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What are we?

1. We are not physical.   

Though intimately related to our physical bodies, we are not 
identical to them.

2. We are simple. 

We are beings without parts. Unlike our bodies, we are not 
composed of other objects.

Descartes:



Part II.
Are we simple?

What are we?



What is it like to be an inmate 
on death row? 



What is it like to be a carrot? 

Nothing.

How do we know?

Empirical Research (i.e., a posteriori)



What is it like to be Radiohead 
itself? 
Nothing.

How do we know?

A priori.



What is it like to be this entire 
class of students? 

Nothing.

How do we know?

A priori.



What is it like to be a pair of 
carrots? 

Nothing.

How do we know?

A priori.



What is it like to be a pair of 
people? 
Nothing.

How do we know?

A priori.



Might a pair of people 
itself be conscious?

Intuitively: NO



Why not?
• My hypothesis:

• A pair of people is a composite object (it is *composed* of other objects)

• Rival hypotheses:

1. Pairs of people do not have enough parts.

2. Pairs of people do not have parts of the right nature. 

3. Pairs of people do not have parts capable of standing in the right sorts of 
relations to each other and their environment.

4. Pairs of people do not have an internal structure (they are mere 
collections). 

5. Some combination of (1) – (4) is to blame.



Obvious objection to my hypothesis:

• What about the human body?

• It has parts and it seems conscious.  



Against the rival hypotheses

1. Pairs of people do not have enough parts.

Consider a triplet, or a quadruplet, of people.

Consider the entire world population.

✗



Against the rival hypotheses

2. Pairs of people do not have parts of the right nature. 

•Consider a pair of dogs, carrots, or neurons

✗



Against the rival hypotheses

3. Pairs of people do not have parts capable of standing in the 
right sorts of relations to each other and their environment.

•What relations are relevant? 

•Functional

•Consider a pair of people who function together like two 
hemispheres of a human brain

✗



Against the rival hypotheses

4. Pairs of people do not have an internal structure (they are 
mere collections). 

•Consider a “human throne” formed out of a pair of people

✗



Against the rival hypotheses

5. Some combination of (1) – (4) is to blame.

•Close the gap between a pair of people and the human body in stages.

1. Number of parts: Consider a collection of billions of people.

2. Number + Relation: Consider Block’s “homunculi head” or “nation of 
China”; consider Putnam’s “swarm of bees”

3. Number + Relation + Nature + Structure: Consider a human body, as 
follows:

a. Zuboff/Unger brain separation

b. Magical Goggles

✗



Best hypothesis of why it seems impossible 
for a pair of people to be conscious:

• A pair of people is a composite object

• A conscious being is a simple object.



Conclusion
Conscious beings are simple


