THE PLACE OF PAIN IN LIFE

It is a pain to be in pain.

I take a hammer, drive a nail into the wall and suddenly hit my left thumb. I spontaneously withdraw my hand, screaming. Where is that pain located? 

In his article “Pains and Places”
 John Hyman argues that it is where we would normally take it to be: in my thumb. That is, the place of a pain is in the organ that hurts. One might wonder how anyone could possibly deny a claim like this. But as Hyman demonstrates, it runs counter to dominant and deeply entrenched trends of philosophy. Within Cartesianism, pain, as a mental property, has no bodily location, and according to recent materialist philosophies of mind, in saying that my thumb hurts, what I really do is identifying the cause or effect of pain. The pain itself is elsewhere: in the brain or central nervous system (identity theory; functionalism) or in the whole person (behaviourism; Wittgenstein). Against all this, Hyman defends what he takes to be the more common sensical view on the matter – that “sensations of all sorts [...] are generally in the places where we say they are. So, for example, if I say that I have an itch in the big toe on my left foot, then, by and large, that is the very place where the itch is.”

I agree. However, I believe he overstates his point to the effect of excluding some natural allies. Hyman is right that the pain of my thumb is in my thumb. But Wittgensteinian expressivists are also right that it is where I; the whole person, am. 

It is certainly true that as living beings we feel pain in particular limbs and not “in” the “person”. But, equally true, without a person feeling the pain there would be no pain. That the pain is in my thumb, is a natural thing to say. But so is my saying that I feel the pain, and I would not say my thumb feels it. That is why we comfort persons and not their thumbs – except, perhaps, when we care for small children: “Oh poor thumb, are you hurting so much? Let me give you a kiss”. We do not mean such expressions literally, and I take it that neither would Hyman literally claim that a thumb is capable of feeling anything. Somehow the whole person experiences the pain as painful. All in all I therefore hold the simple truth to be that I feel pain in my thumb. 

This means I find it difficult entirely to agree with what Hyman says about typical pain idioms: (1) I have an itch in my toe; (2) I have a headache; (3) My leg is hurting. In accordance with his view on pain location, he takes their semantic structure to be identical but only (3) to supply a transparent version of it. Just as the fact behind “My nose is bleeding” may be conveyed by “I have a nosebleed”, so “My head aches” can be expressed as “I have a headache”. However, since the pain is in my head and not in “me”, only the first version wears its structure on its sleeve, he says. 

This way of assimilating cases of pain to cases like bleeding is what I find problematic. Whereas “My nose is bleeding” may be interchanged for “I am bleeding in my nose”, we would not interchange “My thumb feels pain” for “I feel pain in my thumb”. My thumb simply does not feel anything – a fact which indicates a different relationship between the whole and the parts; the person and the limbs, than in cases like bleeding. Hyman is right that commonsense is right in saying that pains are where we say they are (in our limbs). But I think commonsense is also right in saying that the whole person feels the pain in some particular limb. That means, I will have the cake and eat it: In experiencing pain, I am wholly present in the hurting part of my body. So the whole is present in each one of its parts. 

At least if that is the way it feels, in order better to understand this feeling we should turn our attention to the fact of embodied consciousness. In what follows, I will offer some reflections on biological life as the basic precondition for pains, sensations – and indeed any kind of consciousness. Again, I take my endeavour to be in harmony with the main thrust and conclusions of Hymans article: “In any case, sensations are exactly as strange as sentient animals are; and that is a degree of strangeness which we had better feel capable of accepting.”

*

Can the whole be wholly present in its parts? In organisms it seems it can. A finger cut off from its body is not an “organ” any more, and somehow the workings of the organs benefit the entire organism. We thus understand the functions of our limbs as contributing to preserving the living whole. Within the Aristotelian tradition, this understanding also involves functional explanation: The dynamic processes incorporated in an organism not only account for its manifest behaviour.
 They also figure in causal explanations of the occurrence and working of an organ as contributing to the wellbeing of the organism. Then as far as the organs are explained by their beneficial effects, the structure of such accounts is teleological. However, to Aristotle this meant “internal” teleology, the activity of the organism just preserving its own working and not some external purpose. On this conception, as a kind of praxis,
 life is an autotelic process reflexively sustaining itself through its embodied parts.  

