immediately through clairvoyance). He concludes—before giving his solu-
tion to this objection—that “with ESP anything may happen.”?* Such a conclusion is disconcerting to say the least: is
it possible—one might ask as an analogical objection—for white to be painted black? Is it an option for an event to be
curled up in a ball? It is striking here that Turing does not dwell on the question of what such a thing might mean.
Certain images (rather than theories) must be directing one's conception of the mind for one to be able to accept that
such descriptions represent real possibilities (whose actualisation remains to be determined).

It is difficult to take seriously the solution that Turing adopts to maintain the validity of his test. It consists, he
suggests, in putting the participants in a “telepathy-proof room.” Commentators are rightly circumspect and non-
committal about the proper interpretation of these paragraphs and the gnomic solution Turing proposes. Some main-
tain that Turing was being ironic or facetious in the passage. Douglas Hofstadter notes with some amusement that
Turing's article has been reprinted with this objection having been expurgated, a remarkable occurrence that is symp-
tomatic of the difficulty.?> There is in truth no textual reason to believe that Turing was being ironic or facetious,
and there are biographical reasons to believe that that was not the case.? Some of these reasons are linked to the
context in which Turing was writing. On this point, David Leavitt has provided a remarkable statistic: in the month of
September 1949 (i.e. a few months before the composition of the article in question), the term “telepathy” appeared
sixteen times in the London Times even though the term had not appeared in the paper since 1932.27 Moreover, sev-
eral prominent intellectuals and scientists had championed parapsychological research by presenting it as the van-
guard of a future revolution. It is likely that Turing himself had been impressed by the results (which we now know
not have been impressive at all) gathered by the renowned John Banks Rhine of Duke University, mentioned earlier,
as well as by the studies (that have also been shown to have been fraudulent) carried out by Samuel Soal and publicly
supported by the Cambridge philosopher and active member of the SPR, C. D. Broad.?®

In the famous 1950 text, Turing seems to see this objection as particularly troublesome for his aims: “This argu-
ment is to my mind quite a strong one.”?? We may deplore the fact that Turing discusses the objection without the

slightest hesitation about the categories with which we are to understand it. He speaks of “disturbing phenomena”
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and “new facts” and assumes that the reader is familiar with the meaning of terms like “telepathy, clairvoyance, pre-
cognition and psychokinesis.”*° Even so, familiarity with certain expressions is no guarantee of the coherence of
those expressions. We can, for example, be entirely familiar with the expression “time travel” without realising that
time travel is ultimately incoherent or meaningless.? Incidentally, this also shows that nothing prevents us from tell-
ing stories of time travel, being enthusiastic about time travel stories, dreaming of travelling through time, etc. Noth-
ing prevents these because, more generally, nothing prevents telling incoherent stories, being enthusiastic about

unintelligible stories, or dreaming about the impossible.

5 | REPRESENTATIONS OF TELEPATHY

To return to telepathy, it is intriguing to observe that the representations (particularly cinematic ones) to which we
usually resort in order to illustrate what telepathy might be are generally of two (non-exclusive) kinds. The first form
of representation is the voice-over, which is the technique often used by filmmakers to represent two people com-
municating telepathically. In it, the voice of the character or characters is superimposed on—but dissociated from—
their image. The spectator hears the voices of the characters (with their habitual intonation) while also seeing these
characters and is meant to apprehend that the voices heard are diegetic and that the characters are actively involved
in that communication. The second kind of representation of telepathy involves the face, in particular facial mimicry
of intense concentration (a knitted brow, hands to the forehead, narrowed eyes, etc.) that is meant to be characteris-
tic of telepathy. These two modes of representation are not enough to allow us to imagine ourselves having
established that we are dealing with a “phenomenon” or a “fact.”