What are we to make of such explanations today? Obviously, their structure might be of some relevance to the whole/part structure to be found in pain consciousness. But can they survive the general demise of teleological world pictures? Maybe the autotelic conception of life has indeed some survival value. 

Within today’s natural sciences one encounters definitions of “life” in terms of physiology, thermodynamics, information theory, biochemistry and genetics. No unified conception is to be found, and that is how it must be across the many sciences.
 However, this also makes it a legitimate task for anyone to reflect upon which one among the vast set of definitions best captures the distinction we naturally draw between living and non-living things. This interdisciplinary aim is beautifully served by Erwin Schrödinger’s little classic What is Life?
 His point of departure is the obvious difference between dead and living things manifest in action – corresponding, on a phenomenological level, to Aristotle’s characteristic of “self-moving” animals: When you push a ball, due to friction and other kinds of resistance, it stops rather soon. When you push a dog, it may keep on running for quite a while. Schrödinger’s book aims at explaining how the dog’s movements conform to the basic laws of quantum physics and thermodynamics. 

The occurrence in our universe of a running dog is a highly improbable phenomenon. But so is the occurrence of heavy chemical stuffs. Due to its consumption of such stuffs and the corresponding production of waste products the dog’s improbable process of nutrition, growth and running is in fact very efficient in bringing about a more probable, less ordered material state of affairs in the world. This means, some central Aristotelian characteristics of life are explained by the modern concept of combustion. This notion only supplies necessary conditions for life, however, since many combustion driven activities – of flames, tornadoes or cars to mention but a few - we would not count as living. Then taking metabolism to be the kind of combustion reserved for living things, according to the biologists and cyberneticists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, the biological cell constitutes the elementary life unit - the main reason for which is the following. 

Why do we not consider a flame a living thing? Presumably, because it is a process but not a well defined unity. Then what about a car? It is a stable unity all right, but the unity is just a static shell surrounding a dynamic process of combustion. In neither case is there an organic unity incorporating the process. Now what if the car started producing its own metal parts, i.e. not only automatically repairing them or substituting new for old ones but also creating them? It would then somehow manufacture the chemical and mechanical transformations from iron ore to wheels and carburettors in a way beneficial to its own activity. This is certainly not a very likely thing to happen – but in fact a process like this takes place within biological cells.

Like a flame, the cell is not a static unity but a dynamic process. Like a car, it is also a well defined and stable unity surrounding the activity. Unlike both, it produces this very unity. It is furnished with a protecting membrane created by the process of metabolism. So, firstly, in successively “renewing” and producing the membrane, the cell produces its own parts. Secondly, the membrane protects the metabolic process – whose activity consists in producing the membrane. The kind of reflexive circularity thus displayed by a simple biological cell is taken by Maturana/Varela to be the basic characteristic of life: In producing the parts protecting the production of protecting parts, a living being produces itself. This phenomenon of self-creating is called autopoiesis.
  

The concept of autopoiesis bears a striking similarity to Aristotle’s autotelic characterisation of life. In both cases, some kind of material combustion is taken as fundamental to the process. In both cases, the resulting activity sustains itself rather than some external purpose. And in both cases, the occurrence and workings of the parts are functionally explained by the process as a whole. Thus on the one hand, the phenomenon of life is perhaps better understood in analogy with evolutionary biology than with Aristotelian teleology: Since the membrane’s parts protect the process of producing them, their functional occurrence is due to their survival value for the organism. On the other hand, due to the reflexive circularity of the life process, on a certain level teleological explanations must be perfectly legitimate.

Now whatever its merits in different branches of biology or biochemistry – the notion of autopoisis seems highly relevant to reflections on the material basis of consciousness. One tends to forget how fundamental to any consciousness is the simple feeling of being alive; of  being a movens sustained by breathing, drinking, eating and digestion. We thus have needs, the satisfaction of which is a precondition for not falling ill or avoiding death. As sentient animals we also feel our vital needs, and damage in organic limbs is experienced as painful. That is not to say all feelings of pain or pleasure have a one to one-correspondence to definite survival functions of bodily organs. But at least I feel pain in an organ as something concerning me; the living whole. 