There is, moreover, something unusual about positing a telepathic power that would be modelled on perception
(as when people speak of a “sixth sense” in such contexts). Perceptive powers have two features that fit poorly with
any ostensible power of telepathy: the first is what is often called the factive dimension of perception.3? It is logically
impossible to perceive something that is not there. If | perceive a dog on the side of the road, there must be a dog on
the side of the road to be perceived. And if there is no dog, | will have to revise my initial statement: it seemed to me
that | was perceiving a dog on the side of the road. Or: | did not perceive a dog on the side of the road. From this per-
spective, perceiving is not like searching (since | may search for something that cannot be found). It might obviously
be the case that | do not know what | have perceived, but it is nevertheless the case that if | have perceived some-
thing, there must have been something in my perceptual field. It would be absurd or incongruous to want to use sta-
tistical methods to determine whether, when | perceive something, there is something that | am perceiving. Yet
experiments on supposed powers of telepathy get entangled in precisely this absurdity. The second feature is the
cognitive dimension of perception: if | perceive a tree before me, | know that there is a tree before me. Similarly, if |
have seen who entered the room, | know who entered the room. This obviously does not mean that error is impossi-
ble or that it is senseless to speak of attempts, failures, or successes in cases of perception. It means that the senses
(the perceptive faculties) are essentially cognitive faculties but nonetheless fallible and that their success depends on
the conditions in which they are exercised. As we have seen, in the hypothetical case of telepathy, this cognitive
dimension would be the exception rather than the norm.

The provisional conclusion of these reflections is that the recourse to telepathy can in no way provide a solution
to the problem of other minds, but—more importantly—this solution nevertheless shares with the problem itself the
very conceptual architecture that allows the problem to arise. Thinking that telepathy might provide a solution to
the problem of other minds is thus not only an inadequate solution, given the terms of the problem, but it shares
with that problem the category errors that gave rise to it, namely the error of conceiving the mind as either a kind of
place in which internal processes unfold or as a kind of agent that launches mental events. Ayer maintains, for exam-
ple, that “events that go on in other people's minds” are “not even in principle accessible to our observation.”>® This
vocabulary of accessibility is at the heart of the problem, for even if it is only in principle that something is
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inaccessible to me, to speak of “access” or of “observation” in such cases sustains a spatial (and exploratory) meta-
phor that has proven to be misleading when we are seeking to lucidly approach our relations with others.

Some contemporary philosophers question the idea that inaccessibility to others is a necessary truth, claiming
that this inaccessibility is contingent: though it so happens that we have no access to the minds of others, we could
have access to them. We could do it modulo a reliabilist conception of self-knowledge combined with a scenario
involving telepathy.3* However, we understand that the preceding considerations are, in fact, prior to such discus-
sions: one must have already accepted the terms of the problem (especially the rhetoric of “access”) for the possibil-
ity or impossibility of such access to arise as a question.

We do not observe our own “mental events” even if we can—through self-reflection—say things about ourselves
that others would be unable to say. It is therefore not appropriate to say that others cannot observe our mental
events and that we cannot observe theirs. A great many psychological verbs cannot be categorised as events. If |
believe that the Socialist Party will never again lead the country, there is no “mental event” or “mental process”
involved: | might well be asked since when | have thought this, but one cannot, for example, interrupt my belief or
conceive of it on the model of a continuous process. This problem of other minds is in fact sustained by certain forms
of expression (e.g., “in my head,” “lost in my thoughts,” “to vent one's hatred,” etc.) that indiscriminately convey the
ideas of a place, a content, a substance, or a thing. The notion of telepathy retains all these seductive, but ultimately

deceptive, associations.>”

6 | IMPOSSIBLE ACCESS TO OTHERS

At work within the problem of other minds, there is the rhetorical move of “speaking strictly”: strictly speaking, we
are only conscious of ourselves. Strictly speaking we only have indirect access to other minds. Strictly speaking, we do
not know how things stand for others, etc. But one must ask: is it really speaking strictly to say that one never knows
that so-and-so thinks X or Y when we have every reason to believe that he thinks X or Y? Is it strictly speaking to say
that we do not know whether he is really in pain despite seeing him writhe in pain while screaming “I'm suffering ter-
ribly”? Why in such a case would there be anything inappropriate or imprecise about speaking of him being in pain?
This is not an appeal to the correct use of language (as when one says “one does not say ‘these sheeps’ but rather
‘these sheep’”’) and this rhetoric is not about reminding the reader of basic rules that she may have forgotten. Saying
that we know that our friend is delighted, sad, or hesitant is not inappropriate in that way.