Spatially, of course, the whole organism cannot be put into one of its parts. But as an autopoietic unit, functionally it is wholly present in each one of them. Then what better fundamentum in re for pain consciousness could we possibly look for? 

Over the centuries, within teleological biology this parallel or even identity of material and mental structure within certain organisms seems to have been taken for granted. This is not only the case in Aristotle and in the German Leibniz/Wolfe-tradition but also in Kant, as witness his early anti-occultist, rather expressivist work Träume eines Geistersehers: 

Where I feel, it is there that I am. I am as immediately in my finger-tip as I am in my head. It is I myself whose heel hurts, and whose heart beats with emotion. And when my corn aches, I do not feel the painful impression in some nerve located in my brain; I feel it at the end of my toe. No experience teaches me to regard some parts of my sensation of myself as remote from me. Nor does any experience teach me to imprison my indivisible ‘I’ in a microscopically tiny region of the brain, either so as to operate from there the levers governing my body-machine, or so as myself to be affected in that region by the workings of that machinery. For that reason, I would insist on its strict refutation before I could be persuaded to dismiss as absurd what used to be said in the schools: My soul is wholly in my whole body, and wholly in each of its parts.

Due to the notion of autopoiesis, in order to appreciate these remarks we do not need any strong notion of teleology. 

*

After Kant, the concept of life plays a prominent role in the philosophy of German idealism, in French and German “vitalism”, in phenomenology and existentialism and in Wittgenstein’s expressivist “life form” philosophy. Since, intuitively, the autopoietic conception of life captures important distinctions between living and non-living beings, it seems particularly well fit to serve as a biological basis of expressivist philosophies of mind.


An autopoietic entity is “wholly present” in its parts. For a dead organism this is not the case. Neither is the living organism “present” in objects distinct from itself. Some organisms perceive aspects of their environment, however, and any perception seems to involve a distinction between a perceiver and items perceived. Where are we, then, to place a feeling of pain? Obviously in the perceiver and not in the environment. Pain is not a disturbance in objects perceived but in the perceiving organism’s way of living. Now among these ways of living we also find the use of words. Therefore, if pain is a feature of the organism, it is “wholly present” in acts of expressing pain as well. Accordingly, such expressions do not describe a mental state of affairs distinct from the very act of describing it. 

This way of looking at things has some obvious parallels in Wittgenstein’s remarks on pain and pain language. Denying that pain words refer to pains, Wittgenstein takes their primary function to consist in expressing pain. Clearly, this is not meant as a narrowly semantic point about words. Rather, Wittgenstein dwells on the role and meaning of pain in human (and animal) life as a precondition for understanding pain words. Pain is not an “inner object” of perception, he seems to claim, nor is it an object of referring descriptions. 

Against this view it has been argued that we often do describe our pain, at times even in fashions quite detached. Now as living beings we not only perceive the external world; we also perceive our own body – a bleeding leg or a hurting thumb, for instance. As objects of perception they are of course objects of possible descriptions too. However, granted that to a living organism the feeling of pain is not an object of perception but a way of living, Wittgenstein’s point is simply that descriptive pain language depends for its very meaning on the use of non-descriptive pain expressions – as supplying necessary criteria for the use of such language.

For instance, understanding pain in my own, first person case means understanding its role within patterns of spontaneous actions and reactions; patterns I can also observe among my fellow beings. We often fake or suppress pain reactions, or we may ponder on how best to treat them as objects of referring descriptions. These are objectifying ways of “enacting” pain, and, according to Wittgenstein, no one could possibly fathom the meaning of pain in a world where all pain were objectified. Thus criteria of spontaneous pain behaviour constitute a necessary condition for understanding the phenomenon of pain and verbal pain expressions. 

Whatever stand one takes on that - I also think people who are not convinced by any version of Wittgensteinian expressivism should seriously consider the autopoietic approach to a feeling like pain an alternative to important trends within modern philosophy of mind. 