From the “strictly speaking” perspective, knowledge of others—and therefore also understanding of them—is always
mediated, indirect, and second-hand. What, then, would first-hand knowledge be? The response is obvious: “first-hand”
knowledge is only what | myself see, think, believe, etc. One would have to take a leap to reach one's fellow humans and,
as always, there is an inherent danger involved. | have suggested above that this rhetoric and the various images that
direct it can only lead us into error. “l have no access to the minds of others” would therefore be as incongruous as I
have no access to the days of the week”: before one can know whether there is an obstacle (and before determining the
nature of that obstacle), one must be able to understand what has been claimed. Here as elsewhere, it is worth recalling
that semantic considerations are prior to both ontological and epistemological considerations.

Finally and by way of conclusion, | would like to suggest that this case provides an instance of a logical error the
history of which Peter Geach famously traced in his article “History of a Fallacy”: while it is certainly always possible
for me to be in error in my dealings with my fellow humans, it is not possible that | always be in error in my dealings
with them.®® As Geach points out, this is a pattern of poor reasoning that hardly troubles us when illustrated with
ordinary examples, but which we struggle to detect or identify in more philosophical contexts. Thus, nobody will con-
clude that there is someone for whom it is obligatory to govern from the premise that it is obligatory that someone
govern. The problem of other minds depends on a move that is at least as problematic. What drives the problem is
that | do not really know that | have not been duped or fooled; it is always possible that others are lying to me. But it

does not then follow that it is possible that others are always lying to me.
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More generally, this inversion in the order of operations may lead to two types of unfortunate consequence.®”

The first is the logical inconsistency which amounts to sliding from a truth to a falsehood. This is what happens
when, from the premise “every French person has a social security number” (which is true), | conclude that “there is
a social security number that every French person has” (which is false). The second unfortunate consequence is to
move from a truth to an absurdity or a contradiction. This happens when moving, for example, from “it is always pos-
sible that the fruit | encounter is made of plastic” (which is true: on every occasion where | believe | have fruit before
me, that fruit may turn out to be made of plastic) to “it is possible that the fruit | encounter is always made of plas-
tic.” The second proposition is in fact absurd or contradictory because the possibility it presents is no possibility at
all. One of the conditions of intelligibility for us to be able to say we have encountered plastic fruit is that there are
(or that there were) fruit of which the plastic ones are imitations. Without fruit, there can be no plastic fruit, with the
result that the possibility is in reality a pseudo-possibility. The absurdity of such descriptions is not as easily detect-
able as are textbook examples like “a square circle.” The case is closest to putative descriptions like “the only sibling
of the father of my first cousin who has parents without grandchildren” which require a moment of reflection to
establish that they are ultimately pseudo-descriptions. | have attempted to show that a (longer) moment of reflection
was just as necessary to establish that the definitions provided of “telepathy” were also pseudo-descriptions.
--translated by Stephen Adam Schwartz.
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There is an entire tradition (especially Wittgensteinian) to which | adhere, and which holds that, among the criteria for
the identity and individuation of concepts, one must include the explanations that a speaker would give or accept for the
meaning of the corresponding terms. It follows that concepts could prove to be incompatible with one another or inco-
herent if the explanations in question are incompatible. Moreover, if one associates the concepts with certain rules of
inference, one can also acknowledge that there may be another form of incompatibility among concepts when those
rules themselves are incompatible with one another. Similarly, if concepts are abstractions from our usage of words, there
might yet again be a form of incompatibility (if the usages are incompatible: i.e. pull in opposing directions, etc.). It is
therefore not necessarily improper to say of a pair or a group of concepts that they are incoherent or incompatible with
one another, for it is not the case that only utterances or propositions can be incompatible or incoherent.

Our two levels may have a certain degree of permeability between them (or at least might allow for an intermediate
level). For example, sometimes the law of conservation of energy is invoked as an obstacle to telepathy. Telepathy would
thus go against a firmly established law of nature. The obstacle would not lie only at the level of experiment conception
but would derive just as much from the concepts of experimentation in play: any putative telepathic action would ulti-
mately be incredible or supernatural since it would violate the law of conservation of energy. There would therefore be
something absurd about wanting to carry out experiments (in nature) on the supernatural.
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