A living organism’s “presence” in its parts corresponds in a simple and straightforward way to pain idioms like “I feel pain in my thumb”. Unless one takes computers to be alive, no such correspondence could be displayed by computer functionalism. For the same reason, it is hard to see how identity theories or “central state materialism” could contribute to explaining pain and similar states of consciousness: Life is just a necessary and not a sufficient condition for consciousness. In all probability, movement and perception as well as the existence of a central and peripheral nervous system make up further necessary conditions. Then on the one hand, the relation of central to periphery strikingly underscores the whole/part quality of pain experience. On the other hand, this very condition excludes ascribing pain to a brain – which, after all, has no brain (or central/peripheral nervous system). 

Dreams, however, are often taken to supply some kind of evidence for the view that pains and other mental states are states of embodied brains and not of bodies containing brains: In the absence of bodily action and functioning sense organs, where else than in the brain could a dreaming person’s experiential content possibly be located?

But asleep we are not dead, so still the organism’s vegetative system functions. For one thing, we are breathing, thus incorporating the body’s basic metabolic rhythm. So it is no great wonder that even in sleep, due to its bodily state, a living organism has sensory experience. One should also consider the actual content of human dreams, which normally does not seem to consist in unstructured qualities. Dreams are populated with people and things with which we interact in daily life – interactions without which we would not be able to perceive them. It is not very likely that an inert brain could ever entertain experiences of that sort. 

Above all, I take it that most people have dreams similar to mine, about relatives and friends, places one has known and things one has done. That is, their content is not only general but frequently also “directed” at singular items in the world. Which means they carry intentional aboutness. Now as living agents autopoietically “present” in moving limbs, we are permanently conscious of intentional relations to the world, also at times when we just sit down or lie in bed. It is therefore understandable that even in sleep some kind of slumbering intentionality obtains. What kind of evidence could possibly speak in favour of ascribing intentionality to dreaming brains instead? Just as brains show no sign of the whole/part-features characterising pain expressions, neither do they display intentional behaviour. Only bodies with brains do. 

Finally, what about phantom pains? Is that a phenomenon better explained by regarding the brain as the true locus of pains in absent organs? 

In autopoietic beings, the living whole is “present” in its living parts. At times this whole/part relationship malfunctions. A person with a freshly amputated leg may forget about the amputation for a moment and fall to the ground after “leaning” on it. This is easily explained by referring to an absent part of a broadly intact and working whole/part relationship. Is not this the obvious way of explaining phantom pains as well? An organism at times feels its presence in absent limbs. That is very strange indeed. But at least the whole organism is present in present limbs. Without such presence in a part, how could one even imagine presence in absent limbs? 

I thus suggest we take the autopoietic whole/part relation as the key to understanding phantom pains: Only in the context of a living organism can parts of the nervous system malfunction, creating feelings in non-existent limbs. In the absence of a living whole, neurons or synapses have no bodily function, so they cannot malfunction either. (Compare: taking a defect fuel indicator out of a car and placing it on a lawn. We would have removed the conditions of possibility for saying it malfunctions.) Presumably, no one can tell exactly how many limbs can be removed from an organism still leaving it intact. But once we no more are a living body, with a central and peripheral nervous system, capable of feeling pain in present parts, I feel sure we can feel no pain in absent parts either. 

According to this view I think I will have to accept what many seem to find highly counterintuitive: that pains felt in absent organs somehow exist “in thin air”.
 That does not mean they are experienced as “pains in air”. Or, to take a queer case imagined by Hyman: Due to some special correlation of my limbs, a feeling of pain in my right phantom leg is located at a place where in fact my left leg is to be found. That does not mean it is experienced as a pain “in my left leg”. But I may mistakenly have a feeling of being present in phantom limbs located at places that are in fact identical with places occupied by thin air or real limbs. This identity of places does not entail the real existence of limbs experienced as hurting or painful.

Then returning to Hyman’s pain idioms: (1) I have an itch in my toe; (2) I have a headache; (3) My leg is hurting, I accept their structural equivalence. “I have a pain in my (non-existing) leg” is semantically equivalent to “My (non-existing) leg is hurting”. But I do not agree that (3) is more transparent than (1) and (2). Rather, if I had to choose, I would say (1) and (2) are more transparent; making explicit what is implied by (3) as well: a feeling person. Thus whereas Hyman takes pains to be modes of persons’ limbs, I propose we understand them as modes of persons located in their limbs.
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